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FLOWERING, CONTAINER-GROWN, RHODODENDRONS FOR VALENTINES 
DAY…MOTHERS DAY.  
(Low Production Costs And A Flowering Plant Within One Year From Rooted Cutting!) 
 
Bold foliage, spectacular flower trusses, fragrance of some cultivars, a wide range of flower 
colors, and ease of forcing for the spring holidays all indicate the market potential of the 
flowering, container grown rhododendron. Early blooming rhododendron cultivars could be in 
bloom by Valentine's Day. Programming for Mother's Day bloom is readily accomplished, little 
energy-consumptive heating is required, the plants can be set outdoors after flowering, and no 
particular cut flower or flowering plant has yet been associated with Mother's Day. 
The fact that the rhododendron is a recognized landscape plant should make it even more 
desirable as a container grown spring flowering plant: if the cultivars to be forced are matched 
with the climate of the market area, following flowering and enjoyment of the plant indoors, it 
could be established as a feature of the outdoor landscape. 

 
How it's done 

 
Scheduling and Cultural Practices 
 
Starting with a cutting stuck between July and September, it is possible to have plants with 
flower buds the fall of the following year if the right cultivars are used. This can be done in pots 
from 4 to 8" with the size of the finished plant proportional to the size of the growing container. 
 
Cuttings are rooted under a mist system with 72°F bottom heat in 2¼" square by 3½" deep 
plastic pots filled with 50:50 peat perlite to reduce transplanting shock. After rooting, the 
cuttings are protected from freezing till potting in February. 
 
Planting media is ½" minus Douglas fir bark to which the following fertilizers are added per 
cubic yard: 11.1 lbs. Osmocote 18-5-11, 3.76 lbs. treble phosphate 0-45-0, 2 lbs. calcium and 1 
lb. dolomitic limestone, and 1.5 lbs. gypsum or 5.25 lbs. ureaform, 5 lbs. treble phosphate, 1.5 
lbs. potassium sulfate, 2 lbs. calcium and 1 lb. dolomitic limestone and 1.5 lbs. gypsum. Some 
trace elements should be supplied either as post planting liquid applications of Peter's S.T.E.M. 
or other multiple element product or in solid form in the potting mix. Esmigran at 4 lbs. per cubic 
yard or FTE 503 at 4 oz. can be used. 
 
Consistent flower bud production may require application of a Cycocel drench (5900 ppm, 200 
milliliters of solution per plant in 1 gallon container) at time of potting in February (Table 2). 
 



After potting, the plants are fertilized with 30-10-10 at a rate of 1½ teaspoons per gallon every 
10-14 days through March and with 10-50-10 during April and May. Osmocote 18-6-12 at 1 
teaspoon per gallon is applied before the plants are moved to the container yard in June. A trial 
of slow release fertilizers for top dressing in 1978 indicated that fertilizer with more nitrogen in 
relation to potassium such as 10-6-4, 31-5-3 or 25-10-10 may produce more flower buds. A 
second application of the dry fertilizer should be made in August. 
 
For winter protection the container grown plants are held in a polyethylene covered house at 
minimum temperatures of 35°F. On February 1, the temperature is increased to 45°F. The 
temperature is raised to 55°F on March 1; waiting until this date to raise the temperature 
coincides with outdoor temperature rise, saves fuel, and is compatible with the production 
program aimed at the Valentine's to Mother's Day period. 
 
On March 1, the daylength is extended to 24 hours daily with cool white fluorescent lights. 
Extending the day length accelerates the growth of the rooted cuttings so that all will have 3 and 
some will have 4 growth flushes by the end of the growing season. The lights are turned off in 
mid May. Plastic is removed between mid May and early June depending on the outside 
temperature. The cover is applied again in late November to prevent freeze damage before 
marketing. 
 
Plants are grown pot to pot on raised benches till the plastic is removed. They are then spaced 6" 
apart. 
 
In the fall plants are provided winter protection (minimum temperature of 35°F) in a 
polyethylene covered house until initiation of forcing. Forcing has been initiated from mid 
December to mid April; the forcing temperature is 55°F. The number of days to first open flower 
does decrease the later the date that forcing is initiated (Table 1). There is little or no advantage, 
however, in starting forcing before the first of the year with plants grown on this program. The 
production schedule and cultural practices are summarized in Table 3. 
 
