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SUNFLOWERS

Sunflowers are a bright and cheerful addition to any garden. They are native to North and Central America and so can be grown easily in your landscape. Sunflowers can be grown for cut flowers, for seed or for edible roots. 

SUNFLOWER TYPES - Sunflowers can be annual (live for just one year) or perennial (live for several years). Giant sunflowers can be 10-15’tall, while shorter sunflowers are only 3 feet tall. Tuberous sunflowers, known as “Jerusalem artichokes” or “sunchokes” are planted from tubers in early spring. 

REQUIREMENTS - Plant sunflowers in a location where they will receive at least 6-8 hours of sun. All types need regular water until established. Soak the soil thoroughly, and then allow it to dry somewhat before reapplying more water. Keep the soil free of weeds to reduce competition. Prepare soil by adding 3-4” of compost and tilling it into the ground. If you want to add fertilizer, use a product with numbers like 5-10-5, 4-12-4, or similar.

PLANTING SEEDS - Plant seeds one inch deep. For varieties that are 2-5’ tall, leave about 6” between them. Space taller sunflowers at least 1’ apart, and giant sunflowers 2’ apart.

PLANTING TUBERS - Jerusalem artichokes have attractive flowers and the plants can grow to 6’ tall. However, before planting, it’s important to note that these tuberous roots will be a permanent member of your garden. Keep them contained in a border or pot. 

Sunchokes may be difficult to find in Stanislaus County. Call a few grocery stores and nurseries and ask if they are available or can be special ordered. If they can’t be found locally, try ordering them from Moose Tubers (207) 873-7333 or http://www.fedcoseeds.com/moose.htm. 

Plant tubers 4-5” deep and 10-18” apart. For starters, order 4 or 5 tubers to get a crop growing.  A piece of tuber with 2-3 prominent buds can yield up to 5 pounds of tubers. 

SUNFLOWERS FOR CUT FLOWERS - Cut sunflowers in the early morning with pruning shears or a sharp knife. Bring a bucket of lukewarm water out with you and plunge each stalk you cut into it. 

Here is a vase solution to keep flowers looking their best:

Lemon-Lime Soda Mixture

1 part lemon-lime soda (not diet) 

1/4 teaspoon of household bleach 

3 parts warm water
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SUNFLOWERS FOR SEED - Seed packets will list if the sunflower is used for edible seeds. Sunflower plants can get quite tall and may need staking. Tie the stalks together gently with string. To discourage birds and squirrels from eating your crop, lightly tie paper bags over the flower heads as they dry. This will also help catch the seeds. When seeds look plump and the back of the sunflower head is dry and the flower petals have dropped, it’s time to harvest the seeds. Cut the flower off, leaving about 1 foot of stalk. If you haven’t already, place a cloth or paper bag over the flower head. 

When the seed head is thoroughly dry, remove seeds by rubbing two flower heads together. You may want to do this over a bucket topped with a 1/2” screen to separate the chaff from the seeds. Let the seeds dry for 1-2 months

Store seeds in an airtight container in the refrigerator and they will last for several months. Sunflower seeds can be prepared plain or salty. For plain sunflower seeds, toast at 300° F for 15-25 minutes. 

For salted seeds, the process takes a little longer. Soak seeds overnight in a mixture of 2 tablespoons of salt to 1 cup water. Then, boil for a few minutes and drain. Spread seeds thinly on a baking sheet and toast at 200° F for 3 hours.

SUNFLOWERS FOR TUBERS - Dig up tubers when the plant leaves turn yellow in fall. Cut the top off the plant if you wish to leave some of the sunchokes in the ground for later harvest before winter rains. 

Tubers are easy to dig up with a pitchfork, but be careful not to injure the delicate skin. Injured tubers should be eaten first, as they will not last very long. Rebury any tubers that are too small to eat. Don’t worry about digging them all up. There are plenty you won’t be able to find, and they will resprout in spring.

When exposed to air, tubers shrivel up quickly and will decay in a few weeks. Store sunchoke tubers in a cool, dry place and they will last longer. Do not rinse with water until you are ready to use them. 

COOKING WITH TUBERS - Rinse dirt off tubers gently using lukewarm water. They can be used fresh in salads or cooked. You can peel them or leave the peel on.

Master Gardeners in San Mateo/San Francisco County have a neat website about growing Sunchokes as well as a recipe for “Sunchoke Soup.” Access it at: http://groups.ucanr.org/sanmateo/Growing_Jerusalem_Artichokes/
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