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I dedicate this book to all the people who have made the garden here at Northview, where many of the photographs in this book were taken. To Wilmer and Anna Atkinson, who built the house in 1887, began the garden, and planted amazing trees. To Joe Giampa Jr., and Hanna von Schlegell, who care for the garden today. And to my family, who have helped me plant and have added their own touches of creativity to the growing garden.
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Feelings about certain bulbs differ from gardener to gardener and change over the decades. Dahlias are one bulb flower that divides opinions. This collarette dahlia is called ‘E Z Duzzit’.





















INTRODUCTION


The Brilliance of Bulbs


Trends in gardening come and go. By the time you are reading this, I have no way of knowing what will be fashionable in gardens, but I do know that people will be growing some of the bulbs in this book. Gardeners have loved growing flowers from bulbs for centuries; it’s a trend that has always been in fashion, so to speak. During that time, certain bulbs have been “in” during one decade, and at another time, “out.” How about big blowsy dahlias in vibrant colors? Or tiny snowdrops? What do people think about those now, at the time you’re reading this? Whatever the specifics of the current obsessions, there will be gardeners who grow bulbs. I know this because bulbs are such good garden plants that we just must have them.


There are several features that give bulbs such universal appeal. The first is that they are extremely diverse and there really is something for everyone. You can choose from an extensive variety of colors or shapes—there are tall ones and short ones, and ones for every season. They also have the wow factor that every gardener wants. When bulbs are in bloom, you get so excited that you invite your neighbor round for a cup of tea and say, “you have to come and see my lilies!” The best part of all is that bulbs are easy to grow. If you are a beginning gardener, you can plant bulbs. And if you are an experienced gardener, you will still want to plant bulbs because there are so many new ones to try.


This book is borne of a lifetime passion for bulbs. I have always thought that bulb planting was somewhat miraculous. First when watching my older family members, and then when I was able to help them, it seemed amazing to be able to pop little brown objects into the ground that sometime later became a flower. What a crazy idea that was to my young brain! I remember a love of bulbs that goes back to the patch of purple rock garden irises outside my granny’s door, the feeling of running through bluebell woods, and the scent of a freshly picked daffodil from long ago. Once I was lucky enough to have my own garden, either rented or owned, my gardens really began. I have grown many things over the course of my gardening life, but I always come back to bulbs.


We want our gardens to look beautiful, be full of flowers, and be humming with pollinators—bulbs contribute toward all these aspects. We also want to have flowers in our gardens for many months. Bulbs can help with that too. When planted correctly, bulbs bloom in sequence, one after another.


The bulbs described in this book are easy to grow in most climates. Not all of them will grow in every garden because of different soil types, climate, or weather. However, there are so many bulbs to choose from that, with some research and trial and error, you will find the ones that do well in your garden.


You will also find that your tastes evolve and change with the years. I find that I have some favorite bulbs that I grow every year, while others are with me for a few years and then I move on. All inhabitants of your garden do not have to stay with you forever. My garden is my canvas. It is a painting that is never finished, much to the incredulity of my very patient husband. I play in it. New plants are added, others are taken away. I will never be satisfied with my garden, but it is fun trying to make it more to my taste. Most of my pleasure is in the doing and not in the standing back and saying, “There—look, I am done…”


Some consideration and planning are necessary to have bulbs that fill your garden or pots with color and beauty for several months of the year. It also requires that dreaded thing called “patience,” as more than anything, planting bulbs into the dark soil is an act of faith, the hope for a future garden that is bright and colorful. Weeks or months may pass before you see the fruits of your labors. I am not a patient person in many aspects of my life, but somehow gardening with bulbs has taught me a modicum of patience combined with the joy of anticipation. In other words, bulb growing is the opposite of instant gratification. Unless you go and buy a pot of daffodils in full bloom or a luscious lily that is ready to be put straight into your garden, bulbs do not produce an instant effect. You plant them, they take their time to appear, and then they give you the show that you have been imagining for months.


To get a full and floriferous garden, every square foot of garden space, or each container, must be used several times over during the year. Each set of bulbs comes up in turn and is then followed by those that bloom later. Maybe the bulbs coexist and live in the ground together, or maybe you add and subtract some bulbs. Whatever methods you use, you are already planning what comes next, even as you are enjoying the current bulb display. This reminds me of one of my favorite expressions that says, “the seasons roll.” This is so true when describing how bulbs grow. They each have their time of flower and their time of rest. If they are hardy, expect to see them at the same time next year. They are markers of the season; we look forward to seeing them and thoroughly enjoy them when they are out.
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Grow what you love—I love these ‘Apricot Parrot’ tulips.




















