UNDERSTANDING DAHLIAS
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Dahlia ‘Happy Tip Red’, a compact plant with dark foilage, is ideal for
containers and small gardens.

Dahlias originate in Central and South America. There are

approximately 36 species. The majority of wild populations of
species dahlias can be found in specific regions of Mexico, but some
species grow as far south as Guatemala, and there are reports of
others naturalized in the foothills of Peru. The plants that European
explorers discovered in the 1500s did not look as complex or
impressive as the highly bred varieties we are now familiar with,
although | imagine even the species plants caused quite a stir.
Double dahlias did exist, however. Drawings from this time prove
that the Aztecs grew double-flowered hybrids. Most of the wild
species have quite simple, single, open-centred blooms with just one
or two rows of outer florets that have larger, showy petals.

In the early days of dahlia cultivation in Europe, French
horticulturalists experimented with growing them as a food crop.



These trials, at the Jardin des Plantes in Paris, did not last long, as
the tubers were very bitter. Recently, with a resurgence of interest in
growing new and unusual food crops, | have noticed dahlias being
marketed as “dahlia yams.” Unlike potatoes, which are stem tubers
and store starch, dahlias are root tubers and store inulin, a type of
fiber. | am amazed that anyone would recommend them for eating.
At best they are bland and need their taste masked with something
more palatable. Unlike the delightful waxy or flowery texture of
potatoes, dahlias can be gritty and, a bit like Jerusalem artichokes,
can leave you feeling bloated and gassy. | think those French
gardeners knew best. Let's be glad we have the potato and leave
well enough alone.

It didn’'t take long for dahlias to become the darling of nursery
owners and estate gardeners in Europe. By the 1800s, this exciting
new plant was being exploited and enjoyed. All sorts of new colours
and forms were about to be bred. New varieties were derived from
deliberate crosses and chance seedlings, and the first truly fully
double dahlias were arriving on the gardening scene.

The Victorian and Edwardian eras were the heyday of the dahlia.
By the time the young Queen Victoria took the throne, a South
American Cinderella was becoming the new monarch of the
gardening world. In the 1840s, dahlia plants were setting the
horticultural world alight both in the United Kingdom and the United
States, and in 1851 the Great Exhibition in London brought the
dahlia to people of all social classes, cultures, and countries. Thus
began Dahlia mania, an obsession with the plants that is said to be
of a similar magnitude to the tulip craze of the 1600s. The demand
for new types was intense, and thus began a race between head
gardeners and nursery owners to breed new colours and forms.
Dahlias had become status symbols, and the number and range of
forms and colours were often seen as a big floral show of wealth.

In Britain the dahlia soon became an exhibition flower that could
be grown to the most perfect and exacting standards, and in 1881
the National Dahlia Society was founded. This trend for exhibiting
dahlias spread to other countries in the British Empire, and in the
early 1900s dahlia societies and exhibitions were growing popular in
the United States and New Zealand.



The Plant

Dahlias are a type of daisy. They belong to one of the biggest plant
families in the floral kingdom: Asteraceae, formerly referred to as
Compositae, the daisy or sunflower family. They are cousins of
asters, chrysanthemums, rudbeckias, gerberas, marigolds,
marguerites, cone flowers, and the little daisies in your lawn, to
name but a few. This family contains the most colourful, carefree,
and blissful blooms imaginable.

As with other members of Asteraceae, dahlias can appear to be
just one bloom or flower, but in fact they are a mass of tiny individual
flowers, called an inflorescence. There are many different types of
inflorescence, and in dahlias it is quite specialized and often referred
to as a capitulum. A capitulum is composed of numerous individual
flowers that sit directly on top of a structure known as a receptacle.
These tiny sessile flowers are called florets.

