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Growing Peonies in Northwest Montana (Zones 3–5) 
A Guide from Columbia Nursery 

Peonies are one of the most cherished perennial flowers in Montana gardens. Known for their large, fragrant 
blooms and long lifespan, peonies are incredibly hardy and well-suited to Northwest Montana’s climate. With 
proper planting and care, a peony can thrive for decades—often outlasting the gardener who plants it! 

Why Grow Peonies? 
- Hardy to Zone 3—perfect for Montana’s cold winters 
- Low maintenance once established 
- Beautiful, long-lasting blooms from late spring to early summer 
- Long-lived plants—some peonies have been known to bloom for over 50 years! 
- Excellent as cut flowers for arrangements 

Types of Peonies 
Type Description 

Herbaceous Peonies Die back to the ground each winter and 
regrow in spring. The most common type 
for cold climates. 

Tree Peonies Woody-stemmed shrubs reaching about 3 
feet tall. Require shelter from harsh winter 
winds. Larger bloom color range including 
pink, red, white, and yellow. 

Itoh (Intersectional) Peonies A cross between tree and herbaceous 
peonies. Hardy, with large blooms and 
sturdy stems. 

Fern Leaf Peonies Rare ornamental species (Paeonia 
tenuifolia ‘Plena’) with fine, fern-like foliage 
and dark red double blooms. 

Peony Bloom Forms 
Type Description 

Single Five or more petals with visible pollen-
bearing stamens. 

Japanese/Anemone Petals surround central non-pollen 
stamens called petaloids. 

Semi-Double Outer petals with inner rings of petals and 
stamens. 
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Double Stamens transformed into extra petals for a 
full, lush bloom. The most familiar type. 

Planting Peonies in NW Montana 
- Best time to plant: Fall (September–October). Spring planting is possible but may delay blooms. 
- Location: Full sun (6+ hours/day) preferred. Can tolerate light afternoon shade. 
- Soil: Well-drained, enriched with compost or aged manure. Aim for pH 6.5–7.0. 
- Planting depth: Place roots so the eyes (buds) are exactly 2 inches below the soil surface. Too deep prevents 
flowering; too shallow risks frost heave. 
- Prepare a 2’x2’ hole for planting to ensure loose, fertile soil for decades of growth. 

Peony Care Tips 
- Water regularly the first year; after that, water only during dry spells. 
- Fertilize in early spring with a low-nitrogen fertilizer, such as bone meal (3-15-0), or apply 2 inches of compost 
around the base. 
- Use peony cages or supports to keep heavy blooms upright. Install supports when shoots first emerge. 
- Deadhead spent blooms but leave foliage until frost for fall color and root health. 
- Cut back stems to the ground after the first hard frost. 

Troubleshooting Common Peony Problems 
Problem Possible Cause 

No buds form Planted too deep or too shallow, too much 
shade, too much nitrogen, plant too young, 
or clump too old. 

Buds form but don’t open Late frost damage, fungal disease 
(Botrytis), thrips, overwatering, nutrient 
imbalance, excessively hot weather. 

Floppy stems Lack of support. Use peony cages. 

Ants on buds Normal! Ants are attracted to nectar but do 
not harm the plant. 

Winter Care 
Peonies are hardy and do not need heavy winter mulch. For new plantings, a light layer of straw or mulch can help 
prevent frost heave. Remove mulch in early spring once the ground thaws. 

Blooming Timeline 
Peonies typically take 2–3 years to produce abundant flowers after planting. Once established, they bloom reliably 
each year—usually in late May to mid-June in Northwest Montana. Visit Columbia Nursery We carry a wide 
selection of peonies, as well as compost, plant supports, and the gardening supplies you need. Stop by for expert 
advice and the best varieties for Northwest Montana’s unique climate! 
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