As the gardening year gets underway, I find myself desperate for some color and fragrance. I could not think of my late winter and early spring garden without my snowdrops and crocuses. These are the brave bulbs, if I were to personify them. They are the survivors of the plant world that bloom while nasty cold winds bring in snow flurries.


Of course, I am then looking forward to the first daffodil, the earliest tulip, and the scent of hyacinths. Alongside these indicators of the early spring moment are the lesser-known little bulbs that are not less important, but just taken for granted: muscaris, scillas, ipheions, and more. These are followed by the late spring show of large tulips and alliums. The spring bulb spectacle is when your color daydreams can become reality. The enjoyment of color is a fleeting but extraordinarily beautiful facet of gardening. When I go out to my garden on a sunny day, and there in front of me is a patch of bright-orange and pink-flamed tulips, paired with a purply blue hyacinth, it gives me a great mental lift and makes me want to sing a happy song.


The next big burst of bulbs comes in summer. By then, the lilies are in full swing. Lilies alone can be the star of your garden from early to late summer. If you have not tried them, have a go. Alongside these flowers are some amazing large leaves that burst into prominence at this time of year and add so much to the summer picture. Leafy colocasias, alocasias, and caladiums grow from tropical and subtropical bulbs. For more variety of color and shape, add in cannas, begonias, and gladioli. Just a few of these vibrant plants will add a touch of glamour to your summer garden. Dahlias come along later in the summer. They are the queens of this season with their generosity and diversity. To me, these late flowers are some of the most sumptuous of the year.


The bulb show is not done yet. The final hurrah brings fall crocuses, colchicums, and sternbergias that are new to the scene. The bulbs of summer continue their show alongside these newcomers and keep going until frost.


This snapshot of the bulbs of the year is not an exhaustive list, but it gives an impression of the cyclical nature of bulb growing. As you learn more about bulbs that are good growers in your area, you will get an idea of the best ones for your garden. You will make up your own bulb cycle. You will learn how to keep the show going and when to plant the bulbs to achieve that display.


I always get excited about growing bulbs. Yes, I do hear my husband in my ear saying, “more daffodils?” as I click “place order.” But I am still fascinated by them after all these years. I think that I find bulbs enthralling because you do not exactly know what you are going to get out of the bulb. It is the thrill of the big reveal when the bulb comes into bloom. Whatever the reasons for growing your own bulbs, I want to encourage you to discover a few brilliant new bulbs to grow.

















A Note on the Structure of This Book


Bulbs are fantastic and easy plants to add to any garden. But this book is set up so that you can create your own pathway to learning about bulbs. The chapters have themes, but they can be read in any order. If you are new to bulb growing or need inspiration, I recommend starting at the beginning. In chapter 1 you will find out why I am so passionate about incorporating bulbs into all my garden areas, in addition to bulb basics, from history to types and definitions. Chapter 2 contains detailed plant descriptions and photographs of bulb species and cultivars. This is divided into two seasonal parts, arranged alphabetically by flowering time. The first part shows autumn-planted bulbs that bloom from late winter through spring, and the second part features spring-planted bulbs that bloom from summer through autumn. Choosing the bulbs for your garden first will help you as you plan.


But, because each garden and gardener are different, chapter 3 is a resource for personalizing your bulb garden with design ideas and plenty of photographs. And because bulbs are perfect for growing in containers, chapter 4 is wholly devoted to this subject—read this if you want to add some potted bulbs to your garden or if you only garden in containers. Chapter 5 includes the nuts and bolts of buying and growing healthy bulbs. If you want to know how to grow bulbs well, that’s where you’ll find more in-depth advice.


No matter how you read this book, I hope that it will bring you pleasure and encourage your bulb-planting adventures.
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I love this wonderful small bright pink collarette dahlia called ‘Sean C’.
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THE JOYS OF BULB GROWING


I grow bulbs because they bring me joy. There is nothing that can beat the sheer pizzazz that bulbs can bring to your garden. If you have a lackluster corner that needs a refresh, think bulbs. Either in the ground or in a container, a seasonal planting of bulbs can cheer you up in no time. I plant bulbs everywhere. There are bulbs for sunny places and shady ones. There are some that thrive in wet or dry soils. Each bulb has its own flowering season, so you can find a bulb or two for every time of the growing year.


