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Through the years as I cleaned out and discarded tall bearded iris seedling patches to make 

room for next yearôs new batch of seedlings, occasionally a small piece of rhizome would go 

unnoticed (just get lost down in the dirt) and over winter completely covered, only to 

sprout the following spring.  When I would dig out those little pieces of sprouted rhizome, I 

would be amazed at the depth from which some of those little pieces of rhizome could grow 

to reach the surface.  Years of seeing that happen gave me the idea of conducting a small 

experiment to determine just how deep mature tall bearded rhizomes could be successfully 

planted and how that depth would affect winter heave of rhizomes transplanted in late 

summer (transplant time is mid August for me here in Southern Illinois).  The information, 

which I am sharing in this article, may not be applicable to all soil types or locations; 

however, it should provide some food for thought to those iris growers who often suffer 

winter heave of newly transplanted rhizomes.   

 

My soil type is known is a Creal silt loam, rather common throughout this part of 

Southeastern Southern Illinois.  It is derived from a clay parent material being of a light 

brownish gray to yellowish gray color, which has good tilth, high available water capacity, 

with moderately low permeability and moderate erosion hazard. Most of my seedling beds 

have a 1-3% slope.  Winter conditions in this part of the state are usually characterized by 

high rainfall (although we can have winter droughts), ice storms, usually little or no snow 

cover, where temperatures regularly fluctuate between highs in the 40ôs and lows in the 

20ôs, with extremes of highs in the 70ôs and lows in the teens or single digits.  The constant 

freezing and thawing can be disastrous to newly transplanted irises that have not 

established a good root system, even lifting them completely out of the soil.  Mature or 

established clumps of tall bearded irises on the other hand, for me, never heave. 

 

Before I did the study on planting depth of rhizomes, years of failure and finally success, 

had taught me to prevent winter heave by mulching newly transplanted rhizomes with 

straw or a similar material out to about two feet beyond the plant in all directions.  The 

mulch was applied at a depth of about 4-6 inches right up to the fan.  The rhizomes were 

planted in the typical fashion as is often recommended in numerous iris publications by 

just barely covering the rhizome with soil.  The winter weather and bio-decay usually 

compact the mulch, so that by spring the mulch is only about an inch in depth, eliminating 

the need to pull the mulch away from the plants to avoid rot. 

 

To conduct the experiment, rhizomes were planted in north/south rows with no mulch in mid 

August of 2009.  The soil was compacted over the rhizomes at the following depths:  1) barely 

covered (1/2 inch,  2)  one inch,  3) one and one half inches,  4) two inches,  5) two and one half 

inches.  The results were as follows (percentages were rounded to the nearest whole unit): 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Table 1  Planting depth versus winter heave. 

______________________________________________________ 

 

Planting depth     Percent heave 

 

One half inch       100% heave 

 

One inch         80% heave 

 

One and one half inches       40% heave 

 

Two inches         20% heave 

 

Two and one half inches         0% heave 

______________________________________________________ 

 

 

In interpreting the results, first, it would seem that the deeper the rhizome is planted, the 

less the winter heave (makes common sense).  Second, winter erosion removed some of the 

soil covering the rhizomes thereby reducing the planting depth by the time spring growth 

began.  Three, those rhizomes planted at the depths of two or two and one half inches grew 

normally the following spring.  Four, since the rhizomes were not all of the same variety, 

an experimental flaw due simply to not having enough rhizomes of a single cultivar, 

variation among cultivars could account for some of the susceptibility or resistance to 

heave, because some cultivars establish themselves quicker after transplant than do others.  

I plan on conducting the experiment again in the future when I have enough rhizomes of a 

single variety for testing.  Five, I also observed that seedlings with tall winter persistent 

foliage heaved more than seedlings with foliage that typically dies back to the ground level 

during the winter.  Six, last winter was a slightly colder than normal winter, but rainfall 

was normal with slightly greater than average daily temperature variations.   

 

I hope that by sharing this information, it may encourage others with either different or 

similar soil and climatic conditions to also try variations in planting depth to observe the 

effects that planting depth has on winter heave of tall bearded irises. 



 

 
 

Figure 1.  Small piece of rhizome buried at a depth of three and one half inches in August of 2009, 

that was able to send a ñstemò to the ground surface where shoot growth and a small rhizome 

began to form in the spring of 2010. 

 



 

 
 

Figure 2.  No winter heave of a rhizome planted at a depth of one half inch with 4-6 inches of straw 

mulch. 

 


