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Welcome and Introduction 
 After several years of planning, the Alberta Dahlia and 

Gladiolus Society was formed in 2009  

 The ADGS has the only dahlia trial garden in Canada, where 
member volunteers grow, maintain, and judge new cultivars 

 Members of the ADGS hybridized the Echo and Alberta series  

 We hold an annual flower show, celebration, and tuber sale 

 

 

ADGS Trial Garden at Olds 
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Echo Felicia - ADGS 



A Brief History 
 Dahlias are native to the mountainous regions of Mexico and 

Guatemala 

 After being discovered by Spanish conquistadors, dahlia 
seeds, roots, and plants found their way to Europe 

 By the early 18th century the first double bloom forms began 
to emerge 

 In 1791, Antonio Cavanilles, director of the Royal Gardens of 
Madrid, named the dahlia after Swedish botanist Anders Dahl 

 During the mid-1800s dahlias attained cult status and several 
thousand different cultivars were recorded 

Sources: American Dahlia Society, National Dahlia Society (UK) 2 



Types of Dahlias: Sizes 
 Dahlias come in a wide variety of sizes, colours, and forms 

 Dahlia sizes can range from giant dinnerplate-sized blooms to 
tiny micro blooms 

Code Description 

AA Giant (over 10 inches in diameter) 

A Large (8-10 inches) 

B Medium (6-8 inches) 

BB Small (4-6 inches) 

M Miniature (up to 4 inches) 

BA Ball (over 3.5 inches) 

MB Miniature Ball (2-3.5 inches) 

P Pompon (up to 2 inches) 

MS Mignon Single (up to 2 inches) 

S Single (over 2 inches) 

Hamari Gold – Catherine Lewis     American Dahlia Society            Kelsey Bramble – Missy Weitzel 
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Types of Dahlias: Colours 
 Colours can be solid, blended, bi-coloured, or variegated 

Danique – Rachael Stokes             Salish October Wedding – RS                Ken’s Rarity – Antonio Toledo               Hollyhill Bewitched - RS 

Manoa – Kitchie Ford         Sandia Nocturne – KF                      Echo Celia – ADGS         Sefton Silvertop – KF 
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 Formal Decorative 
 Petals are generally flat, 

broad, and smooth and 
recurve towards the stem 

 Perfectly symmetrical shape 

 Informal Decorative 
 Twisted, curled, wavy petals 

of uniform size that curve 
forward or back 

 

Types of Dahlias: Forms 
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Skipley Spot of Gold – Marty Wallace   Café Au Lait Rose – Kish Patel 
 



 Cactus 
 Can be either straight cactus, 

semi-cactus, or incurved 
cactus 

 Petals are revolute (curved to 
the underside) 

 Stellar 
 Petals are long and narrow, 

with pointed tips preferred, 
like a star 

 Petals recurve toward stem 

 

Types of Dahlias: Forms 

Badger Twinkle (semi-cactus) - ADGS Camano Pet - ADGS 

6 



 Ball 
 Blooms are ball-shaped 

 Ball blooms are 3.5 inches+, 
Miniature Ball 2-3.5 inches, 
Pompon under 2 inches 

 Waterlily 
 Cupped petals with rounded 

tips 

 Side view should be flat or 
saucer-shaped 

 

Types of Dahlias: Forms 

Copper Boy – Kitchie Ford Sandia Bliss – Kitchie Ford 
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 Collarette 
 Single row of evenly-spaced 

petals in a flat plane, with 
petaloids forming a collar 
around the centre 

 Orchid/Orchette 
 Single row of evenly-spaced 

petals that are rolled in at tips 

 Orchette includes a collar of 
petaloids  

 

Types of Dahlias: Forms 

Kelsey Neahkahnie – Debbie Hatt 
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Midnight Star - ADGS 



 Laciniated 
 Petals are split at the tip 

 Portion that is split should 
give a fringed effect 

 Anemone 
 One or more rows of petals 

surrounding a dome of 
elongated tubular disc florets 

Types of Dahlias: Forms 

Hollyhill Pinkie – Marty Wallace 
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Rosie Raven  – Marty Wallace 



Methods of Propagation 
 Dahlias can be grown via tubers, seeds, or cuttings 

 Tubers 
 Most common method, and generally easiest 

 Tubers will generally produce a plant identical to their parent 

 Seeds 
 Seed-grown dahlias can be completely different to their parents 

 Seeds are used by hybridizers to create new varieties of dahlias 

 Cuttings 
 Cuttings will be identical to their parent but can be tricky to grow 

 Cuttings may bloom sooner than tuber-grown dahlias, but may also 
produce fewer tubers at the end of the season 
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Anatomy of a Tuber 
 A dahlia tuber has three main parts: the body, the neck, and 

the crown 

 Eyes form from the crown and eventually turn into sprouts 

 The neck transports nutrients from the body to the crown;      
a broken neck will render the tuber unviable 

