GROWING IRIS

by Rae Phillips, raecyp65@gmail.com, 2018
Irises are among the easiest of perennials to grow, and they give an abundance of beauty with minimum care. The iris has a thick fleshy root called a "rhizome" (pronounced rye’-zome) about like a tough potato in texture. When you buy a new iris, you will probably receive a rhizome with clipped roots and leaves. It can remain out of the ground for a week or two without serious harm, but the sooner it is planted, the better, and the more likely it is to bloom the first spring.
PLANTING IRIS 
To plant your irises, choose a sunny spot in well-drained soil. They need at least 6-7 hours of direct sunlight (except perhaps in the dry, hot climate of the southwest, where some shade can be beneficial). Prepare the soil well, by spading or turning over the soil with a garden fork to a depth of at least 10 inches. Spread compost & fertilizer and work it into the top of the soil. If possible, this should be done 2 to 3 weeks before you are ready to plant. A well prepared bed will result in better growth and more bloom. Don't starve your irises or make them compete with nearby grass, weeds, or tree roots for food and water. 

“Mushroom compost” works well in arid climates to help retain moisture. If dense clay soil, add very coarse sand & humus. Fertilizer for iris should be high in Phosphate. In a general fertilizer, that is the “middle” number. “Superphosphate” (0-45-0) is great but expensive. Feed stores usually sell “alfalfa” fertilizer (8-32-4) that’s cheap and works quite well.
The roots must be buried firmly to hold the plant in place, but the rhizome should be just barely beneath the surface. New growth comes on the “heel” of the rhizome (where the leaves are located), so if planting several of same variety together, point “toes” towards each other so growth from heel has room to expand. If you have several different plants, plant them at least a foot and a half apart, "facing" the same way. The rhizomes will then increase in the same direction, without crowding each other too soon.  Add label stakes or make a drawing of planted area so you can keep track of name of each iris.
WATERING & FERTILIZING 

Newly planted iris should be kept moist but never soggy or boggy. It is best to water from beneath (drip system, or ‘flood irrigation’). Try not to water from overhead as this allows water to pool in the base of the leaves and can induce rot.  Rule of thumb: it is better to under water than over water.  Once plants are established, it’s a good idea to let the soil dry out to a depth of one to two inches between waterings.  Iris go dormant in the summer & winter months. In rainy/snowy climates, very little watering is needed during this time.  In arid climates, once a week during summer, and once a month during winter is usually adequate.
Starting in late February, a general fertilizer (like Miracle Grow) can be used to encourage new plant growth. In late March or early April, the high phosphate fertilizer should be used to encourage blooms, along with increased watering.  The same fertilizer should be used in the early fall to encourage root growth & rhizome development prior to winter dormancy.
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 BLOSSOMS & LEAVES
During the winter months, many of the leaves will die back. These should be removed and not allowed to crowd plants (as this encourages rot & bugs).  Bloom stalks will start appearing in early spring (Mar-April in warmer climates, May-June in cooler ones). Iris usually have several blossoms on each stalk.  As soon as buds appear and the first one starts to open, they may be cut and put in vases indoors to enjoy. Deadheading each blossom as it fades/dies will allow the others to open without crowding, extending the enjoyment and keeping the garden looking neater.  Once all have bloomed on a stalk, cut off the stalk close to the base of plant. As the plant goes dormant in summer months, the leaves may start to look scraggly and browning on top. If leaves are dead, keep them removed. Some gardeners like to trim their leaves to make the garden look neater, but be careful to not trim too much as they need the sunlight to increase root growth.
DIVIDING & REPLANTING
Growth and bloom stalks come from the new parts of the rhizome. In about 2 or 3 years, the new rhizomes will begin to crowd each other and you will want to divide the plant, cutting the newer parts of the rhizome free from the old, which may then be discarded. When digging, keep all plants carefully labeled with their names, for sure identification (putting each variety in a labeled paper bag works well). It is wise to keep diagrams of your planting area to double check individual labels on the plants.
This digging and separating is best done between one and two months after bloom season, usually in July or August. The rhizome piece that produced a flower stalk will not bloom again – it will be on the old growth -- so this portion is thrown way. When you dig up the clump, the roots will resemble a bunch of potatoes stuck together. The pieces with leaf growth are cut or broken off to be replanted, the other pieces with no leaf structure thrown away. To decrease risk of disease, it is recommended that iris be put in a solution of ½ cup bleach to 5 gal water for a few minutes, then allowed to dry.
Prior to replanting, recondition your soil again with compost and fertilizer (follow instructions for planting the first ones). In windy climates, keep an eye on them so they don’t get blown over. Firming the soil around them can help hold in place while establishing new root structure. In late summer/early fall is when the irises grow roots which help to hold the plant firmly during the winter in areas where freezing and thawing can result in heaving the rhizome out of the ground. 
Ref: American Iris Society (AIS) – irises.org – look up varieties in “Encyclopedia,” info on all things iris.
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