There are two types of florets, disc and ray. The centre of the
capitulum is composed of unfussy florets that resemble tiny tubes.
These are the disc florets. The outer, showier part of the capitulum
comprises florets with a single ligulate, which is a strap-like petal.
These are the ray florets, essentially the petals of a dahlia flower.
Many other forms of dahlias are complete exhibitionists with an
inflorescence that is made up of all kinds of extravagant ray florets.
They truly are an explosion of floral fun. Overall, the inflorescence or
capitulum still appears to resemble a single bloom. This
phenomenon is quite widespread among flowering plants, and is
often referred to as pseudanthia.



A butterfly feeding from a disc floret of a collerette dahlia. The tiny
florets around the edge of the disc are the first to mature. Over a
number of days, in a spiral formation, the rest of the tight disc florets
will open. The floret right at the centre of the bloom is the last to
mature.

It is difficult to quote exact heights and spreads of dahlia
varieties, as there are so many factors at play. A young plant started
from a cutting and flowering for the first time won’t be the same size
as a mature one that has been grown from a large tuber that has
been successfully overwintered and mulched with a thick layer of
manure and, as a result, is blooming like a floral rocket in overdrive.
Almost identical plants grown in different geographical locations
under very similar growing conditions can vary hugely in their
maximum height and spread, and as with all garden plants, the type
of soil they are growing in can be a big influence too.

Dahlias respond to lots of water and nutrients, which play a huge
part in their overall size, as does the amount and quality of sunlight
each plant receives. I'm often astonished at how tall, lush, and



substantial dahlia plants are in the fields of professional breeders
and growers. However, these plants are usually perfectly irrigated
and fertilized, and exposed to lots of bright, open, sunny weather. I'm
perfectly happy with my own specimens of the same variety at home,
even though they are often slightly smaller in stature. But | grow the
majority of my dahlias among many other types of plants, and in my
densely planted garden, there is competition for water, nutrients, and
sunlight. The height and spread for the plants described in this book
are an approximation of the size of a two-year-old plant grown in
good garden conditions.

Flower Forms

The many dahlia societies across the world have officially divided
dahlia flower forms into different groups or classes: anemone,
collerette, ball, pompon, and cactus. The names can seem a little
daunting for the uninitiated, but these terms are actually simple and
helpful, as they describe the shape or appearance of the individual
flowers. You can very quickly become adept at recognizing the group
or class to which a dahlia belongs.

Many of the groups are then further divided by the overall size of
the bloom. So, for example, a cactus dahlia could be a giant cactus,
a large cactus, or a medium, small, or even miniature cactus. Before
you know it, you'll develop an eye for spotting the different sorts and
sizes and will become a bona fide dahlia-spotter. You'll be able to
impress all your friends with your ability to determine a waterlily from
a cactus, and a medium decorative from a pompon.

After growing dahlias for nearly 15 years, I’'m not entirely exactly
sure of the boundaries between a giant and a large, or a medium
and small. | often just go on instinct. Even if you're not growing to
exhibition standards, these extra sub-divisions of bloom size are
useful when choosing new varieties for the garden from catalogues
or on websites, as they offer a rough idea of the size of the blooms.
However, | recommend visiting growers and nurseries at the height
of the flowering season so you can see a variety of plants at their
best, and compare the sizes of blooms.



Petal forms and their arrangement largely determine the different
groups of dahlias. Decorative and waterlily dahlias have flat, broad
petals. Cactus and semi-cactus types have rolled, pointed, almost
quill-like petals. Ball and pompon types have globular flowers with
formal, orderly, rolled petals. These are the main, well-known groups,
but there are exciting new developments all the time. A huge variety
of forms has always existed, but there has been an explosion in the
number of new varieties across a wide range of types. Some
fantastic new flower forms are appearing, and others have been re-
discovered. Some of these dahlias were previously grouped under
the term miscellaneous. Now we have peony and double orchid
types, chrysanthemum types, stars, stellars, singles, semi-doubles,
multi-layered collerettes, carnation types, spoon-petalled types, and
petite types.

The following groups of dahlias are types that | simply love to
grow. I've loosely based the descriptions on the official groups
recognized by either the American Dahlia Society or the National
Dahlia Society in the United Kingdom.