Rhododendron cultivars for Valentine's and Mother's Day 
 
Rhododendrons with flower buds can be grown from rooted cuttings in one growing season 
without expensive facilities. Only selected cultivars will set flower buds on a well shaped plant 
that forces well. Forcing time depends on the cultivar and the time forcing is initiated. 
 
Time from moving potted rhododendrons into a heated greenhouse till the first open flower is an 
important factor in determining the economics of potted rhododendrons. Most of our forcing 
trials started in mid December (when Poinsettias would be moved out of the greenhouse) with 
Valentine's Day as a target date and results are shown in Table 1. Forcing temperature was 55°F 
at bench height. This 57 day period has proved to be too short for most cultivars tested, only 
'Cheer', 'Christmas Cheer', 'Hello Dolly' and 'Rosa Mundi' have been successful. These cultivars 
will be in bloom for Valentine's Day when started January 4th. 
 
March and April flowering dates can be covered with many cultivars. Dates in May, such as 
Mother's Day, require late blooming cultivars or a change in handling techniques. 
 



Over 140 cultivars of rhododendrons have been evaluated for propagation, growth, plant habit, 
flower bud formation, and forcing characteristics.  
 
Table 1. Average number of days to first open bloom for several cultivars of container-grown 
rhododendrons. 

Cultivar Date plants brought into greenhouse
 l2/19/72     12/17/73         12/20/74      1/4/78 2/15/78 

America 81  
Anah kruschke 74 87   
Autumn Gold 84
Blitz 59 63 48 47 28
Blue Ensign 65 57 64 53 32
Blue Jay 87 68 42
Blue Peter 68 44
Burgundy 64  64 27
Carolyn Grace 72  47 34
Cary Ann 65 70  51 32
Catawbiense Album 80
Catawbiense Grandiflorum 84  55 37
Cheer 28 16
Chionoides 63  
Christmas Cheer 23
Cosmopolitan 45 64  40 21
Doubloons 51  
Dr. H. C. Dresselhuys 84   
Evening Glow 72
Gigi  55 34
Good News 68
Gomer Waterer 80  36 27
Hello Dolly 50 31
Holden 68 69 61  
Jean Marie de Montague 72 72  50 33
John Walters 76 54 39
Kluis Sensation 86
Laika 78 56 39
Lee's Scarlet   27   
Leo 67 65 58  
Madame Masson  47 34
Marchioness of Lansdowne 86 72  
Minnetonka 61  
Mrs. Betty Robertson 63 69  42 25
Mrs. Donald Graham 87 62 38
Nova Zembla 76 44
President Roosevelt 55
Purple Lace 69 82  59 39
Purple Splendor 82 76 62 39
Rosa Mundi 47
Roseum Elegans 6 71 68  
Royal Purple  54 38
Sappho 6 69 59  
Scintillation 74 58 35
Solitude  53 27
Unique 5 60  54 34
Virginia Richards 7 78  54 34
Vulcan 8 54 34
White Pearl 39 21
Yellow Bells 4     

 
 



Many cultivars which we have tried have not rooted in high enough percentages. In other cases, 
plant growth was too slow to develop a large enough plant in one growing season. 
 
Long pedicels which cause the flower to appear droopy or flower buds which abort on forcing 
have disqualified other cultivars. A list of the most promising cultivars is shown in table 2.   
 
Table 2. Flower bud formation during the first growing season of container-grown1 

rhododendrons.  

Cultivars setting 
flower buds without 
growth regulators 

Cultivars not* setting 
flower buds without 
growth regulators 

Cultivars setting 
flower buds with 
growth regulators 

WHITE WHITE WHITE 
Belle Heller Chionoides Catawbiense Album 
Goner Waterer County of York Sappho 
Madame Masson** Hyperion YELLOW 

YELLOW Mrs. Tom Lowinsky Autumn Gold** 
Carolyn Grace White Pearl C.I.S. 
Hello Dolly** Willis Wine Spot PINK 
Mrs. Betty Robertson YELLOW Christmas Cheer** 
Tidbit Doubloons Marchioness of Lansdowne** 
Unique** Edward Dunn Roseum Elegans** 
Virginia Richards** Evening Glow RED 

