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Making More Perennials:
A Guide to Simple Division

TTEECCHHNNIIQQUUEESS

DDiivviiddee  ppllaannttss  wwiitthh  fifibbrroouuss

rroooottss,,  ssuucchh  

aass  aassttiillbbee  ((lleefftt)),,  wwiitthh  

aa  kknniiffee..  TThhoossee  wwiitthh  bbuullkkiieerr,,

ttuubbeerroouuss  rroooottss,,  ssuucchh  aass  iirriiss,,

aarree  bbeesstt  sseeppaarraatteedd  wwiitthh  ttwwoo

ffoorrkkss  ((rriigghhtt)),,  tthheenn  ttrriimmmmeedd  wwiitthh

aa  kknniiffee..

rest in place. Typically, though, we lift an entire clump
out of the ground—a back-taxing job when tackling
peonies, daylilies, and Siberian irises—before starting to
divide. That done, I like to shake o≠ some soil, the better
to see the separate crowns and natural dividing lines. At
this stage, handy tools include pruning shears, a pock-
etknife, and a strong, sharp kitchen knife—I use a rusty
old thing long past kitchen duty. Scissors make short
work of gangly, fibrous roots.     

There is no stereotyping
perennials. Heleniums and
primroses (to take a tall fall and a
short spring example) are loosely
woven together underground
and practically fall into distinct
segments as you lift them; fingers
and a small knife sever remain-
ing ties. 

Aconites, shasta daisies, beard-
ed irises, sundrops, heucheras,
and clumps of da≠odils and lilies
also fit this pattern. In contrast, a
decade-old peony root is a solid,
woody mass with odd prongs
and side roots attached; without
a strong knife and good seca-
teurs, you’ll make little progress. 

Siberian irises typify perenni-
als that develop a dense tangle of
roots, so tightly interwoven that
you can only position a knife or
thin-bladed pruning saw in a
likely place between crowns and
cut through until something

gives—like slicing an ossified fruitcake, according to one
garden writer. A well-established daylily is easier to pull
apart by hand once the first or second division has taken
care of the tightly bound center. Two hand forks inserted
back-to-back in the middle, and then levered outward,
will often accomplish the first couple of splits. In sunny
weather, it’s a good idea to cover divisions with a damp
blanket or soil, or plop them into a basin of muddy water
to keep roots from drying out.  

What we’re after with all this cutting, tugging, and
tearing is a number of smaller clones of the original. One
to five crowns—leafy segments with a shock of roots
attached—constitute a good division. If you are tempted
to go for larger divisions in hopes of quicker returns,
remember the fallacy of the big clump: Smaller divisions
take hold faster and outpace larger ones. Segments from
the outer edges of a clump are
more vital than those from the
worn-out middle.

A large clump may yield 10, 20,
or more divisions, some better
than others, as well as a pile of
broken shoots, severed roots, and
debris. Choose the number you
need from among the best.
Gardening friends may (or may
not) appreciate the extras, and
some can be potted for charity
sales. The compost heap will
recycle the rest. 

It’s best to replant divisions as
soon as possible, preferably the
same day. Use this opportunity
to get some soil-improving, root-

feeding organic matter into the ground. Dig an oversized
hole for each division and stir in a spadeful of fine-tex-
tured compost, old manure, leaf mold, a bit of peat, sand
if the earth is heavy, and perhaps a palmful of natural fer-
tilizer. Such amendments encourage new roots. Plant
firmly, water deeply, and, as an old neighbor of ours said
after watching us go to great lengths putting in a peony
root, “If it doesn’t grow, it’s not your fault.” e

each perennial has its own pace and method of
increase. But sooner or later, a gardener will either need
or want to divide most of them. If necessity forces your
hand—as bergamot roots run amok and iris rhizomes
crawl over each other—division is taken on to restore
health, order, and decorum to the garden. When a treas-
ured slowpoke—a rare lungwort or that fern-leaf
peony—grows big enough to be conjured from one into
three, division is cause for excitement and hope.  