SINGLE DAHLIAS

Single dahlias have blooms with just one outer ring of florets with
showy ligulate petals around a central disc of tiny florets. This inner
disc of tight florets transforms as the flower develops, and bright
yellow or orange pollen suddenly appears on stamens in concentric
rings, often vividly contrasting with the colour of the tiny petals. All
sorts of pollinators home in on these hotspots. Single dahlias are
becoming popular with gardeners who want to provide something
special for insects that are still active in late summer and autumn.

In the past, gardeners rather over-looked the potential of single
varieties, and mainly planted short single varieties (often known as
dwarf bedding types) closely together in traditional bedding displays.
Now singles are one of the most exciting groups of dahlias to grow.
So many new varieties being bred are perfect for small-garden
situations and container displays. Some are highly valued for their
attractive, dark-coloured leaves, while others have glossy, frothy, or
deeply cut foliage. This ever-increasing range of single varieties with



contrasting floral and foliage characteristics is stoking the fires of the
dahlia revolution.

STAR OR SINGLE ORCHID DAHLIAS

Star or single orchid dahlias are a type of single dahlia. They have a
distinct central disc of tiny florets and just one outer ring of ray florets



with more showy petals. These outer petals distinguish the group.
They are rather elongated, and often curled inward at some point
along their length, which gives the bloom the appearance of a mini
floral wind turbine. These varieties look great planted in confident
drifts that display a mass of distinctive propeller-petal blooms. My
favourites include the Honka range of cultivars, particularly ‘Honka
Rose’ and ‘Honka Surprise’, as well as a variety called ‘Midnight
Star’.

Some single orchid varieties, such as ‘Juuls Allstar’, are also
pleasantly scented. If you've ever imagined a gentle, sweet-smelling
floral version of a child’s plastic seaside windmill, this dahlia variety
IS just that.



Dahlia ‘Classic Rosamunde’, Peony



Dahlia “Twyning’s Candy’, Single



Dahlia ‘Bishop of Llandaff’, Peony



Dahlia ‘Honka Surprise’, Star



Dahlia ‘Honey’, Anemone



Dahlia ‘Lemon Puff’, Anemone

PEONY DAHLIAS

A good example of a peony dahlia is ‘Bishop of Llandaff’, one of the
most popular dark-leaved dahlias. Peony dahlias are similar to the
singles, but this group usually has more than one ring of outer showy
florets with quite large voluptuous petals—often two, three, or four
rows of them. A few of the petals close to the central disc are often
qguite small and slightly curled or twisted, lending a slightly tousled
appearance to the overall bloom.



ANEMONE DAHLIAS

There is something bizarre, yet enthralling, about anemone dahlias.
The blooms consist of an outer ring of relatively normal ray florets
with flat showy petals. But in the centre, masses of tiny elongated
flowers erupt to form a sort of crazy floral pincushion. It's a quirky
dome of tubular florets all crammed tightly together, causing the
bloom to almost morph into a powder puff. These dahlias often come
in some very eccentric colour combinations, and some varieties
should probably live on Sesame Street and sing songs with Big Bird,
Elmo, Bert, and Ernie. But | have to admit, | rather adore them. A
flower that can make me smile, and sometimes even laugh out loud,
IS very welcome in my garden. | am in danger of developing a
strange addiction to them. They may have the same effect on you.

COLLERETTE DAHLIAS

In many ways, collerettes—originally developed in France centuries
ago—are a fancy type of single dahlia that has been beautifully
developed and perfected by lots of great breeding work. Like single
types, the bloom usually has one outer ring of standard flat ray
petals and a clear open centre made up of lots and lots of tiny
flowers. Its distinguishing feature is the dainty collar of tiny florets
surrounding the disc in the centre. (There is clear access to these
tiny tubular flowers, so collerettes are a solid favourite among all
sorts of pollinators.) In many popular varieties, this flirty ring of
petaloids is a contrasting colour to the vibrant outer petals and adds
an exotic feel to the look of the bloom. In addition to these
contrasting-colour types, some wonderful collerettes come in
delicate pastel shades, while in others the collar florets are just a
slight tint, shade, or tone different in colour.



