Daylilies—Home Hybridizing

By Kate Carter

Hemerocallis, commonly known as the daylily, is one of the most popular perennials to grow in Vermont. Often called the perfect perennial, daylilies easily adapt to various soil and light conditions, can survive with little care in both cold and warm climates, come in a wide range of colors, shapes, and sizes, and are suitable for all types of landscapes. Not only are they perfect perennials, they are perfect choices for Vermont gardens. 


Most nurseries and garden centers carry a good selection of daylilies A few Vermont nurseries specialize in daylilies and offer “collector species” that carry a hefty price tag. But there’s another way to grow dayliles. If you did well in high school science class and have a compulsive streak, chances are you’d be successful at hybridizing your own daylilies. It’s not hard, but it requires good record keeping, trial and error, and a huge dose of patience.


According to Harold Cross of Cross View Gardens in Morrisville, when you hybridize, you are looking for a dominant gene of a favorable characteristic, which could be just about anything that appeals to your sensibilities. Unfortunately, you won’t know what’s dominant or recessive until you see the next generation.


“The best time for sex in the garden is early morning, when the dew is off the plants. This is when the pistil is most receptive for fertilization and when the anther is ripe with pollen and its grains are ready to fall off,” says Harold. Simply take the anther of one flower and rub its pollen on the tip another’s pistil. It takes about 30 minutes for the pollen to work its way down the pistil and fertilize the eggs, waiting at the bottom. 


Hang a label with both parents’ names on the newly fertilized blossom and wait. If you deadhead (remove the spent bloom), be sure to do it an inch above the ovary which will then develop into a three-chambered seed pod. Probably safer, though, would be to allow the spent bloom to simply dry up and it will eventually fall off, avoiding the risk of damaging the developing ovary and your potential seeds. 

At the end of summer, collect the dried-out seed pods and labels and move indoors. “Many Northern people dry seeds for three to four days then store them in manila envelopes in the refrigerator, not the freezer, for 60 to 90 days,” explains Harold. “We plant our seeds at the end of January, inside, under lights. We give them 20 hours of fluorescent light a day. For us, the grown rate will be much better than planting seeds in the ground the previous fall,” he says.


Harold prefers to plant his seeds in individual starting trays. “Some will sprout in as little as six days, others take 60,” he notes. “Once it’s warm enough, we move the seedlings outdoors to acclimate. In August, we plant them in the ground and wait a year.”


The following August, Harold expects up to 20 percent of the year-old plants to bloom. After another year, that percentage number zooms up to 90, and Harold starts to make his selection process. “I can see foliage color and the plant’s strength. Lack of vigor and lack of vibrant greenery are both culling characteristic,” notes Harold. “It will take three to four years to be able to totally evaluate a plant for height, size, bud count, branching, foliage, and what the flower looks like. A pretty face is helpful, but there is no need to introduce a plant into commerce just because of its pretty face.”


Most backyard hybridizers are unlikely to successfully compete with the major hybridizers and the huge numbers of seeds they produce each year, but occasionally it does happen. Just recently, a woman named Diane Taylor of Poquoson, Virginia, introduced a plant called Ashee Dashee that all the big hybridizers are trying add to their breeding programs. It’s a double spider that only produces double spiders and nobody else can claim that yet! Reality is, anyone can develop a unique daylily that’s worthy of being registered with the American Hemerocallis Society, and it’s fun to try. You never know—you could be the one to cultivate the follow-up to Ashee Dashee.

Where to Buy

Not everyone wants to be a scientist in the garden. For those who would prefer to purchase a known quantity, the best way to buy daylilies is to visit display gardens during peak season, July to August, when you can see exactly what mature plants look like. Some nursery and display garden owners will dig plants directly from the ground for you right then, while others will take your order and ship in the fall. If you know ahead of time what you want, you can buy potted daylilies at any garden center or nursery, whether they are blooming or not. Be sure the foliage is healthy and you can see at least one scape (the stem that bears the blooms). Here are five nurseries that specialize in daylily display gardens and sales.

Cross View Gardens, Morrisville, www.crossviewgardens.com, 888-2409. Cross View’s open garden dates are the last two weekends in July and the first weekend in August, 10 a.m. to 6 p.m. and other times by appointment. Over 2200 cultivars.

Holdn' Heaven Daylily Garden, East Thetford, cnbrich@together.net, 785-2916.

Charmaine Rich has about 500 cultivars in her display garden, which is a combination of formal cottage and garden room styles. Her garden is mostly for display and visitors are welcome to browse. 

Olallie Daylily Gardens, So. Newfane, www.daylilygarden.com, 348-6614. 

The three-generation farm is owned by Chris and Amelia Darrow. They have over 1,000 cultivars and are breeding new possibilities by the hundreds, every year. Olallie is open Memorial Day weekend to Labor Day weekend, 10 a.m. to 5 p.m., daily, except Tuesdays. During peak daylily season (mid-July to mid-August) they are open daily. 

Vermont Daylilies, Main Street, behind Lakeview Inn, Greensboro, 533-2438. 472-6138. Open June 1 through Labor Day, Tuesday through Sunday, 10-4. Plant list available.

Vermont Flower Farm, 256 Peacham Pond Road, Marshfield. Open daily, 9-5, mid-May through Labor Day and other times by chance or appointment. Catalogue available. 802-426-3505, www.vermontflowerfarm.com.

Kate Carter is a freelance writer and photographer and the author of Wildflowers of Vermont and Shrubs & Vines of Vermont. She lives in Waterbury Center, where two border collies and three cats supervise her gardening efforts.

