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W ith the increasing 
demand for orna-
mental grasses and 
the popularity of the 

annual purple fountain grass pen-
nisetum ‘Rubrum’, the perennial 
red switch grass Panicum virgatum 
‘Prairie Fire’ is well-positioned 
to catch on like wildfi re. Many 

perennial enthusiasts believe 
‘Prairie Fire’ is destined to become 
one of the hottest grasses to reach 
the market in the next few years. 
‘Prairie Fire’ was hybridized by 
Gary Trucks of Amber Wave Gar-
dens, Benton Harbor, Mich.

During spring the foliage of 
‘Prairie Fire’ emerges blue green, 
and by early summer the leaves turn 
wine red, held above blue-green 
stems. The red coloration appears 
much earlier than other red pan-
icum cultivars, which often do not 
change color until the late summer. 
In the late summer as fl owering 
approaches, the leaves curl slightly 
creating the image of red ribbons 
woven throughout the rosy panicles 
that rise above the foliage.

Panicum virgatum is a popular 
clump-forming, warm-season, 
American Indian ornamental 
grass that tolerates a wide range 
of growing conditions and per-
forms well across USDA Hardi-
ness Zones 4-9. Being a warm-
season grass, they do not begin 
to fl ush in the spring until the 
temperatures are conducive for 
plant growth; usually they begin 
growing in late March or April. 
‘Prairie Fire’ forms large upright 
clumps reaching 4-5 ft. tall and
18-24 inches wide.

Switch grass is highly valued for 
such ornamental characteristics as 
its erect upright form, showy infl o-
rescences and the year-round con-
tributions it provides to the land-
scape, including brilliant fall colors 
and the winter effects it provides 
while in the dormant form. Red 
switch grass is very versatile and 

is commonly used as accent plants, 
background plantings, mass plant-
ings or in mixed containers.

Propagation
Panicum ‘Prairie Fire’ is veg-

etatively propagated by division. 
Division of switch grass is best 
when done in the late winter or 
early spring while the plants are 
still in a dormant state. It entails 
dividing or splitting the crown 
into smaller sections containing at 
least one stem, commonly referred 
to as a culm or tiller, and several 
adjoining roots. Plant patent pro-
tection has been applied for and 
self-propagation of ‘Prairie Fire’ is 
strictly prohibited.  

Production
‘Panicum Fire’ is most com-

monly produced in 1-gal. or larger-
sized containers using 3-inch or 
larger-sized plugs obtained from 
a licensed propagator. Panicum 
performs well in a wide range of 
growing mixes. A medium with 
both adequate drainage and water 
holding capacity is recommended.  
While transplanting, try to avoid 
planting them too high or too low; 
always plant to match the orig-
inal soil line of the plug with the 
growing mix of the fi nal container.

It is important to keep the root 
zone of newly potted grasses moist, 
but not wet, until they become 
established. Once they are fully 
rooted, they can be allowed to dry 
out more fully between water-
ings. Established containers 
require average to above-average 
amounts of irrigation and often ➧

Panicum virgatum 

‘Prairie Fire’
‘Prairie fi re’, a perennial red switch grass, is expected to catch on like wildfi re. 

Learn how to propagate, produce and protect this increasingly popular species.

By early sumer, the leaves of ‘Prairie Fire’ turn wine red, held above blue-green 
stems. (Photo: Paul Pilon)
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Compact plants without chemicals Very popular with home gardeners
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1/3
smaller
plants
• Normal

flower size
• No:

✓ PGR
✓ Stretch

Save:
• Growth

regulator
• Money

• Time
• Labor

More:
• Shelf life
• Genetically

compact
• Quality

Multiple
crops
• From seeds,

plugs, liners 
and cuttings

Vigorous
• Easier and

faster to grow
• Customers love:

✓ Larger
flowers

✓ Big, full
plants

Big plants
• Fill containers

quick for high
dollar returns

• Turn your
benches faster

for more 
dollars per
square foot

• Makes impres-
sive retail
displays

Many crops
• From seeds, 

cuttings and
plugs

• Wide diversity
and selection

• Many colors 
per crop

Call for special offer from Grimes
www.Grimes-Horticulture.com    1-800-241-7333
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The pH of the growing medium 
should be maintained within the 
range of 6-6.5.

