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Visitors often wonder at Filoli’s spectacular collection
of tree peonies tucked into an upper corner of the panel
gardens—many don’t realize that peonies will grow in this
area, or have never seen them before. There are two basic
types of peonies, both of which are grown at Filoli: the tree

peony, which is a deciduous woody shrub; and the herbaceous peonies, which die down to the
ground every year. Peonies are an unusual sight in the San Francisco Bay Area, because
they typically require cold winters to induce dormancy and encourage flowering.
Fortunately, Filoli’s microclimate—in a cool valley basin—contributes to our success with

these spectacular plants.

Why does Filoli have Peonies?

The popularity of peonies can be traced
back centuries in Asia and Europe, but they
experienced a surge in popularity in Europe
and North America during the mid-1800s.
They became a hallmark of large-scale estate
gardens, arranged in mass plantings by
landscape architects who took advantage of
newly available hybrids. Throughout the
19" century, several prominent European
and American peony hybridizers greatly
increased the range of available flower size,
color and form.

One such hybridizer, Toichi Domoto of
Hayward, developed a number of the tree
peonies currently growing in the tree peony
bed. Some of these are original plants that
were hand-selected by Mrs. Roth from his
nursery. When Mr. Domoto decided to
close his nursery in the late 1980’s, he
donated an additional 150 tree peonies, as
well as all of the irrigation equipment, soil
amendments and expertise needed to
develop Filoli’s current tree peony bed. In
the years since, Mrs. Roth’s original
plantings were relocated to the new bed, and
the collection has been maintained and
augmented with new accessions, including
eight Klehm / Domoto hybrids donated by
Klehm Song Sparrow nursery in Wisconsin
in 2005.
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The large bed of ‘Festiva Maxima’
herbaceous peonies is one of the original
garden plants from the Bourn era. This
plant continues to thrive today in the cutting
gardens, along with several other varieties
that have different colors and bloom times,
and which were added for the flower
arrangers.

How cold do they have to get?

Peonies are very forgiving garden
plants, but many do require significant cold
spells to induce dormancy, and to produce
flower buds. For this reason, peonies do
very well in the Midwest—they’re the
Indiana state flower—but can be challenging
in west coast gardens where temperatures do
not regularly drop either to freezing or into
the 40’s for extended periods. In Peonies,
Allan Rogers estimates that for most
cultivars of herbaceous peony, 480 chill
hours per year at between 32° and 46° F is
sufficient. He also suggests that the ability
to fruit apple trees (which also have similar
chill requirements) is often an indicator that
herbaceous peonies, too, will bloom.
Common advice for mild climates is to plant
herbaceous peonies’ growth buds, or eyes,
no more than one inch below the soil surface
to minimize the soil’s insulating properties.
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