PINK Hotei Dr. H. C. Dresselhuys 
Brickdust Yellow Bells Kluis Sensation** 
Cheer** PINK Nova Zembla** 
Holden** Anna BLUE 
Mrs. Donald Graham** Annie E. Endtz Anah Kruschke 
Mrs. Furnival Minnetonka Catawbiense Grandiflorum** 
Pale Perfection 
Rose Point 
Scintillation 

RED 
America 
Blitz 
Cary Ann 
Good News 
Jean Marie De Montague 
John Walters** 

Mrs. Charles Pearson 
Mrs. W. R. Coe 
Pink Pearl 
Pink Twins 
Pink Whalloper 
Todmorden 
Wheatley 
Wil-Brit 

RED 
David 

 



Solitude** 
Thor 
Vulcan** 

BLUE OR PURPLE 
Blue Ensign** 
Blue Jay** 
Laika** 
Purple Lace 
Purple Splendor** 
Royal Purple 

Gigi 
Lamplighter 
Wissahickon 

BLUE OR PURPLE 
Blue Pacific 
Blue River 
Van Ness Sensation 

 

 
*This group has not been screened with growth regulators here.  
** Most promising as container grown flowering plants 
 
1 The terms “pot” plant and “potted” plant will no longer be used in the ONW newsletter due to 
their multiple meanings.  the term “container-grown” will designate those plants frown in 
containers for the major portion of their production period; ther term “containerized” will refer 
to those plants recently field-dug and placed in a container prior to marketing.  
 

 

Table 3. Scheduling and cultural practices with Valentine's and Mother's Day as Target 
Open-Flower Dates 
 YEAR 1 YEAR 2 YEAR 3 
January   After rooting, 30-10-10        If forcing starts January 4 (forcing     

fertilizer is applied at            temp. is 55º F) ‘Cheer, ‘Christmas 
Monthly intervals until         Cheer’, ‘Hello Dolly’, and ‘Rosa 
Feb. 1.                                   Mundi will be in flower on   
                                              Valentine’s Day.                               

February   Rooted cuttings are moved  
into 4-8” containers on Feb. 1 
Air temp. is 45°F from Feb. 1-Mar. 1.  
Cycocel drench (5900 ppm), 
200 ml per plant is applied. Plants 
are spaced 6" apart. 

March  March 1, air temp.  
raised to 55º F  

April  

and daylength extended 
to 24 hrs. daily with  
supplemental fluorescent  
lighting up to May 15.  
Lighting discontinued  
May 15 and plants spaced 6” 

May  

apart in container yard  
or in house with 
poly covering removed. 

http://temp.is/


June 

July 

August 

Cuttings are taken 
July-September; cut- 
tings with terminal 
flower bud are pre 
ferred as the axil- Plants with three or 

more branches have 
well developed flower 
buds September 

October 

 

November  

lary buds are better 
developed than on 
vegetative cuttings. 
Cuttings are double 
wounded, treated 
with rooting hor- 
mone, stuck in 
2½ x 3½" pots filled  
with 1:1 peat-per- 
lite, placed on mist 
bench with 72°F bot- 
 

 
 
 
 
Protection of the con- 
tainterized plants from  
freezing, i.e. poly cov- 
ered house with minimum  
temperatures of 35ºF un- 
to; forcing is initiated. 

December Aerial temperature 
maintained at mini 
mum of 35°F July 
February. 

 

 
 
Pesticide Use - Due to constantly changing laws and regulations, no liability for the suggested use of chemicals in 
this Newsletter is assumed by the ONW Newsletter. Pesticides should be applied according to label directions on the 
pesticide container.  
Permission to Reprint material appearing in the ONW Newsletter is granted with the request that you credit the 
source: Ornamentals Northwest Newsletter, date, volume, issue, page numbers. Do not excerpt or reprint in such a 
manner as to imply the author's endorsement or criticism of a product or concept.  
Nondiscrimination - The information in the Ornamentals Northwest Newsletter is provided with the understanding 
that no discrimination is intended and that listing of commercial products implies no endorsement by the authors. 
Criticism of products or equipment is neither intended nor implied.  
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