 Without an eye (a blind tuber), roots can form but no plant 
will ever grow 

Crown 

Dahlia tuber – F.D. Richards 

Eye Neck 
Body 
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How to Grow: Timing 
 Dahlias are highly sensitive to frost and growing plants must 

be planted out after all risk of frost 

 If tubers freeze (below zero degrees) they will rot 

 It can take anywhere from a few days to 8 weeks for a tuber to 
wake up and sprout 

 It generally takes 90-100 days for dahlias to bloom 

 Because of our short growing season, tubers can be pre-
sprouted and grown in pots ahead of time before planting out 
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How to Grow: Soil and Light 
 Dahlias prefer soil that is warm, fertile, and well-draining 

 Heavy clay soils retain too much water, which can lead to tubers 
rotting; remember, dahlias hate cold, soggy soil! 

 Ensure good drainage by digging deep and loosening the soil, or by 
utilizing raised beds 

 Soil can be amended/enhanced with organic material like compost, 
well-rotted manure, or worm castings 

 Dahlias perform best in full sun, meaning they need at least 6-
8 hours of direct sun 

 Some dahlias will appreciate afternoon shade 
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How to Grow: Planting and Staking 
 Tubers should be planted approximately 4-6 inches deep, flat 

on their side, with the eye facing up, in moist but not wet soil 

 Dahlias should be spaced anywhere from 12-24 inches apart 

 Dahlias can grow quite tall and generally require some form of 
support, such as stakes, a twine corral, or horticultural netting 

 It’s best to stake at planting time so you don’t later damage 
tubers or roots 

 The planting hole can be amended with nutrients like bone 
meal or slow-release granular fertilizer to help get the plant 
off to a good start 

 Mulch can help keep roots cool and retain soil moisture 
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How to Grow: Watering & Fertilizing 
 After planting in moist but not wet soil, do not water again 

until your dahlia has sprouted leaves 

 Once growing, water deeply but not excessively to prevent 
tuber rot (ie. 1-3 deep waterings a week is better than daily 
shallow watering), depending on weather 

 Drip irrigation can be useful for slow, deep watering 

 During early growth stages, dahlias can benefit from nitrogen 
to promote vegetative growth, but to promote blooms switch 
to a fertilizer with a higher phosphorus count 

 Stop fertilizing about 4-6 weeks before first frost so that the 
plant can focus on putting energy into tuber formation 
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How to Grow: Pinching 
 Dahlias will seek to grow one main stem with a bud at the top 

 Pinching (or topping) is the removal of the center/top of the 
plant early in its development to encourage lateral growth 

 This leads to more branching and more blooms (but can delay 
blooming by a couple of weeks)  

 The first pair of leaves to show are called cotyledons; do not 
count this pair when pinching, only “true leaves”  

Size Leaf pairs (from main stem) TO BE KEPT 

AA and A 2-3 

B 3-4 

BB 3-4 

M 3-4 

Ball 3-4 

American Dahlia Society 
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How to Grow: Deadheading/Cutting 
 Deadheading means removing spent flowers so the plant does 

not put energy into producing seeds but new blooms instead 

 The more you deadhead/cut, the more blooms you will have! 

 When cutting, deep cuts will encourage the growth of longer, 
stronger stems 

 Dahlias almost always produce three buds at the end of a 
stem: a central bud and a pair of side buds 

 Disbudding entails removing the side buds to encourage the 
plant to put more energy into the central bud, leading to a 
larger bloom and a longer stem 
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Diseases and Viruses 
 Dahlias are susceptible to a number of diseases and viruses, 

which is why it is important to practise good sanitation habits 

 Disinfect tools in-between cutting blooms or dividing tubers 

 Virus often shows up as unusual yellowing in the leaves, and 
leads to stunted/twisted growth and malformed flowers 

 Virused plants should be trashed immediately (not 
composted), and tools sanitized 
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Tomato Spotted Wilt Virus – Debbie Hatt Virus symptoms – Mary St. George 



Gall 
 There are two main types of gall, caused by bacteria: 

 Leafy gall – instead of one or a few separate healthy shoots, the tuber 
produces a dense (often fused) cluster of shoots 

