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DAYLILY PRIMER  
WHAT IS A DAYLILY? 
A daylily is not a true lily.  It is a monocot more 
closely related to orchids, grasses and hostas.  
The ancestors of today’s daylilies were native to 
China, Korea, Japan, and occasionally into 
Manchuria and eastern Siberia. The ancient 
Chinese used them for food and medicine. The 
buds were nutritious and root and crown often 
served as a pain reliever. During the Sung 
Dynasty, they were used to treat high fever and 
hemorrhage, cirrhosis and jaundice.  Because the 
flowers were bright and cheerful, the daylily 
came to be a symbol of an outlet for grief. 
Today, daylilies are used in many recipes all over 
the world.   
 

The first known illustration in European herbals 
appeared in 1554 in the Netherlands.  The 
Swedish naturalist Linnaeus gave the daylily its 
accepted Latin name, which was derived from 
two Greek words, Hemera (a day) and kallos 
(beauty).  Two species that were brought 
America were the orange h.fulva, commonly 
known as the “roadside” and the h.flava, the 
lemon lily.  As colonial residents moved 
westward, they carried the daylilies with them.  Today, more than 80,000 daylilies developed 
through hybridization are registered in the American Hemerocallis Society.  
 

HOW TO PLANT 
Normally a freshly dug daylily can be held safely for a few days in a shaded place with the roots in 
damp sand or peat moss.  For a more lengthy time, pot it.  Planting in an area with mid-day sun is 
optimal, but morning sun is adequate. 
 

Before planting, remove any decayed or damaged roots.  Work the soil to a depth of one foot.  Dig a 
hole larger than the root mass and incorporate a mixture of compost, good garden soil, peat moss, 
and/or well-rotted manure. Make a mound in the center of the planting hole.  Set the daylily in 
place with the roots spread on each side of the mound.  New plants should be set about as deep as 
they grew originally, which is the band of white at the base of the foliage.  Roots should be no more 
than 1 inch below the surface of the soil.   
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Work the soil around and in between the roots as you cover the plant.  Firm it to remove air 
pockets, then water well.  When all the water has soaked in, finish filling in the soil, leaving a slight 
depression around the plant.  Space the plants no less than 18-24 inches apart on each side.  
Daylilies need time to establish so the best time to plant is in spring.  They may not bloom the first 
year if put in the ground in the peak heat season. The latest time is 3-4 weeks before the frost.  
 

CARING FOR DAYLILIES 
WATER is important any time the plant is actively growing but especially when the plants are 
sending up scapes and developing buds in the spring. Daylilies benefit more from deep watering 
than from a succession of brief surface waterings. Do not water directly on the booms.  The drops 
will cause them to spot and/or wilt. 
 

FERTILIZER is optional but if you do, use a soluble 10-10-10 or 12-12-12.   Several applications 
should be applied during the spring and summer. Sandy soils require more frequent applications.  
Heavier clay soils hold on their nutrients and will require less frequent applications.  Keep dry 
fertilizers off of the foliage.  Water the fertilizer directly into the soil after applying it. In the fall 
after blooming, the plants have a growth spurt as they prepare for the next year.  This is also a good 
time to fertilize. Do not fertilize daylilies when they are dormant or too close to the first frost date.  
 

MULCHING, although not essential, does retain moisture.  Daylilies should be fertilized when 
mulched because this can temporarily deprive the plants of nourishment. This is especially true with 
pine bark mulch. Never use sawdust as mulch.  
 

GROOMING:  Deadheading is not necessary.  The blooms will fall off within 2 or 3 days.  Do not put 
blooms in a compost pile as they might encourage disease pathogens. Do not pull off the scapes 
until they are completely brown and slide off naturally. If, after all of the blooms are gone and you 
do not like empty scapes, cut them, but not too close to the crown.  
 

DIVIDING DAYLILIES 
It is best to dig when the soil is moist.  Watering the day before is optimal.  Keeping your 
pitch/gardening fork or shovel 6-8 inches from the base of the plant, push down to the depth of the 
blades.  You may have to loosen the dirt on several sides before you pull out the plant. Keep the 
fans together and be careful not to break the roots.  

The roots form a thick mat with green fans above.  If there are more than 5 or 6 fans and you want 
to divide the plant, you can (1) do it by hand if the clump is small and moist or (2) use two pitch 
forks in the same part or (3) one pitch fork and your hands and then gently pull apart.  Some people 
use sharp spades or even very large screwdrivers, but this is risky as you might damage the roots.  
Gently tug on the two sections and focus on where they start to give way. If you slice through the 
large white root, throw it away as it is damaged.   Any weakened plant invites pests and diseases.  

Cut the foliage to 8”. This helps the plants put energy into reestablishing themselves in their new 
location.  If not planting immediately, hold the divisions in a bucket covered with moist loose soil or 
wrap the roots in wet newspaper and then in a plastic bag.   Keep out of the sun and let the leaves 
have air. The plants will stay healthy for 2+ days.  

 

Daylily Primer  pg 2 



 
 
GLOSSARY 
BLOOM – That portion that flowers.  It begins as a bud on a scape and proceeds to grow until 
maturity. 
BUD COUNT - The number of buds on each scape. 
CROWN - The small white core that is the modified stem of the plant.  It produces leaves above and 
roots below. 
DIURNAL – A daylily flower which opens in the early morning or during the day. 
DORMANT – A plant that stops all vegetative growth and loses its leaves for the winter, regardless 
of the climate. 
EVERGREEN - Leaves that remain green throughout the year, unless frozen severely.  
EXT, EXTENDED FLOWERING -Flowers that remain open 16 hours or more. 
EYE, EYEZONE – A darker colored zone on the petals and sepals for the flower just above the throat. 
FAN, DIVISION - The individual units of a clump, each identical with the parent plant.  
Re, REBLOOMER – Two or sometimes three blooms a season.  Often less prolific than the first 
blooms. 
SCAPE – A flower stalk without leaves.  A daylily flower scape has no leaves except for some 
modified leaves. 
SPIDER – A flower whose petal length is at least four times longer than its width.  
THROAT– The centermost inner section of a bloom where the pistil and stamens join to the back of 
the bloom. 
VARIEGATED - Foliage that is marked or striped with some color other than green. 
 

BLOOMIMG SEQUENCE   - Not exact, much depends on available sun and soil conditions, but in 
general… 
EE - Extra Early; May or June in the northeast 
E – Early; 3-5 weeks prior to the mass of blooms at mid-season 
EM – Early Midseason; 1-3 weeks prior to the mass of blooms at mid-season 
M – Midseason; the peak of blooming season, here in the northeast it is July 
MLa – Late Midseason; 1-3 weeks after peak of bloom 
VL – Very Late; in the north east this is the fall 
 

FOR MORE INFORMATION: 
American Hemerocallis Society web site has information including specs on all registered daylilies.  
www.daylilies.org 
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