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Peonies
The red shoots of peonies emerging from the ground
has signaled spring for generations of gardeners.  Most
peonies have unforgettable fragrance, are unexcelled
for cutting and may live 20–30 years or longer.  The
Greeks revered the peony for its healing powers
believing that the peony and Paean, physician of the
gods, were one and the same.  The modern hybrid
peony came to Europe in the 6th century as a remedy
for epilepsy.  Paeonia lactiflora or Chinese peony came
to British shores from its native lands of Siberia, Mongolia
and northern China.

Peony Facts
All peonies range in height from two to six feet, depend-
ing on the variety.  Types of peonies are Paeonia
lactiflora – Chinese peony, an herbaceous perennial
and the parent of many of our present-day peony
hybrids; Paeonia officinalis – common peony; Paeonia
tenuifolia – fernleaf peony; Paeonia suffruticosa –
Chinese tree peony.  On Long Island peonies bloom
from mid-May through June and are hardy to USDA
zones 2–7/8.  Long Island is zone 6a/7.  All peonies
need a winter season of cold to stimulate flower
production in the spring.

Peony blossoms are classified as single – a unique
form with one or more rows of true petals and a center
of bright yellow stamens; Japanese/anemone – five or
more outer guard petals and a center of stamens that
produce no pollen; semi-double – full flower with promi-
nent tuft of center stamens, sometimes with petals
intermixed; bomb – outer guard petals surround a
densely petalled pom-pom tuft; or double – large full
blooms are all petals with stamens not usually visible.

Care of Herbaceous Peonies
These plants are the easiest low maintenance perennials
to have in your garden.  When the red shoots come up in
the spring, peony hoops should be installed over the
plants but not pushed too deeply into the ground.  Once
all shoots are up, three inches of mulch may be applied
around the plants to retain moisture and keep soil

temperatures even. (See Fact Sheet D-1-23 for more
information on Mulches.)  The first year after planting, the
peony may be about six inches high with few stems.  It
probably will not bloom the first year because it is
developing a root system.  In the second year the stems
usually double and growth is taller with blooms nearer
normal.  By the third year the plant doubles again and the
blooms are normal in every way.  After the third year
growth is slower and full size is usually attained by the
eighth or ninth year.  The adage for peonies is “1st year
sleep, 2nd year creep, 3rd year leap.”  Plants that have
been well cared  for often live longer than their owners.
Peonies make excellent cut flowers and can be cut when
either fully opened or when the buds are “marshmallow”
soft.  Deadheading of the fragrant blooms should be
done before seed production occurs.

Care of Tree Peonies
Tree peonies, Paeonia suffruticosa or Chinese tree
peony, are hardy to USDA zones 3/4–8.  Tree peonies
differ from herbaceous peonies in that they develop
rough-barked woody stems that do not die down to the
ground in the fall.  They continue to grow year after
year forming a bush and usually attain a height and
width of 3–6 feet.  Tree peonies have single and double
flowers depending on their cultivar.  The blossoms of
tree peonies are generally larger in size (8 to 12 inches
across) and flower about two weeks earlier than their
herbaceous cousins.

Planting Herbaceous Peonies
Peonies prefer full sun (more than six hours of direct
sun) and well drained, well tilled soil.  The soil pH
should be slightly acidic, 6.0–6.2.  Have the soil pH
tested before you plant.  (See Fact Sheet A-1-0 –
Taking a Soil Sample.)  Compost should be mixed into
the soil about a foot deep before planting in the fall.  A
small amount of bonemeal or superphosphate may be
added and mixed well into the existing soil.  Choose the
site carefully.  Do not plant too close to trees as the
tree roots will compete for food and water.  In a bed or
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Diseases and Insects
Peonies are prone to Botrytis blight, Phytophthora
blight and thrips.

Botrytis blight is a fungal disease.  Characteristic
symptoms appear on young leaf bases in spring when
the shoots are about one foot long.  Leafy shoots wilt
rather suddenly and fall over.  A black or brownish rot is

border, space herbaceous peonies 3–4 feet apart for
each plant.  Dig a hole large enough to accommodate
the root system.  Plant peonies with their red eye buds
facing upward about 2 inches below the soil line.
Shallow planting of the eye buds encourages flower
production.  The roots should be planted at a level of 8
–10 inches deep.  Fill the hole with soil, tamp lightly and
water thoroughly.
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Figure 1.  Plant peony tubers at the proper depth.
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For the first winter it is a good idea to loosely mulch
over the crown with about one – two inches of mulch.
Any deeper will keep the eye buds too warm and
flowering will not occur.  The mulch should be removed
in spring to allow the new growth to come to the
surface.

Planting Tree Peonies
These plants are usually grown in containers for nurs-
eries.  Some are shipped from mail order companies as
bare root plants.  Containerized plants may be planted
from April to November before the ground freezes.
Tree peonies closely resemble woody shrubs and
should be planted as early in the season as possible to
allow good establishment of the root system.  Plant the
tree peony deeply to permit its own roots to form more
rapidly and abundantly.  The graft of the woody stem
(scion) and root (understock) is very sensitive.  Inspect
the union of the scion and root stock.  The root stock
should be at least 5–6 inches below the ground level.
This is especially important if you are planting a bare
root specimen.  Graft sites need to be planted deeply
so the plant can eventually develop its own root system
and no longer depend on the nurse root upon which it
was grafted.  Mulching 4–6 inches should be done in
winter.  Many of the larger sized tree peonies should
have protection from heavy winds.