Dahlia ‘Wowie’, Collerette



Dabhlia ‘Jane Horton’, Collerette

CACTUS AND SEMI-CACTUS DAHLIAS

‘Banker’, a bright orange, verging on red, cactus dahlia was the first
dahlia variety | ever grew. It's a glorious explosion of pointy, bright
tangerine petals that left me quite dazzled. The first cactus dahlias,
cultivated in the Netherlands in the late 1800s, were named Les
Etoiles de Diable, which means stars of the devil. | imagine their red-
hot pronged petals probably invited the appellation.

Cactus and semi-cactus dahlias are really two separate groups,
but | find them very hard to tell apart. All are fully double, which
means that every individual tiny floret that makes up the bloom has a
long, pointy petal that is rolled inward along its length. This gives the
appearance of a ball of spiky quills, almost like a floral porcupine.
The blooms come in all sorts of sizes, as the length of each
individual pointy petal affects the overall size of the bloom.



The intriguing pointy petals of cactus and semi-cactus blooms
can be quite straight or curved inward toward the tip or even twisted
slightly along the length of the petal. When they are twisted, the
resulting bloom has a fabulously shaggy appearance.

In the semi-cactus types, the petals of the individual flowers that
make up the bloom are broader and flatter at the base and taper and
roll toward the tip. Overall, its appearance is a little less spiky and
almost softer in the centre of the bloom.
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Dahlia ‘Rawhide’, Waterlily



Dahlia ‘Karma Choc’, Waterlily



Dahlia ‘Marlene Joy’. Close-up photography of these dahlias is
otherworldly. If you like cactus types, you'll totally adore these.
‘Marlene Joy’ is the first fimbriated semi-cactus dahlia variety | grew,
and it’s still one of my favourites.



Dahlia ‘Fuzzy Wuzzy’ has one or two small splits or snips at the tip of
the petals, which lends a sawtoothed or zigzag effect. These blooms
look like they have been snipped with pinking shears. The overall
effect can be reminiscent of carnation petals.



Dabhlia ‘Banker’, Cactus



Dahlia ‘Hillcrest Royal’, Cactus

As a general rule, the more spidery the dahlia bloom is, or the
more it resembles a spiny urchin-like creature living on the ocean
floor, the more likely it's a true cactus. All good dahlia displays need
a few spiky cactus varieties to liven things up a bit. ‘Hillcrest Royal’ is
one of my all-time top choices. It's an absolutely first-class cactus
cultivar.

FIMBRIATED OR LACINIATED DAHLIAS

If spiky is your thing—and it's definitely mine—these dahlias will
hook you in. Their petals are further divided at the tip, and each one
is split like a tiny fishtail or the forked tongue of a snake. When | first
encountered one | was completely drawn in by the twists and flicks
of the petals around the fringe of the bloom.

A split in the tips of petals can be observed in a number of dahlia
forms, not just cactus and semi-cactus types. During a recent visit to



dahlia gardens in Japan, | was intrigued by the popularity of
fimbriated giant decorative dahlia varieties.

WATERLILY DAHLIAS

Waterlilies are another fully double group of dahlias, but the florets
have very broad, flat petals that are often rolled inward very slightly
at the edges. The overall appearance of the bloom feels very
delicate and is similar to a true waterlily flower. If you want to have
some fun, these broad shallow blooms float beautifully on water, and
| have cut them and put them among the leaves of waterlily plants in
a barrel pond, which fooled many of my non-gardening friends. This
group of dahlias makes brilliant cut flowers, as the stems of many
varieties have been bred to be very straight and long. Dahlia ‘Karma
Choc' is totally gorgeous.