This is a personal look at bulbs that I love, but also ones that I think you might love too. Throughout the book, you may be able to read between the lines and tell which ones make my heart sing. I find other bulbs useful, but less emotionally appealing. I have my favorites as every gardener does, but I am a big proponent for making your garden match you as a person. I might express what I like, but I do not want you to like the same things. In fact, I would be very disappointed, in a few years’ time, if I come to visit your garden and it looked the same as mine.


The main criterion for being included in this book is that the plants are usually bought as bulbs. There are cases where they can be purchased either as potted plants or as bulbs, but even if they are in containers, there is a bulb in the soil. These bulbs are easy to grow in a garden or in a container and are widely available. Remember, of course, that not all bulbs are equally simple to grow in every garden as your climate, weather patterns, topography, and soils are unique.
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This river lily is not a lily, it is a Hesperantha.
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This red spider lily is also not a lily, it is a Lycoris, here underplanted with a red-and-white caladium.












[image: ]

Another non-lily that is called pineapple lily, which is Eucomis.
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Finally a real lily that is in the genus Lilium. This lovely one is an Asiatic ‘Yellow Cocotte’.




















How to Use This Book


This book is a guide to bulb growing that is based upon my real experience of many years of gardening. I have gardened in two places: England and the East Coast of the United States. I also travel to visit gardens in other places, taking notes and photographs as I go. Giving lectures provides another window into gardening lives, in different climates and situations.


As you read this book, imagine that we are walking around my garden here at Northview. It is a lovely day in southeastern Pennsylvania, and we are chatting about bulbs that we want to grow. I wrote this book as a way of sharing my thoughts with you about how to choose, plant, and care for your bulbs.


I have used the same commonsense approach when thinking about how to name the bulbs in this book. Each bulb has been called different names by different people over the course of time. Gardeners and botanists have tried to standardize plant names so that we can communicate with people in other countries and know that we are talking about the same thing. In the interest of the same clarity, I default to the use of Latin names in the plant palette, so that we can be sure that we are talking about the same plant. However, I do not mean to downplay other names that these bulbs have been called during their history with humans. I love the so-called common names that often have a musical or romantic sound to them and are meaningful to the people who use them. Unfortunately, we humans are not very inventive, as one gardener’s bluebell is not necessarily the same as another person’s bluebell. And when you begin talking about a lily, you could mean one of many dissimilar plants. I have included common names in the plant descriptions, as well as the Latin ones.


An Ecological Ethos


I have gardened all my life. During those many years, I have realized that when I garden, I want to do so in harmony with the flora and fauna in my garden. I still get mad at the squirrels for digging up my bulbs and I let them know it. But apart from these outbursts, I endeavor to take a big-picture approach. My garden is one little link in a chain of green spaces that we call gardens; these small plots link together over back fences and side yards, through fields and woods, to create green corridors across the world. They are also the part of the earth where we can make our own choices for a positive future.


I choose to stay away from any chemicals that may harm the modest ecosystem in my garden. I have created an environment for my family, pets, and visitors that is as safe as I can make it. I do not spray insects, so that animals that are insectivores have things to eat. The herbivores have a lovely selection of choices too. There are so many edible plants here that my husband refers to my garden as the all-you-can-eat salad buffet. I want the birds, frogs, toads, skunks, rabbits, deer, turtles, snakes, raccoons, insects, and other unnamed creatures to have healthy things to eat. Maybe just not my most precious bulbs, please.
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This spring garden at Northview is packed with daffodils, hyacinths, and muscaris.






















A WORD ON NAMING


Each plant and animal in the world has a unique double name in Latin to provide consistency across languages—if we all use the Latin, then supposedly we’re all on the same page. The Latin name is italicized to show that it is in another language. The name sometimes also includes a third word, to give even further specificity.


The first word of the Latin name is called the genus. This is similar to your last name and starts with a capital letter. All plants within a genus share similar characteristics. With bulbs, this name is often the same or very similar to the English name. For example, Crocus in Latin is also crocus in English. Dahlia is also the same in both languages. Even tulips are in the genus Tulipa, which is easy to guess.