For plant establishment, it is 
recommended to maintain average 
temperatures of 65-75° F. Panicum 
performs best when grown under 
high light intensities with a min-
imum of 5,000 foot-candles. Plants 
grown under low light levels tend 
to become fl oppy and have lower-
quality characteristics.

Several growers have expressed 
a need to reduce the plant height of 
ornamental grasses when they are 
grown in containers. Foliar applica-
tions of plant growth regulators are 
rather ineffective as the chemical 
has diffi culty getting good contact 
with the stems which are covered 
by the leaf sheath. Drenching PGRs 
provides the most height reduction. 
I recommend beginning with the 
following rates for each of the effec-
tive products: 10-ppm fl urprimidol, 
10-ppm paclobutrazol and 2-ppm 
uniconazole. Since there has only 
been limited research using PGRs 
on grasses, it is best to conduct 
small trials before making whole-
sale applications over the entire 
crop. Drenches should be applied 
by the time the plants are 6-12 
inches tall. Later applications seem 
to be less effective and will not pro-
vide the desired results.

Switch grass is easy to over- 
winter when provided minimum 
amounts of protection. In the late 
fall after they have gone dormant, 
trim the plants back to 2-3 inches 
above the top of the container. 
Once they are trimmed, group the 
pots together inside a cold frame, 
greenhouse or outdoor production 
bed. In many parts of the country, 
grouping them together is the only 
protection necessary, especially 
if they are located within cov-
ered structures. In colder zones, I 

need to be watered daily when 
actively growing. Panicum can 
tolerate short periods of dry con-
ditions but perform best when an 
adequate amount of irrigation is 
provided.  

‘Prairie Fire’ is considered a 
moderate to heavy feeder. When 

fertilizer applications are applied 
weekly or on an as-needed basis, 
it is necessary to use high rates, 
such as 300- to 400-ppm nitrogen 
from a balanced water-soluble 
fertilizer source. When constant 
liquid feeding, lower rates, such 
as 100- to 200-ppm nitrogen, are 

applied with each irrigation. 
Growers using controlled-release 
fertilizers incorporate 1¼-1½ lbs. 
of elemental nitrogen per yard of 
growing medium prior to planting 
or top-dress the media surface 
using the medium or high rate rec-
ommended on the fertilizer label. 

While Panicum can tolerate dry conditions, 
irrigation helps it perform best.

 64     GPN     Sep tember  2007  www.gpnmag.com

culture      onnectionc



www.gpnmag.com  Sep tember  2007      GPN     65

The World’s Largest Supplier 
of Caladium Bulbs

Presents

FAN C Y  L E A F

Twist and Shout™, with a burnt orange 
background and olive spots and leaf margin, rep-
resents a new color for caladiums. It should be 
de-eyed to improve habit.

ST R A P  L E A F

White Marble PAF, an improved Jackie 
Suthers, should be de-eyed to improve pot habit. 
In the landscape it can take full sun and reaches 
heights of 12 - 18˝.

ST R A P  L E A F

Star Burst PAF, has shocking pink main veins 
and background with a light green margin that has 
dark green blotches. It is suited to all pot sizes and 
breaks well even without de-eying.

FAN C Y  L E A F

Raspberry Moon PAF, has a light green/ 
yellow border and background with dark raspberry 
pink to red blotches which can cover up to 70% 
of the leaf. 

ST R A P  L E A F

Victoria PAF, with a highly ruffl ed margin and 
deep rose color, is a sport of Sweetheart. It is suited 
for all pot sizes and produces good habit without 
de-eying. It makes an outstanding basket variety.