Dividing any perennial bulki-
er than a primrose can be heavy,
messy work. As a laissez-faire—
and lazy fair-weather—kind of
gardener, I like to be sure it’s
called for. When “spreadacious”
plants such as yarrows, fall asters,
and Japanese anemones soon
creep out of bounds, division
brings them back into line. In
the opposite direction, favorite
perennials are multiplied by divi-
sion to be spread around the gar-
den or shared with friends.
Rejuvenation is the goal as older
clumps of phlox, daisies, and
daylilies are broken into smaller
segments and replanted for a
fresh start. 

Perennials are occasionally
divided while still in the ground;
a sharp spade or trowel plunged
deep into a clump and pried out-
ward and upward will yield a
spare piece or two, leaving the
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TTiimmiinngg
MMaannyy  ppeerreennnniiaallss  rreessppoonndd  ttoo  ddiivviissiioonn  eeiitthheerr  iinn  eeaarrllyy

sspprriinngg  oorr  iinn  eeaarrllyy  ffaallll..  TThhee  ffoolllloowwiinngg,,  hhoowweevveerr,,  aarree

bbeesstt  sspplliitt  iinn  llaattee  ssuummmmeerr  aanndd  ffaallll::    

AAlllliiuummss,,  ccrrooccuusseess,,  ddaaffffooddiillss,,  ggrraappee  hhyyaacciinntthhss,,  aanndd

ootthheerr  sspprriinngg--flfloowweerriinngg  bbuullbbss:: SSpplliitt  ccrroowwddeedd  cclluummppss

iinn  SSeepptteemmbbeerr  bbeeffoorree  nneeww  rroooottss  ffoorrmm..

DDeellpphhiinniiuummss:: EEnnrriicchh  ssooiill,,  tthheenn  rreeppllaanntt  fifirrmmllyy  ttoo  aavvooiidd

wwiinntteerr  hheeaavviinngg..

DDoorroonniiccuumm,,  oorr  lleeooppaarrdd’’ss  bbaannee::  EEaassiillyy  bbrrookkeenn  aappaarrtt

ffoorr  mmoorree  yyeellllooww  ““ddaaiissiieess””  nneexxtt  sspprriinngg..

LLiilliieess:: DDiivviiddee  llaarrggee  cclluummppss  iinnttoo

sseeppaarraattee  bbuullbbss..

SSiibbeerriiaann  iirriisseess:: SSpplliitt  wwhheenn  flfloowweerriinngg  ddiimmiinniisshheess;;

eennrriicchh  eeaarrtthh  wweellll..

PPeeoonniieess:: AA  ppuuzzzzllee  ooff  aa  ppllaanntt  ttoo  ddiivviiddee;;  aaiimm  ffoorr  22--55

ggrroowwiinngg  ttiippss——cclleeaarrllyy  vviissiibbllee  rreedd  nnuubbss——ppeerr  ddiivviissiioonn..

BBee  ccaarreeffuull  nnoott  ttoo  rreesseett  ttoooo  ddeeeepp..

OOrriieennttaall  ppooppppiieess:: DDiivviiddee  iinn  AAuugguusstt  oorr  eeaarrllyy

SSeepptteemmbbeerr,,  jjuusstt  aass  ffrreesshh  ggrroowwtthh  aappppeeaarrss..

PPrriimmuullaass::  EEaarrllyy  SSeepptteemmbbeerr  iiss  aallmmoosstt  aass  ggoooodd  aass  llaattee

JJuunnee;;  ddiivviissiioonnss  rree--eessttaabblliisshh  qquuiicckkllyy..

VViirrggiinniiaa  bblluueebbeellllss:: SSeellddoomm  nneeeedd  ddiivviissiioonn  bbuutt  eeaassyy  ttoo

wwoorrkk  wwiitthh..

TToooollss  ooff  tthhee  ttrraaddee

SShhaassttaa  
ddaaiissyy

OOrriieennttaall  ppooppppyy

DDaayylliillyy
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