Dahlia ‘Pink Giraffe’, Double orchid



Dahlia ‘Tiny Treasure’, Pompom

DOUBLE ORCHID DAHLIAS

Double orchid dahlias have fully double blooms with many rows of
ray florets and at first show no disc. As the bloom matures, a small
central, almost triangular, group of disc florets is often revealed. The
numerous rows of ray florets are narrowly lance shaped and also roll
inward slightly. There are relatively few double orchid varieties, and
they are similar to peony, star, and stellar types. You can find them
under the “miscellaneous” category on some websites. My favourite



double orchid dahlia is ‘Pink Giraffe’. It's a bizarre striped-pink
swizzle stick, and quite an old variety.

BALL AND POMPON DAHLIAS

It has taken me a little longer to appreciate these rather formal, fully
double, globular wonders of the dahlia world. However, I'm
convinced that it's only so long before they completely draw you in.
Up close these blooms and their expanding rows of petals are
something of a mathematician’s dream. Anyone familiar with the
Fibonacci series of numbers—where each number is the sum of the
previous two numbers—uwill marvel at the petal arrangement of these
blooms, from the centre of the flower to the outer edge. They offer up
an infinite spherical swirl of florets, with fold upon fold of perfect
petals.

Pompons are really just a heightened mini form of a ball dahlia,
but even more globular and lollipop-like. The petals of both balls and
pompons are blunt or slightly rounded at the tip. Small pompons are,
without a doubt, the cutest dahlias. They were named after the
bobbles on the jolly hats of French sailors. Balls and pompons are
lots of fun, and if you love growing your own cut flowers, these
dahlias definitely add a different dimension to an arrangement. There
Is something slightly vintage and cool about them. You can make the
most wonderfully retro dolly mixture dahlia display with them.



Dahlia ‘Sylvia’, Ball



LY

Informal decorative Dahlia ‘Gilt Edge’ has wavy, more relaxed petals
than a formal variety.



Dahlia ‘Hugs and Kisses’, Stellar



Dahlia ‘Sweet Content’, with neat, uniform, precisely arranged
petals, is a good example of a formal decorative.



Dahlia ‘Verrone’s Taylor Swift’, Stellar

DECORATIVE DAHLIAS

Decorative is a bit of an umbrella term when it comes to dahlias.
Essentially it covers a huge group, ranging from the truly humongous
dinnerplate dahlias with massive heads of petals to average-size
flowers. Decorative dahlias have fully double flowers with no central
disc of florets, so they appear to be a mass of quite broad, flat petals
that are usually only slightly pointed or completely blunt at the tip.
The overall size of the plants in this category also varies widely, from
stocky 2 m (6-7 ft.) solid giants to compact bedding dahlias that
grow to only about 38 cm (15 in.). The flowers are the archetypal
dahlia flower form; most people would recognize them as dahlias in
a flower-identity parade. They offer a mass of identical, never-ending



petals with no visible daisy-like centre. Some types are known as
formal decoratives, others informal. The difference relates to a
tighter arrangement of petals or a slightly looser, more relaxed
formation.

| love both types of decorative dahlia, but | tend to go for informal
decoratives among other plants in borders and containers in the
garden. But when it comes to cutting, the blooms of tightly packed
formal decorative varieties make a good contrast with other flowers.
The formals can be a total knockout on the exhibitor’'s show bench.
For me, this is a sort of decorative dahlia nirvana, where this group
comes into its own.

STELLAR DAHLIAS

Stellar dahlias are really a special form of a decorative dahlia. I'm
rather fond of this group. The showy petals of the florets are cupped,
almost shaped like canoes, and appear slightly swept back as they
spiral out from the centre toward the edges of the bloom. They are
smashing.

Genetics and Hybrids

The vast majority of dahlias cultivated in gardens all over the world
are complex hybrids. Botanically they are often referred to as Dahlia
x variabilis. However, the National Dahlia Society’s current thinking
Is that D. x hortensis is the most appropriate Latin name. The X
indicates that these plants are a hybrid cross. The original parents
are some of the 36 species of dahlias found growing in Mexico.

