Propagation by Cuttings
(Summarized material from Plant Propagation A to Z: Growing Plants for Free by Geoff Bryant,
Firefly Books, 2003.)
Taking a cutting involves removing a piece of tissue,
stem, leaf or root from à parent plant and inducing it
to form roots or foliage so that it can be grown on as a
new plant. Most shrubs and trees and many
perennials can be propagated by cuttings.

Stem Cuttings
The main types of stem cuttings are herbaceous (or
greenwood), softwood, semi-ripe (or semi-hardwood)
and hardwood. By selecting the appropriate method it
is possible to have cuttings in production year round.

Stock Plants
Most beginners use their garden plants as cutting stock. However, you will often get better
results by keeping special stock plants or by preparing your garden plants in advance. The best
cuttings come from vigorous new growth, so prune back intended parent plants a couple of
months before taking cuttings to encourage strong new shoots to develop. Of course, you can
always use your prunings as cuttings, too. If you find yourself regularly propagating the same
plants, it is often a good idea to pot up a few and keep them as stock plants. That way they
can be fed and pruned to produce the maximum growth and if you want cuttings out of season,
they can be kept growing indoors.

Root-forming Hormones
Plant growth and reproduction are regulated by agents known as phytohormones. They are not
true hormones, as found in animals, but act in similar ways. There are four groups of
phytohormones: auxins, gibberellins, cytokinins and inhibitors. Using a rooting gel or powder
can greatly increase the success of your cuttings stroking (taking root).

Softwood and Semi-ripe Cuttings
Many plants, both evergreen and deciduous, can be grown by using cuttings of soft new tip
growth. Such softwood cuttings have the advantage of being taken from the most actively
growing part of the plant. This means that they strike quickly and develop good root systems,
but there are a few disadvantages, too. The young shoots are quite tender and can be damaged
when taking the cutting and, unless you have a misting system, they tend to wilt and rot before
they strike.
Softwood cuttings are very popular with commercial growers, who usually have sophisticated
equipment, but home gardeners may have more success with semi-ripe cuttings. There is no

clear-cut dividing line between these two types of cutting: semi-ripe cuttings are just softwood
cuttings that have matured a little. In most cases the only difference is the time of
year at which the cuttings are taken. Softwood cuttings tend to be most readily available in
spring and early summer, while semi-ripe cuttings are more commonly taken in late summer and
autumn.

Preparation
Taking a cutting is a fairly standard procedure and does not vary much from plant to plant. The
most important factors are timing and the size of the cutting. Although every plant has an
optimum time, precise timing is crucial in only a few cases. Evergreen azaleas, for example, can
be struck throughout the year, even though the most successful method is to use fairly soft,
small, mid-spring to early summer cuttings under mist. The size of the cutting is usually more
important. Beginners often take cuttings that are too large and too mature. Very few cuttings
need to be more than three or four nodes long. Softwood cuttings are seldom more than 3 in
(7.5 cm) long, while semi-ripe cuttings, with a greater length between the nodes, tend to be
larger, typically 4-6 in (10-15 cm) long. Softwood cuttings are, by their very nature, tip cuttings,
but semi-ripe cuttings may also be taken from further down the stem. Never the less, tip
cuttings strike best, regardless of whether they are soft or semi ripe. Having taken the cutting off
the plant, carefully strip the leaves from the lower nodes, or just the bottom node if the cutting is
very small. The softer the cutting, the easier it is to inadvertently strip off the bark as you remove
the leaves. Most leaves come away cleanly if they are removed with an upward pulling action
after being pulled downwards just enough to break the join between the leaf and the stem.
Once the lower leaves have been removed, trim back the remaining foliage by about half to
reduce the transpiration area. Next insert the cuttings in a tray of fresh mix. I prefer a finely
sieved 50/50 mixture of bark-based potting mix and perlite. Very soft cuttings may need to be
dibbled into place to stop them being bruised,
Leaf-bud Cuttings
Climbers often have extremely long internodal length, so
traditional stem cuttings tend to be large and unwieldy. It
is possible to make smaller cuttings, and get more of
them, by using a modified stem cutting known as a
leaf-bud cutting. Select a fairly mature leaf and cut the
stem just above and below so that you have the leaf and
a piece of stem about 2 in (5 cm) long. Trim the leaf back
to about half size, dip the base of the stem in rootforming hormone, and insert the cutting. If the leaf buds
are directly opposite one another, as with Clematis, the
stem can be split down the middle and each half,
complete with leaf and bud, can be used as a cutting. These techniques can be used only with
reasonably firm wood. They work best with evergreen climbers or with deciduous material taken
early in the growing season.

Hardwood Cuttings
Hardwood cuttings, which are taken in the late autumn and winter when the plants are dormant,
are generally used to propagate deciduous shrubs and trees. While many of these plants can be
grown from soft or semi-ripe cuttings taken during the growing season, hardwood cuttings are
often preferred as they can be
left outdoors, which makes
them particularly useful if you
have no greenhouse or
propagating unit. Hardwood
cuttings tend to be quite long,
typically 6-12 in (15-30 cm),
and are usually struck outdoors
in specially prepared beds filled
with well- cultivated soil or
potting mix. The cuttings are
left in the beds over the
growing season and lifted in
the following winter or early
spring.

