Growing EDNA C. for Show
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We all have a favourite flower.  When given a choice of one variety to grow, it will always be that favourite flower.  I do have a few favourite dahlias, one of which is Hamari Katrina.  (I like it so much I named my first daughter Katrina after it.)  I used to grow and exhibit it a lot and have won many times with it, however it is one of the less available varieties. However, when my daughter was born, I decided to cultivate only one Katrina at a time and she was that one.

 If I had to choose another favourite flower, here would be no other choice but EDNA C.  I managed to grow it well without much effort and the judges seemed to like it, but the greatest reward was standing around a show and hearing the comments from the visitors.  It is always the blessing in each show.  Comments like “it’s so round”, or “look how bright it looks”, and “all are perfectly matched”, were very common.

When you travel to shows, there will always be an EDNA C being exhibited and it frequently makes the Court of Honour.  It can show well as a single bloom, and but truly excels when shown three or more in an entry. The solid straight stem of each bloom, along with ideal bloom position at 45o, makes this variety easy to stage for the show.  The yellow colour is constant whether shown in natural, indoor fluorescent or mercury vapour lighting. It has undoubtedly become my favourite to grow and show.

I have won with EDNA C many times since 1990. My wins with it include at least eight Best Single B/FD, six Best Single B and four Best 3 B, two Best 5 B and one Best 7 B, plus three Best California Introductions, not to mention the number of first and second places finishes to other EDNA C entries.  It is such a successful variety that the ADS awarded it as with the Stanley Johnson Medal for the greatest number of higher awards (191) in 1997.  It is a favourite for many others.

Yet, with the great success it’s had, there are still people who have trouble growing it to its best.  Some of the complaints I receive include, “it comes late for me”, “how do you get the size?”, “my plants grow two feet, turn yellow and don’t grow anymore”, “that’s a different colour yellow than mine” and “what do you mean you grow it eight up?” Here, then, are the untold secrets for growing EDNA C:

1. Stock Selection.

EDNA C has two similar strains.  One has a light sulphur yellow colour with florets that fold back and twist slightly, and a second strain which is a more intense bright yellow with florets that fold back and point straight back.  

The light yellow strain will produce larger blooms, but has less substance than desired.  It will turn brown quicker and look more like a cylinder (with shoulders) then a round ball.  The foliage of this strain is quite thin, much like paper, and damages easily.  The size of the stems and the leaves are often out of proportion with the bloom and are shorter in the neck. There are three foot-stock leaves instead of two.  I believe this one to be the less desirable strain for showing.

The bright yellow strain has more substance in the floret, a thinner stem, with smaller foliage in better proportion to the bloom and stem.  The foliage has more substance with a leathery feel. This strain has a gloss or florescence that repels water and does not mark.  This is the desirable strain.  Grow this one only.

2. Right Sized Tubers.

One of the most annoying features of EDNA C is it seems that the stock “breaks down” from year to year.  One year the plants are perfect, healthy, tall and green, and the next year some will grow to about two feet, turn yellow and stop growing.  I am not sure why it does this, but here is my theory.

EDNA C produces very reliable firm tubers that tend to be larger than normal and more ball-shaped than cigar-shaped.  If you plant the bigger tubers or the smallest ones, the plants will not produce hair roots and live only on the nutrients in the tuber.  When the heat and sun increase during the year, the tuber can’t provide the food needed to support the foliage, so it starts to turn yellow and stops growing.

The moral of the story is to plant tubers or plants that are about four inches long with a diameter of about one inch.  The key is to make sure the tuber has a growing eye that is about two inches long when planted.  These plants grow faster and when given higher nitrogen feed, will produce the hair feeder roots quicker.

3. Vary the Stock.

When one supplier of stock is used exclusively, it does not add the variability to your garden you need to survive long-term.  It is very typical for EDNA C to perform differently season to season.  You need to constantly refresh your stock with new stock to make sure each year you can pick the best to propagate next year.  I recommend a 30% refresh rate from two or more suppliers.

4. Stopping Early.

EDNA C requires between fourteen to sixteen sets of leaves before it will produce a bud and flower.  This is a lot and requires a longer growing season to produce.  There are a number of ways to do this.  

One of the methods is to take early cuttings and put out plants with three sets of leaves. I have trouble doing this, because EDNA C is stubborn when it comes to producing cutting material early.  I prefer to start the tubers early and let the eye sprout and plant a tuber that has already grown two- to three inches.  This seems to end up with better tubers.

Stop the plant when there are four sets of leaves.  Do this as early as you can, no matter the time.  It will produce eight laterals (blooms) on long straight stems for all of September.

5. Feed with Nitrogen.

With the requirement of fourteen to sixteen sets of leaves, there needs to be a lot of nitrogen added to the soil to keep the plant growing. The key here is not to keep the plant just alive, but to encourage growing.  When it stops growing, it will turn yellow and produce poor brown buds. 

My feeding program is not based on a timetable, but on the condition of each plant. I feed the plants that need it at the time they need it.  When I feed, I do so with very high nitrogen feed.  I mix one tablespoon of ammonia nitrate (50-0-0) to a gallon of water and pour a quart of this mix on the soil around the selected plants. This feeding starts in late June and proceeds until mid-August.  At that time, I reduce the nitrogen and return to a mixed liquid feed (20-20-20). 

This does not reduce the size or quantity of the tubers, nor does it make a weak neck.  What it does is increase the petal count of the bloom and extend the foot stock to be in better proportion with the rest of the plant.

6. Dis-budding

EDNA C does not require much dis-budding. It does not produce side shoots until the main bud has grown to the size of a cherry.  The trick here is to get the two side buds off as soon as they appear.  If you delay here, they often over take the main bud and ruin the lateral.  When the side buds are removed, the centre bud quickly elongates and continues to mature. Then the lower side shoots will come.  This needs to be dealt with as any other dahlia.

By following these basic tricks of the trade, you too can produce the best EDNA C in the show.