The different species dahlias can contribute specific
characteristics to the dahlia genetic pool, but over the years only a
relatively small number have been used in hybridization, mainly
Dahlia coccinea and D. pinnata. Recently Keith Hammett, an
internationally renowned dahlia expert and plant scientist based in
New Zealand, has conducted detailed studies of the genetics and
chromosome numbers of dahlia species and varieties. His work has
revealed that the modern hybrid varieties we’ve grown to love are
genetically extremely complex characters, often with eight sets of



chromosomes. Polyploidy, which means that each cell contains more
than two sets of paired chromosomes, is extremely common in
dahlia species and cultivars. Systematic studies of the genus Dahlia
by Dale Saar at Northern lllinois University have also done much to
dispel some of the myths and commonly held untruths about species
dahlias, and replace them with scientific and research-based facts.
Dale has carried out numerous dahlia explorations in the field in
Mexico and travelled throughout the country to study wild
populations growing in their natural habitat. Her website,
wilddahlias.com, is a must for anyone who wants to know more
about species dahlias.

Octoploids, DNA, and Jumping Genes: Dahlia
Genetic Soup

MOST GARDEN DAHLIA varieties are octoploids, meaning they
have eight sets of chromosomes. It is rare for a plant to have
eight. The majority of plants are diploids, just like us, and have
only two sets. Garden dahlias have lots of genes, and after
years of breeding this has resulted in many different genetic
combinations and variations. This has given rise to all sorts of
characteristics, including colours, tones, growth habits, and
forms. However, dahlias also contain many DNA sequences that
can move about (known as transposons, transposable elements,
or jumping genes). These factors mean that dahlias have the
potential for a phenomenal amount of diversity and make them
open to all kinds of mutations. These hybrid octoploid blooms
are genetically very complex, unstable characters. There are
thousands of different variations of dahlias, and the sheer scale
of their diversity can be overwhelming for anyone new to these
vivacious plants.

Armed with this new understanding of dahlia genetics and the
importance of chromosome numbers, dahlia breeders are now


http://wilddahlias.com/

looking at all the original species dahlias in a new light, and are
starting to back-cross different varieties in the hybridization of
completely new types of dahlia. To achieve a new dahlia variety that
has characteristics closer to one of its original species parents, an
established garden variety is crossed with a plant of one of its
parental species. The offspring or seedlings that result from this
back-cross often have a genetic identity closer to that of the species
parent. In some ways this can be seen as refining the breeding of a
particular dahlia variety to bring it closer in line with the qualities of
an original species parent.

Now that matching up chromosome numbers of individual
species is understood more clearly, new crosses are being tried to
introduce completely new characters to the resulting offspring. For
the first time, new varieties of tree dahlias in colours other than
mauve and white are being bred, and the desirable foliage
characteristics of species like Dahlia dissecta and D. apiculata have
been used in breeding dahlia varieties such as the Mystic series. In
terms of brand-new cultivars with a long list of garden-worthy and
desirable characteristics, the future for dahlias is very bright indeed.

The Species

Naturalists and biologists define species as populations of organisms
that have a very high level of genetic similarity. Dahlia species are
plants that are genetically the same or similar to the plants found
growing in the wild. However, species dahlias in cultivation often
bear little resemblance to their wild cousins found in Central and
South America. In cultivation, plants can easily interbreed, and many
thought to be distinct species are often naturally occurring hybrids
where two slightly different sub-species or types of a species have
crossed to form a population of plants that are intraspecific hybrids.
Stock species plants, like all dahlias, are also capable of mutations,
SO species plants obtained from cultivated collections can sometimes
be unreliable.

In dahlias, hybrid is the term used for a plant that is the result of
breeding between two plants of different species, two plants of



different named varieties, or any combination of these. Interspecific
hybrid denotes a cross between two different dahlia species.
Botanically, a named variety is given to a particular form or selection
within a species to set these individuals apart from the main species
type. There are some naturally occurring varieties of species dahlia,
such as Dahlia coccinea var. palmeri, which can be found growing
naturally in the wild.