ST R A P  L E A F

Mt. Everest PAF, is a tall white variety with 
pink to red main veins. It should be de-eyed to 
improve pot habit. It can take full sun.

Abbott-Ipco, Inc.
P.O. Box 551329 • Dallas, Texas 75355-1329 • 214-341-1585 • 800-525-1379 
Fax: 214-341-7873 • E-mail: abbott@abbott-ipco.com • www.abbott-ipco.com

CALADIUMS ARE OUR BUSINESS, FROM START TO FINISH.

FAN C Y  L E A F

Pink Magic PAF, is a sport of the fancy-leaf 
variety Frieda Hemple. Similar to Frieda Hemple, 
it is suited for all pot sizes and has good habit 
without de-eying.

ST R A P  L E A F

Candyland PAF, is a white variety with pink 
spots and pink or white main veins. It is suited to 
all pot sizes and breaks well even without de-eying. 
It can take full sun.

FAN C Y  L E A F

Rose Glow PAF, is a hybrid similar to Rosebud. 
As it matures, leaves develop white main veins that 
contrast well with its pink/rose background. This 
variety should be de-eyed to improve habit.

The new graduating class of caladiums

Write in 798

will not grow and often goes dor-
mant under short day conditions. 
There has been relatively little 
research conducted to determine 
the exact forcing time for fl ow-
ering panicum cultivars. I recom-
mend producing them at 68-72° F 
for at least 14 weeks. 

Panicum ‘Prairie Fire’ is available 
exclusively from Walters Gardens, 
Inc. (www.waltersgardens.com).  

Paul Pilon is president of Peren-
nial Solutions Consulting, Jen-
ison, Mich. He can be reached at 

paul@perennial-solutions.com or 
(616) 366-8588.

recommend covering them with 
a protective frost blanket during 
the winter months. Do not allow 
them to dry out during the winter 
months. Overly dry conditions 
during this time usually will result 
in crop losses.

Pests and Diseases
Insects, including Japanese bee-

tles, spider mites and thrips, may 
occasionally be observed feeding 
on panicum but rarely become 
problematic. Control strategies 
may not be necessary unless the 
scouting activities indicate actions 
should be taken.

Plant pathogens are not very 
common when producing pan-
icum. Crown and root rots are the 
most common diseases observed. 
The onset of these diseases often 
is caused by improper planting 
practices, poor irrigation man-
agement, high salt levels in the 
growing medium, poor physical 
properties of the media (namely too 
much water-holding capacity and 
decreased aeration), or the crop has 
been grown in the same container 
and growing mix for too long. Any 
of these conditions could lead to 
plant stress and the onset of root rot 
pathogens. Choose a growing mix 
that has good water-holding and 
drainage characteristics and will 
not deteriorate or settle over time. 
Monitor the irrigation practices and 
the fertility levels on a regular basis, 
making adjustments accordingly. 
When possible, do not hold pan-
icum in the same container for an 
extended period of time (12 months 
or more). When these measures are 
taken, most crown and root rots can 
be prevented. 

Growing Conditions
Most producers of ornamental 

grasses do not market them as 
fl owering plants. In fact, unless 
they are produced and sold on-
site, it is often very expensive to 
ship tall fl owering grasses to retail 
sites. When maintaining 65-75° F 
throughout crop production, 1-gal. 
pots of non-fl owering panicum 
can be produced from large plugs 
in 7-9 weeks.

Switch grass has an obligate 
cold requirement for fl owering. 
Growers wishing to produce fl ow-
ering ‘Prairie Fire’ should provide 
a minimum of 12 weeks of tem-
peratures less than 40° F. They are 
obligate long-day plants and will 
not fl ower while they are grown 
under short days. In fact, panicum 
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 LearnMore
For more information 
related to this article, go to 
www.gpnmag.com/lm.cfm/gp090707
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