The second name is the species name and has a lowercase first letter. This is used to tell the members of the genus apart. The Latin second name compares to your first name and often (but not always) describes some aspect of the plant. For example, within the large genus of Fritillaria, one tall species is Fritillaria imperialis, the crown imperial fritillary. A smaller species is Fritillaria meleagris. The word meleagris means that it is spotted like a guinea fowl. If you look at this flower, it has patterns that resemble the feathers of these birds.


The final name shows the cultivar or cultivated variety. This is written in the local language, surrounded by single quotation marks, and is not italicized. A lot of bulbs are known just by the genus and a cultivar. They have been bred from several different species and their heritage is not fully known. For example, Tulipa ‘Ballerina’ is the full name of the orange ballerina tulip.


Some cultivars are produced by chance as a naturally occurring mutation, or sport, among a field of flowers. In other cases, bees or other pollinators crossed one plant with another to produce something unique and worth propagating. There are also bulb breeders that are producing new cultivars by deliberately crossing one desirable bulb with another closely related one.


Not all bulb names have the third cultivar name. Species bulbs will just have the two Latin names. This shows that they are the same plants you could find growing in their natural habitats. But that does not mean that they are not good garden plants—many of them are. They are great to use in wildlife gardens, especially if the bulbs are native to your growing area.
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This crown imperial fritillary lives up to its royal name by sporting a crown-like topknot of orange flowers. It differs vastly from other garden fritillaries in size, color, and shape.
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The whole name of this little species tulip is Tulipa heweri. It originates from parts of northern Afghanistan.




















Another positive choice that I made a long time ago was to actively garden for pollinators. It is an important fact, if we as gardeners do not include lots of flowers in our gardens for pollinators, they will continue their worrying decline in numbers. The good news is that many bulbs have flowers that are perfect for pollinators. In my garden, I have so many types of pollinators that I cannot identify them all or count them. Many of the photographs for this book were taken here at Northview, and as we looked at each photo closely, there were insects large and small in many of them. You may notice them too.


Growing Bulbs for Pollinators


As you choose your bulbs, think of adding some that will encourage pollinators to use your garden. Include a variety of flower shapes and colors that will be enticing to a wide range of pollinating animals. Choose native bulbs, when possible, as they will invite beneficial insects, too. A mass of flowers together is highly visible to pollinators as they fly by. Repeat bulbs and plant them in patches or swaths. Once pollinators start feeding, they can efficiently move from flower to flower without wasting too much time or energy. The appearance of plants grouped by type is attractive to us and to passing pollinators.


Attempt to have flowers in bloom for as long as possible during the year to serve any pollinators that are on the wing. Add fragrant flowers because the scents attract pollinators, especially in winter and in the evening when there are few other plants in bloom. There are bulb flowers to suit pollinators that bloom in sequence from late winter through fall. Some of the best bulbs for pollinators include many of the spring bloomers like tulips, daffodils, and small bulb flowers. Later in the gardening year, pollinator-friendly bulbs include gladioli, cannas, crocosmias, irises, tuberoses, single dahlias, and fall-blooming crocuses.
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Butterflies pollinate many bulb flowers as here on this red lily.
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This open-faced dahlia called ‘Appleblossom’ is a great bee attractant.




















Growing Bulbs That Suit Your Garden Conditions


One other positive thing that I do is match the bulbs that I choose to my garden’s growing conditions. This is a basic principle of gardening that requires the least possible effort or intervention on your part. Hardy bulbs that grow vigorously are likely to perennialize. A strong growth rate provides enough energy for them to flower, set seed, and still have extra energy left to send back to the bulb. The bulb stores this energy during the resting period. In the following growing season, energy is mobilized to power next year’s growth and blooms.


As you garden with bulbs, you will find that some bulbs do really well for you and settle down and multiply. These are the bulbs that suit your soil, climate, and maintenance routine. For a full garden, add more of these bulbs or ones that are similar.


Bulbs Around the World


If you took a trip around the world, you would find bulbs in many different countries and in a variety of dissimilar habitats. Nestled in stony soils up in high mountains, you would find bulbs that are covered by snow for much of the year. In deciduous woodlands, you could see bulbs growing that require some shade and organic-rich soils. In seasonally damp grasslands and meadows, other bulbs would be flowering. In tropical zones, you could see a completely different set of bulbs that are growing in year-round heat with plentiful moisture. Over the centuries, some of these bulbs have been brought into our gardens, where we try to find places that are enough like these wild habitats that the bulbs will continue to grow well.