The term cultivar, which means cultivated variety, helps
distinguish a plant with characteristics that have arisen during or
been perpetuated in cultivation. A cultivar is a plant or group of
plants selected for desirable characteristics that can be maintained
by propagation. Most garden dahlias are the result of man-made
cultivation. Therefore, most popular dahlia varieties are actually
cultivars. Breeders and growers develop them for their flower colour
and form.

As a group of plants, dahlia species are a much simpler, subtler
offering than their highly bred cultivar cousins. However, along with
the ever-increasing popularity of new single dahlia varieties, their
value is now being re-considered and they are being welcomed back
into the garden with a new enthusiasm. | encourage any gardener to
try growing species dahlias. Virtually all of them have flowers with
only one single outer row of florets with slightly bigger, showier
petals. Next to their bold, bright, hybrid cousins, they are decidedly
delicate. This refined and subtle beauty is charming, and many of the
species can make great garden plants. If you're the sort of gardener
that tends to prefer simple, elegant flowers to showy hybrids, species
dahlias are for you. The following are some of my favourites.



Dahlia coccinea

DAHLIA COCCINEA



This species is quite common in its native Mexico, and it comes in
various colour forms. The plants have bright, simple flowers in
shades from sunny yellows to bright oranges and reds. A lovely,
velvety, ruby red form of Dahlia coccinea grows at Great Dixter. It is
available from the National Collection in the United Kingdom and it’s
known as D. coccinea ‘Mary Keen'.

My favourite form of this species, however, is Dahlia coccinea
var. palmeri. It has the most wonderfully divided frothy foliage, and
grows very tall, ultimately to a height of about 2.3 m (7.5 ft.). It's a big
plant, but unlike other dahlias it has a wonderful delicate habit of
carefully growing through other plants. Its bright orange, simple,
daisy-like flowers can seem like they appear out of nowhere. Plant it
among tall grasses such as Miscanthus, purple Verbena bonariensis,
and raspberry Knautia macedonica for full floaty effect. Note that
very young plants do not show up the dissected leaf as well as older
plants.



The zingy tangerine orange bloom of Dahlia coccinea var. palmeri.

DAHLIA DISSECTA

The cut leaf dahlia—or, as | affectionately call it, the fairy dahlia—is a
delicate, pretty little thing, and very lovable. Simple, single flowers,
often pure white and sometimes pale lavender, sit on dark slender,
arching stems above a sea of the most amazing dainty, frothy
foliage. It's another Mexican dahlia species, but this one grows high
up in mountainous regions and doesn'’t like conditions that are too
hot or too wet. Let it dry out slightly between watering. The plant



grows to a height of about 90 cm (36 in.), but it is more likely to be as
short as 30 cm (12 in.) if you grow it in a container, as | do. I've seen
pictures of it growing as a delicate, medium-height ground cover at
the front of borders. In addition to its dwarf characteristics, this
species has the most deeply and finely dissected glossy green
leaves. It looks elegant grown on its own in a terra-cotta pot, and it
will do fine in very light shade. It's adorable.

DAHLIA IMPERIALIS

This is one of a number of species of tree dahlia, and another native
of Mexico. Both the straight species and the white flowering ‘Alba’
are absolute giants. This plant often reaches more that 6 m (20 ft.) in
the wild. It has very large, glaucous, lush green leaves, and thick,
bamboo-like stems. Its flowers are produced in large clusters at the
tips of the tall stems, and they are quite large, though simple and
elegant, with colours that range from lavender through to white. The
individual blooms are often about 10 to 15 cm (4-6 in.) across, and
their single ray of large drooping petals has a subtle, tissue paper—
like texture.



Dahlia imperialis growing at the National Collection of Dahlias in
Cornwall, England.



