
In the garden with Shobha Vanchiswar 

 
July 9, 2010 

The secret’s out: Keeping cut flowers alive 

Have you ever wondered how you could prevent cut flowers from wilting right away? Or wished the 
peonies had bloomed a bit later, in time for a special event? 

As gardeners, we are always trying to exercise control over the plants and, most often, we are put in our 
place for such delusional thoughts. However, there are some things we can do to our advantage to out 
wit Mother Nature. The key is to understand the science behind the art of gardening. The same is true of 
being able to enjoy the flowers indoors. 

In general, most flowers given a fresh cut and plunged in a vase of fresh, tepid to cool water do just fine. 
A daily refreshing of the water keeps them looking good for several days. However, there are some 
flowers that need a bit more work. Take poppies for instance. They are notoriously short-lived, often 
lasting only a day in the house. In order to get several days out of them, I learned the following trick. 
When I venture into the garden to cut them, along with my clippers I take a lit candle. As soon as I cut 
the stem, I hold the cut end to the flame. This chars the end a bit, but effectively seals in the sap, which 
helps keep the flower fresh. At least that’s how I explain it. Then I put in room temperature water right 
away.  When I receive poppies as a gift, I make a fresh cut and follow the same procedure. This method 
seems to work rather well for me.  

Secrets spilled for hydrangeas, lilacs and roses 

As I mentioned a couple of weeks ago, with hydrangeas, I dip the freshly cut stem ends in boiling water 
for a few seconds to get rid of obstructive air bubbles and then place in vases with fresh water. Works 
every time. 

Lilacs have woody stems whose ends I crush with a wooden mallet to enable good water intake. I use 
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tepid rather than cool water on the first day. 

Sometimes in a bouquet of roses, one or two might suddenly droop. The cause is an air bubble in the 
“neck” (base of flower, top of stem) that is preventing water from reaching the blossom. By simply 
sticking a fine pin through the neck, the bubble is released and the flower gets water and starts to perk 
up.  

Who knew cryogenics works on peonies? 

Peonies bloom in such abundance, but their time is all too brief in the garden. If you cut stems bearing 
buds at “golf ball” or “marshmallow” stage, wrap them in newspaper and refrigerate; they’ll keep for at 
least a month. When needed, just bring them out, give them a fresh cut and arrange in vases. The buds 
will start opening up right away and there will be peonies in bloom within when none exist without! I go 
a step further: when I bring the buds in, I dip the cut ends in warm wax before refrigeration. This seals in 
the moisture and protects the flowers from the possible dehydrating effects of refrigeration. A crucial 
point to remember is that the buds must be dry (sans rain or dew) when harvested. 

Tulips, as I’m sure you’ve noticed, continue to “grow” in water and move towards the direction of light. 
I personally like the look, but if you don’t, trim them to your desired height and wrap in newspaper so 
the bouquet is in a cone while the stems are still in water. Store the vase of newspaper wrapped tulips in 
the refrigerator overnight. The stems should have straightened out by morning.  

Daffodils, lovely, but deadly to fellow flowers 

As most of you must know, never mix in other flowers with daffodils. The daffodils make the water 
toxic to all other flowers. So if you want them in a mixed bouquet, have each daffodil in its own tube of 
water, thus keeping them separate from the other flowers. 

If you have ever received Gerbera daisies, you would have noticed that the florist has bound each stem 
in floral tape. The taping keeps the stems from flopping as well as allowing easy water uptake. You can 
do this easily at home. I, however, am too lazy to do this, but appreciate it when it’s done for me. 

For all flower arrangements, their longevity depends on cool, draft free settings. I sometimes stick them 
in the ‘fridge at night if I’m aiming to have them look good for a specific occasion. 

I confess, I do not add anything to the water. No copper penny, aspirin, sugar, floral food, vodka or 
anything else.  I have not felt the need. That does not mean they do not work. So if you use any of these, 
by all means carry on. 

If any reader has more tricks and suggestions on getting cut flowers to last, do please share. 

I have a suspicion my dear friends and professional florists extraordinaire Sue and Kent will read all this 
with amusement about how us “lay people” handle what they do so routinely. So be it.  

Shobha Vanchiswar and her garden are currently featured in Westchester Home Magazine, Summer 
2010.  Shobha has been gardening all her life, the last 22 years in Chappaqua. She received the Golden 
Trowel Award for garden design in 2007 from Garden Design magazine. Her jewel-of-a-garden here in 
New Castle was on view in this year’s Garden Conservancy Open Day program. She has a garden 
design business, Seeds of Design. Write her at seedsofdesign@verizon.net . 
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