Early gardeners used plants in their gardens that were harvested from wild habitats in large amounts. This caused the destruction of beautiful natural areas. Growing wild-collected bulbs is no longer necessary or condoned. There are many reputable sources that grow bulbs in nurseries and fields. Check the origins of your bulbs before you buy them. The label should say “grown from cultivated stock.” We can choose from thousands of different bulbs that are ethically grown and do not destroy wild ecosystems.
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These wild tulips (Tulipa sylvestris) are native to a large area of southern Europe and northern Asia, where they are found growing in grassy areas and lightly shaded woodlands.






















A BRIEF HISTORY OF BULB-MANIA


Bulbs and humans have had a long joint history. The most favored early grown bulbs were those that could be dug up for food. At some point people realized that certain bulbs produced beautiful flowers. They chose the ones that they liked, dug them up, and moved them closer to their houses, so that they could admire them. The bulbs that grew best and were the most desired were propagated and passed along to friends. Later, plant breeders crossed one special flower with another to produce the extensive range of garden bulbs that we have access to today.


There have been times in history when people have been so taken with a particular group of bulbs that they were crazy about them. Tulips seem to inspire a particular passion. In Turkey, there was a long-lived obsession with slender tulips with pointed tips that began in the early 1500s. In the 1600s, the Dutch had their own mania for tulips, especially the ones with fantastic flame patterns. The speculation on tulips got completely out of hand and resulted in a tulip crash. Hyacinths had their moment when they were the “in” thing. Daffodils, bearded irises, lilies, and dahlias are still popular bulb groups today, with their own special interest societies. Bulb mania is easy to catch. Once you start using bulbs in your garden, it may be difficult to stop. You grow one or two little beauties, and before you know it, there are bulbs everywhere. Beware, this book comes with a lighthearted warning that you too might catch bulb mania.
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A view of some historic hyacinth cultivars that have been preserved at the Hortus Bulborum, a bulb garden in the Netherlands.
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You will be truly inspired to grow more bulbs if you visit public gardens that have beautiful displays. Here, a serene early morning view of daffodils and tulips at Keukenhof, a large bulb garden near Amsterdam, Netherlands.




















Getting Inspiration for Your Bulb Garden


One way that gardeners get hooked on bulb growing is by seeing magnificent displays of massed bulbs planted in public gardens. Jump at any chance you get to see large bulb displays. Go to some spring displays, and then some summer ones too. This will help you understand how bulb plantings change throughout the year. You are not going to repeat the same displays in your garden. What you are looking for is inspiration. Being at the garden is not a time for practicalities. It is a time to revel in the visual beauty, the fragrances, and the pleasures of a bulb garden.


While you are at the display garden, try to find a few specific bulbs that you like the best, and maybe a couple of combinations that work well. I have always loved growing bulbs, but after going to the Dutch bulb gardens in spring, my garden exploded with bulbs for all seasons. You may find that you have a similar experience. I take lots of photos while I am there, and I also take pictures of the plant labels, so that I remember the bulb names.


As you process the experiences that you had during your garden visits, think about what was most meaningful for you. You may have been taken by the joyful exuberance of the plantings, or their sheer magnificence. There may be new bulbs that you have never seen before that you just have to grow. You may have loved a certain novel shape, some fantastic color combinations, or have been bowled over by the diversity of bulbs. The list of possible take-home thoughts is endless.


The Basics of Bulbs


The word “bulb” is used by gardeners as a general term, which includes all underground storage structures that are planted in the soil and grow up to produce a plant. Their actual internal organization may vary, but it is a useful word to describe them all.


When you look at a bulb, just like the nondescript outer coat of a seed, it gives you no clues as to what is contained within. The outer layers of bulbs are relatively plain. They may be brown, cream, or occasionally tinged with green, purple, or yellow. The surface could be flaky, shiny, or dull. As you observe the bulb, you wonder what is inside. To find out what type of flower it contains, you need to plant the bulb.


Growth and Rest: A Bulb’s Lifecycle


To have success with bulbs, it is helpful to understand their lifecycle. You plant the bulb in a hole in the ground and cover it with soil. The next time that you see it is as a little green tip protruding through the dark earth. In the time between these two sightings the bulb has been resting for a while and then growing roots. These underground roots are the first thing to grow, and they enable the bulb to absorb water. As water goes into the bulb, it plumps up, and the plant begins to grow and develop. Roots continue to absorb water and nutrients and anchor the bulb in the soil as it grows. They can also reorient the bulb so that the roots are down, and the shoot faces up.