Plant graft union
5–6" below surface.

Figure 3.  Digging and dividing peony tubers

Fertilization of peonies
Fertilize shortly after bloom is finished with a balanced
slow release plant food (3-5-5 or 5-10-10).  Care should
be taken not to fertilize too close to the crown.  Do not
use a high nitrogen fertilizer which tends to produce
spindly foliage and few or no blooms.  Once every few
years, one or two handfuls of bone meal may be added
around each plant and gently scratched into the soil.

Fall Cleanup
Herbaceous peonies go dormant in our area around
October/November.  Cut back stems to about 1–2
inches.  Damage may occur if cuts are too close to the
crown.  If there is no fungal damage on the stalks or
leaves, they may be composted.  Otherwise, discard
them.  A light layer of mulch (one inch deep) may be
applied for the winter over the crown after the ground
freezes.  Remove this early in the spring.

Dividing Herbaceous Peonies
Herbaceous peonies can be divided in early fall (late
September – early October) after stems have been cut
off almost to the ground.  Divisions should be planted
well before the ground freezes to allow roots to accli-
mate to the new area.  Leaving enough stems to
handle the plant, take a spade or shovel and cut
around the plant six inches from the outside part of
crown.  Loosen plant by gently prying.  Lift clump out
carefully.  Wash soil off with a hose so roots can be
better seen.  Using a sharp knife, cut all roots back to 4
–8 inches enabling you to see where they are joined at
the crown.  The best divisions come from the outside of
the plant.  A new division should have 3–5 eye buds
and several roots 4–6 inches long.  Make sure all cuts
are smooth and clean.  Cut out all rotten portions and
destroy any diseased plants.  Plant new divisions
immediately following the same directions as if planting
a new plant.

Cut stump apart so each piece will have
three to five eyes and strong tubers.

Shorten tubers 4–6" stubs.

Figure 2.  Plant tree peonies at the proper depth.
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seen at the base of leaves and stem.  A gray mold can
be seen on stalks which eventually is transferred to
buds and blossoms causing them to turn brown and rot.

Management – In fall cut stalks down and destroy.
Clean up leaves and debris.  If using mulch over winter,
remove in early spring.  Avoid planting in areas of
standing water.  In spring a fungicide labeled for
peonies may be used when new shoots break through
the ground.  Another application should be made two
weeks later.  If any young shoots wilt in the spring, they
should be removed promptly.

Phytophthora blight is similar to Botrytis  except it
forms no mold and is never seen covering the bases of
leaves or stems.  The entire shoot may turn black and
die. While Botrytis never invades the crown,
Phytophthora often does and causes a black rot which
destroys the plant.  Fungicides are ineffective.  The
only remedy is to remove the plant with adjoining soil
and get rid of it.  Do not compost.

Thrips are minute insects which attack the blooms and
suck the juice from them causing brown spots on the
light-colored varieties and reddish spots on darker
varieties.  Remove infected buds and debris and de-
stroy.  Chemical pesticides are available.  If you choose
to use a pesticide, contact your local Cooperative
Extension office for specific recommendations.

Common Questions Regarding Peonies
What is disbudding and why is it done?
Disbudding is the removal of side buds commonly seen
on peony stems.  Its purpose is to allow the plant to
pour energy into one flower per stem rather than
spread that energy to three flowers.  A large center
flower will result from this activity.  Disbudding should
be done as soon as side buds appear on the stems.

Why are there ants on my peonies?
A common fallacy is that ants are needed to pollinate or
cause the blooming of a peony.  Not so!  The ants are
attracted to the sticky sweet nectar peonies exude

before opening their golf ball sized buds.  Shaking the
ants out of the peonies after cutting the stems is a good
idea before bringing them indoors.

Why are my peonies not blooming?
If you aren’t seeing blooms after a few years, there are a
few possibilities:

1. Buds killed by late frost, fungal disease or thrips –
spray with a pesticide labeled for peonies.  Follow
label directions.

2. Planted too close to trees and shrubs – need more
nourishment.

3. Planted too deep – replant with eye buds 2 inches
below soil line.

4. Ground too dry – water to the bottom of the roots.
5. Prematurity – too young – let them develop.
6. Excessive hot weather – no remedy – wait till next

year!

Popular Cultivars of Herbaceous Peonies
■ ‘Monsieur Jules Elie’ – fragrant double rose pink

blooms
■ ‘Kansas’ – double watermelon red blooms. 

American Peony Society Gold Medal Winner
■ ‘Festiva maxima’ – fragrant white double blooms with

crimson markings
■ ‘Sarah Bernhardt’ – fragrant double seashell pink

blooms

Popular Cultivars of Tree Peonies
■ ‘Kamada Nishiki’ – semi double purple red blooms
■ ‘Alhambra’ – semi double golden yellow blooms
■ ‘Hesperus’ – single dusty rose pink blooms with

yellow undertones
■ ‘Yachiyo Tsubaki’ – single coral pink blooms

This fact sheet was researched and written by Master
Gardener Christine M. Banigan ’01


