
Sunflower Cultivars for Field Grown
Cuts: a Cultivar Evaluation.

Tim Shashok and Rich McAuoy
Department ofPlant Science

A it Shashok's Orchard we grow a real
mix ofhorticultural crops for retail sale, including everything
from apples and peaches, to vegetables, pumpkins, gourds,
Christmas trees, and fresh and dried cut flowers. On an acre
basis, the field grown cut flowers have been the most profitable
of all the crops. Every year I like to try a few newcultivars of
each ofthespecies Igrow in order to improve upon the product
mix offered. Zinnia and sunflower are the backbone of our fresh
cut business, and the new forms and colors of sunflowers that
are now available have really added excitement to this crop.
This past season Rich McAvoy and Ispent sometime evaluating
a number of sunflower cultivars (Helianthus annuus) lor their cut
flower potential.

We start our plants in the greenhouse about the beginning of
May and then transplant through black plastic on an 18" x 18"
spacing after the threat of frost has past - about three weeks
after sowing. This technique allow us to cut early and long. We
usually can start cutting around July 4 with some of the earliest
cultivars and up to frost with cultivars that yield as many as
three cuts.

We evaluated cultivars for acceptability as cut flowers based
on a number of criteria, including earliness and duration of cut,
number ofcuts produced, flower conformation, flower color,
flower size, average stem length on cuts, stemstrength, flower
head orientation, and post-harvest performance. An ideal culti
var would be one that produces a 5-to 6-inch flower head on an
18" stem. The stem should be strong enough to support the cut
without bending. Head orientation should bevertical or slightly
upright, butnot nodding. Flowers should come in reasonably
early, and the laterals should start to break before the terminal
flower is cut. This usually results in long laterals that bloom
closely behind the first cut. Some plants are able to produce a
third cut from breaks that develop off of the laterals and this is
most desirable. The petals from the ray flowers should overlap
and double flowering types - those with ray-type petals covering
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Get Uniform Watering
With a Boom Irrigator

John W. Bartok, Jr.
University of Connecticut

O_ ne key to successful plug and cell
pack production is uniform watering. This cannot be achieved
with hand watering or conventional overhead irrigation using
nozzles with a pattern. Advances in boom irrigation technology
give the grower aproduction tool that can be applied to existing
greenhouses or new construction.

Aboom system consists of one or more pipes containing noz
zles that apply water as the system moves over the plants. It
may be suspended from an overhead rail systemor from a cart
that moves down the aisle, water is supplied by atrailing hose
and powered bya battery pack orelectric supply cable.

The simplest systems are grower built. The first one in
Connecticut was built by atobacco grower producing seedlings
in cell trays. It used a lawnmower frame with a folding, double
boom supported above the plants. The cart was guided down
the center aisle by an arm riding on a pipe attached to the floor.

Power to move the cart was an electric winch mounted on the
cart. In operation, the winch cablewas unwound and attached
to a hookat the opposite endwall. When activated, the winch
pulled the cart at an even speed from one end of the greenhouse
to the other. A microswitch stopped the cartwhen it reached
the far end.

One advantage was that the cart could beeasily moved
between greenhouses. With the double boom, the first set of
nozzles wet the surface with about 1/3 the required water, and
the second set with larger nozzles provide aheavier application.

Hand pulled boom systems have been developed by several
growers. These consist of a boom supported by a frame and a
trailing hose. These can bemounted to an overhead conveyor
track system orsupported on the ground with bicycle wheels.
Although operation is not as uniform as with a power unit, the
savings in time and the moreuniform watering offer some
advantages.

The least expensive commercial units cost about $2500. They
can be adapted to most free-standing and gutter-connected
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the disk - areespecially hot sellers. Gaps between the ray
petals areconsidered a negative feature. There is a wide range
of acceptable flower colors and a good mix is most desirable.
The mix I like includes some with the traditional bright yellow or
orange petal fringe of ray flowers around the dark disk, some with
pale yellow ray petals, cultivars with the dark red to purple ray
petals, cultivars with petals that have a reddish color toward the
base and an orange color near the tip, and anything with doubles.
Finally, flowers should have a vase life ofat least seven days.

For a grower, the bottom line on cultivar evaluation is
whether a cultivar is good enough to keep in the mix next sea
son or not. The observations in the table below are primarily
qualitative in nature - we didn't measure cutstem length or
record the number of cuts sold. However, we feel that by
observing the plant growth characteristics during the season,
harvesting cuts, and watchingconsumers react to the various
flower forms in a retail setting we can get a fair idea ofwhat
works and what doesn't.
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