Many bulbs are adapted to growing in places where ideal growing periods are short. So, once the shoot emerges, the pace of growth is fast. The stem elongates, and the leaves unfurl to catch the sunlight. The bulb uses the energy from the sun to produce flowers and more leaves. The flowers are pollinated and the plant sets seed, all before the weather changes. A change in the heat or water levels is often the signal to the bulb that it is time to shut down aboveground growth. This is a very important time in the bulb lifecycle to ensure its continuity for the next growing season. The bulb needs to send as much energy as it can, to renew the belowground bulb for next year. The replenished bulb becomes the powerhouse of stored energy that fuels the quick growth rate at the beginning of the next growing season.
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Continue to visit gardens throughout the year to get bulb-planting ideas. In this autumn garden, dahlias of all shapes and colors are growing together.
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Bulbs, like this white tulip, are preprogrammed to make flowers.
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The bottom of this dormant hyacinth bulb shows the shriveled roots from last year’s growth and the little points where the new roots will emerge.
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Each bulb has a specific time to produce flowers and leaves. In this scene from the gardens at Chanticleer, in Wayne, Pennsylvania, Spanish bluebell flowers are surrounded by the broad green leaves of colchicums that will not flower until autumn.
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In this garden bed, blue muscari with elongated leaves are interplanted with the mottled foliage of hardy cyclamen.
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Lilies are one of the most dramatic of summer flowers and very easy to plant and care for too.
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Bulbs are lightweight, easy to ship, and quick to plant. They provide an efficient way to grow plenty of flowers in your garden.




















The Seasonality of Bulbs


Bulbous plants are united by the fact that they live a seasonal way of life. Each type of bulb has a time of growth and flowering, followed by a time of rest. This resting time is referred to as dormancy. Bulbs are very much alive during the dormant phase of their life, so they still need oxygen and a certain level of moisture to keep their living processes ticking over. They wait beneath the ground during the bad times that are not suitable for growth. Some are dormant when the conditions are too hot or dry, but most bulbs hibernate during cold winter months. The bulb stays in its dormant period until certain environmental conditions change to ones that are conducive for growth. For most bulbs, the trigger is a change in temperature combined with available water in the soil.


Being underground protects bulbs from inclement weather and herbivore damage. The conditions in the soil even a few inches below the surface are less variable than the weather conditions aboveground. In summer, the soil is cooler and slightly moist, even in dry weather. In winter, the ground may freeze, but the bulbs are not subjected to the harsh freeze-thaw cycles that damage aboveground plant parts. Its position buried in the soil keeps the plant in place, even when its roots wither away in dormancy. Once the good times roll around again, up they grow, and the cycle is repeated.


Benefits of Bulbs to Gardeners


Gardeners love bulbs for many reasons. A main one is that we can embrace their cyclical lifecycle to plan for a succession of different flowers that appear in sequence throughout the gardening year. This gives us fresh things to look forward to. Bulbs bloom when the seasonal conditions are ideal, and then retire from the garden stage to wait it out until next year.


To the gardener, a bulb is an ideal structure for transporting and planting. This fact has led to the widespread movement of bulbs around the world, where they are planted in climates vastly different from where they originated. You hear tales of bulbs carried in pockets or sown into the hems of dresses. Sometimes taken legally, and I am sure, other times, illegally. Bulbs and their resulting plants are objects of desire and people have gone to great lengths to obtain them.


Bulbs are light in weight and are shipped to you during their dormant phase, so that there is no need for pots and soil. Their compact size means that they are easy to plant in containers, or gardens. Once they are planted, we also benefit from the natural tendency for bulbs to grow rapidly. If you buy good-quality bulbs and plant them in decent soil, within a few months they will be in full bloom.


Many of the bulbs in this book fall into the easy-care category. The information needed to make the whole plant is already preprogrammed within the bulb. There is a tiny flower bud in micro-mini size, and the leaves and roots are there in their infancy. All you need to do is provide somewhat hospitable surroundings and off they go.


The good news for gardeners is that bulbs are survivors. Bulbs are opportunistic plants that are fantastically adapted to seasonal shifts in weather patterns. This means that, whatever your level of gardening prowess, you can have success with them; bulbs inherently want to grow and flower even if where you plant them is not ideal.