Dahlia imperialis



The Aztecs called this dahlia acocotli, meaning water cane. They
valued the plant as a source of water for traveling hunters. Tree
dahlias store large reserves of water in their stems, so they quickly
succumb to hard frosts. In areas where early frosts occur, Dahlia
imperialis will probably not bloom before the dormant season. It's
well worth trying to grow one in a pot, as it will look fabulous and will
impress your neighbours. It is not likely to flower, but its size, foliage,
habit, and tropical silhouette is fantastic enough on its own. Place
this dahlia in a huge pot and put it in your warmest, sunniest, most
sheltered spot. When it's growing, feed sparingly but often. Keep the
plant well watered, too; it is thirsty and grows quickly. | have read
that this dahlia must be in the ground to grow properly and bloom
well. However, | have grown it successfully in a large 75-litre (20-
gallon) black plastic pot next to a south-facing wall in a virtually frost-
free communal garden in London. It was in flower on Christmas Day.

DAHLIA MERCKII

Dahlia merckii is another dainty dahlia, but it is much taller than D.
dissecta. It can be quite spindly as a young plant, almost feeble in
appearance. However, if you like your plants on the looser, wilder
side, you will likely be a fan. | can’t help rather liking it myself. Once
it gets established it will form quite a big clump, and then overall it
doesn’t seem quite as gawky. The flower stems are long, tall, and
elegant. It's very floriferous, producing a huge amount of simple,
starry blooms that are white and pale lavender to pink-purple, about
5to 10 cm (2—4 in.) across, so quite small. It grows best scrambling
among plants like purple Verbena bonariensis, tall pink-and-white
annual Cosmos bipinnatus, and Calamagrostis grass. The flowers
look like dancing dahlia butterflies.






Dahlia merckii

DAHLIA SHERFFII

Dahlia sherffii hails from northern Mexico. The plants have very long,
slender stems supporting rather elegant single flowers high above
the foliage. The blooms are about 7 to 9 cm (3-3.5 in.) across and
have petals ranging pink to lilac to lavender, with a small central disc
of golden florets. Sometimes you can also spot a small area of
yellow at the base of each petal. It's a very tall, herbaceous species
that grows to about 140 cm (55 in.), and has long, narrow, dark
green leaflets compared to most garden cultivars. It's quite a
sprawling plant, so a bit like D. merckii, and it's a good idea to grow it
among other plants for some support. | love the D. sherffii plants that
| grow, but knowing the dubious nature of species plants in
cultivation, | am not entirely sure that they are representative of the
true species. Many of the wild species have multiple sets of
chromosomes and, like garden cultivars, can be genetically unstable
and readily hybridize with other plants.



Dahlia sherffii



| adore the apricot and coral pink colour of the blooms of this plant of
Dahlia sherffii in my garden, but I’'m not entirely convinced it’s true to
the species type. | have a hunch it could be a hybrid, possibly D.
sherffii x D. coccinea or D. sherffii x D. merckii. The jury’s out.

DAHLIA TENUICAULIS

Another tree dahlia from Mexico, but not so widely grown, is Dahlia
tenuicaulis. It is an ever-blooming plant, with flowers appearing
almost year-round when it reaches a mature size. The flowers are
more of a pink-purple and about 8 cm (3 in.) wide. As with other tree
dahlias, it has bamboo-like main stems. Growing the plant in a large
pot can help limit its size, but in my experience that doesn’t stop the
plants from flowering.

This tree dahlia can be evergreen in frost-free areas or if grown in
a greenhouse or conservatory. However, it will die down and go
dormant just like other dahlias if grown in colder environments. It's



not quite the towering monster that Dahlia imperialis can be, and has
a slightly bushier, more branching habit. This plant can be a 4.5 m
(15 ft.) high by 2.5 m (8 ft.) wide giant in frost-free locations. The
blooms have a very delicate fragrance and can appear quite early in
the season, but the grandest show of flower comes later in the
autumn and winter months.

| rather like the dark purple colour of the young fresh foliage of
Dahlia tenuicaulis, as well as its slightly hairy, nettle-like texture.



Dabhlia tenuicaulis



