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Planting Rhubarb 

   Tired of planting only annual vegetable plants in your garden, try adding in some perennial 

vegetables. One perennial vegetable that can handle our hot summers and our cold winters is 

Rhubarb. Rhubarb can be tricky to grow in Kansas, but it is native to northern Asia so it is 

adapted to dry summers and cold winters.  

   Rhubarb is very susceptible to crown rot and is subjected to “wet feet.” This means rhubarb 

needs to be planted in a well-drained soil so water does not stay around the roots. You don’t 

want the roots sitting in water as this will increase the chance of crown rot happening. One way 

to help prevent crown rot is by amending your soil. One way to amend your soil is to add organic 

matter, which will increase the drainage of your soil.  

   If this is your first time planting rhubarb, you will want to take a soil test of area where you are 

planning to plant. Rhubarb grows best in a soil with a pH below 7.0. Soil testing should be done 

every couple of years, especially if have amended your soil or if you are looking to plant 

something new.  

   The best time to plant rhubarb is mid-March to early April. Rhubarb is propagated from 

crowns that contain one or two buds. When planting you want to space the crowns 2 to 3 feet 

apart in the row with 4 to 5 feet between each row. The crown should be planted shallow, about 

½ to 1 inch below the soil surface. Firm up the soil around the crown, but make sure there isn’t a 

depression that will hold water, as this will cause crown rot. A few recommended varieties that 

grow well in Kansas are Canada Red, Crimson Red, McDonald and Valentine. Rhubarb needs to 

be rejuvenated about every 5 to 10 years. You should rejuvenate your plants by digging up and 

dividing the crowns into sections that contain one or two buds. A potato fork can be used to dig 

up the crowns and a cleaver or axe can be used to cut the crowns. You want to divide your plants 

in mid-March to early April just as if you were planting new plants.  

   Newly transplanted rhubarb should not be harvested in the first year, so the plant can recover 

from the transplant process. Only a few stalks should be harvested in the second year to allow the 

plant to build up its energy reserves. Once the plant is three years or older harvest season can last 

about 8 weeks. You want to harvest the largest and best stalks by pulling them slightly to the 

side, so they break away from the plant. When harvesting never harvest more than one-third of 

the leaf stalks at one time. You want to make sure the plant has enough foliage to keep the 

energy reserves up to keep producing more rhubarb. Remember with rhubarb only the leaf stalk 

(petiole) is eaten as the leaf blade contains oxalic acid, which is poisonous.  

   To help rhubarb over winter you can add a layer of mulch. Mulch is great for preventing weed 

growth and reducing moisture loss. However, you should pull away the mulch in the spring to 

allow the soil to warm up and encourage the plant to start growing. Rhubarb is a great perennial 

plant to add into your garden if you are looking to add a change to your garden.  
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