 Crown gall – abnormal tumor-like growths on the crown  

 As with virus, trash affected plants immediately & sanitize 

 Avoid planting dahlias in gall-affected spots for 2 years 
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Leafy gall – Shirley Black Cullum Crown gall – Shirley Black Cullum 



Fungal Diseases 
 Finally, fungal diseases can also affect dahlias 

 Ensure good airflow to prevent powdery mildew and other 
fungal diseases 

 Adequate spacing and stripping lower leaves from established 
plants can help 
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Pests 
 Dahlias are a target for a variety of pests 

 Thrips, earwigs, lygus bugs, and other insects can cause 
extensive damage to both foliage and blooms 

 Attracting beneficial predators can be a useful strategy to 
mitigate pest pressure 

 Insecticides should be used with care so as not to harm 
beneficials and pollinators 

 Organza bags can be used to protect blooms 

 Slugs and snails are attracted to tender early growth; use snail 
bait at planting to protect young sprouts 
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End of Season: Digging 
 Since dahlias won’t survive our winters, tubers must be dug 

up and stored over the winter 

 It’s best to wait for a killing frost to kill the foliage; the tubers 
will usually be safe underground as long as the ground 
doesn’t freeze, which generally happens later 

 After the foliage dies, leaving the tubers in the ground for a 
few days before digging can encourage the formation of eyes, 
which makes dividing easier 

 Using a garden fork or shovel, start about a foot away from 
the stalk on all four sides, and carefully dig up your tuber 
clumps 
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End of Season: Dividing 
 You can either divide in the fall or in the spring 

 Dividing in the fall is generally easier, but it can be difficult to 
find eyes 

 Conversely it can be easier to find eyes in the spring, but more 
difficult to divide 

 If dividing in fall, carefully clean your clump and wait for 
tubers to be dry to the touch before dividing 

 Drying can take 24-36 hours; do not let tubers dry on cement 
or materials that can wick moisture out of the tubers 

 If dividing in spring, clumps can be stored with some dirt on 
them as long as it’s not too wet 
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End of Season: Storage 
 Dahlia storage typically requires stable temperatures of 4 to 

10 degrees celsius, and humidity of 75 to 85% 

 Good locations might be a heated garage or an unheated 
basement that *does not freeze* 

 If tubers and storage conditions are too wet, they will rot; if 
they are too dry, they will shrivel up 

 Successful dahlia storage depends heavily on your 
environment (temperature and humidity) 

 Dahlia tubers can be stored in a storage medium like peat 
moss, vermiculite, or pine shavings, or can be individually 
wrapped in cling wrap   
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Trial Garden and Hybridization 
 Hybridizers typically grow new varieties for at least three 

years to ensure consistent form and colour, genetic stability, 
floriferousness, and tuber production 

 The Trial Garden at Olds is where dahlia breeders can have 
their newly hybridized dahlias grown and judged 
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Darling Cranberry Crush 89.2 in 2024 – Debbie Hatt Allen’s Heatwave 90.2 (top score) in 2024 – Debbie Hatt 



Annual Flower Show 
 At the annual flower show in Olds, dahlias are displayed for 

judging 

 Dahlias are judged on colour, form, substance, stem, foliage, 
bloom position, and floriferous uniformity (per the ADS) 

 Floral arrangements and photographs are also submitted and 
judged 

 Afterwards, bouquets are available for sale 

 Come visit the show, submit your blooms, and enjoy the other 
beautiful submissions by your fellow dahlia lovers! 
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Annual Flower Show 
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Flower show submissions and the winners’ table (your blooms could be here!) – Herb Noyes 



Wrap Up 
 Dahlias can be a major investment of time and energy but will 

pay you back with an abundance of beauty and joy 

 The Alberta Dahlia and Gladiolus Society has a wealth of 
knowledge and experience for you to draw upon 

 Consider joining the ADGS to learn more about dahlias, attend 
our events, or take advantage of our annual tuber sale  
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Additional Resources 
 Alberta Dahlia and Gladiolus Society 

(http://albertadahliaandgladsociety.com) 

 American Dahlia Society (https://www.dahlia.org) 
 ADS Online Classification Guide 

(https://www.dahlia.org/docsinfo/ocg/) 

 Facebook groups: 
 Alberta Dahlia and Gladiolus Society 

 Canadian Dahlia Growers 

 Dahlia Growers 

 Dahlia Propagation 

 Dahlia Addicts Anonymous (just kidding) 
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All photos used with permission. Presentation created by Kish Patel, 2026. 
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