Bulb Types


Gardeners use the word “bulb” to describe all underground storage structures that we grow in the garden. It is a good shorthand term that includes a variety of different botanical structures, each with the same function of food storage for plants during their dormant state.


If you look closely at a variety of different bulbs, it becomes obvious that they are a motley crew of varied structures with diverse shapes, colors, outer layers, shoots, and roots. In our day-to-day gardening, we really do not know or care about the details of the plant structure, but just want the thing to grow. This bulb primer explains a bit about the diverse bulb structures and explains any differences that you may need to know when you plant them or look after them.
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Bulbs come in all shapes, sizes, and colors, but their outside appearance gives no indication of the beauty that lies within.




















TRUE BULBS


While we are calling this whole group “bulbs,” there is a subcategory that is called “true bulbs.” This is one of the most common and widely grown subgroups. True bulbs are composed of layers that are actually swollen leaf bases. They are joined together at the bottom of the bulb by a tough base, called a “basal plate.” When planting your bulbs, you may see tiny, shriveled roots coming from the basal plate. Plant this side downward because the new roots will grow from there. The pointed tip of a bulb is where the shoot emerges. This end needs to go upward. The future flowering plants are tucked inside bulbs in miniature, just waiting to grow.


True bulbs can be subdivided into those with a protective outer covering, and those without. Bulbs like daffodils, tulips, snowdrops, and hyacinths all have a covering. Leave this in place when planting but if parts fall off, plant the bulb as usual.


The other type of true bulb lacks an outer layer. Instead of a smooth outer coating, they have scales that are arranged in an overlapping pattern like tiles on a roof. The best example of these scaly types are lily bulbs. These bulbs tend to dry out faster than those with an outer layer and should be kept slightly moist, even in dormancy. When you receive these bulbs in the mail or from a nursery, plant them immediately.


True bulbs persist from year to year and get bigger with time. They make new bulbs by forming offsets on the sides of the basal plate. You will see this if you order good-quality daffodil bulbs that may have two or three “noses.” If these are each large you can break them apart, but I usually leave them attached and plant them in the same hole.
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Snowdrops grow from a true bulb.
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Tulips have a crisp covering that often falls off. Do not worry if this happens, but do not peel it off on purpose.
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Lilies are a true bulb, but they have no outer covering to protect them. Buy lily bulbs as fresh as you can for best growth and flowering. This lily has just been dug, divided, and will be quickly replanted.




















CORMS


Corms have a different structure that has no layers but is solid throughout. They are, in fact, an enlarged stem base that stores food belowground. Corms are similar to true bulbs because they have a basal plate at the bottom where the roots emerge. Some corms have an outer covering and others do not.


Corms have a growth pattern where the original corm withers away and a new stem base is formed above or below the shriveled one. Some large corms produce little corms around the bottom, called “cormels” or “cormlets.” These will grow leaves for a few years and then become large enough to make a flower. Examples of corms include crocuses and gladioli.


TUBERS


Tubers are another type of modified stem, with no basal plate or outer covering. Structurally, they seem a bit disorganized, with roots and shoots emerging from eyes in different places on the surface. Some tubers have a recognizable top and bottom, and with others, it is hard to tell how to plant them. When in doubt, plant them on their sides and they will right themselves.


Tubers have diverse growth habits. Caladiums grow from a tuber that shrinks and disappears with new ones being made for next year. Tuberous begonias and cyclamen have a different strategy and remain in place, getting bigger each year. They resemble a fat frisbee in shape that gets a bit thicker but noticeably wider. When you are buying tubers in person, pick out the larger tubers. Plant them with the hollow side up.
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Crocuses have storage units called corms. Gardeners call all of these underground structures by the general term “bulbs.”
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Gladioli also grow from corms.
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Begonias grow from an underground storage structure that is a tuber. It is slightly concave on the upper side where the shoots are emerging and rounded on the bottom.




















TUBEROUS ROOTS


Tuberous roots are similar to tubers, but they are formed from root tissue, not stems. Some of their roots swell up to store food while others continue to absorb water and nutrients and anchor the plant in the ground. Dahlias are the most commonly grown tuberous root. All the growing buds are attached to the central stem, that is sometimes called a “crown.” When you divide these plants, each part needs a section of the central stem, otherwise it will not grow.


RHIZOMES


Rhizomes are thickened storage stems that lay parallel to the soil surface. They send out roots and shoots directly from buds on the rhizome. Bearded irises are one of the most popular plants that are grown from rhizomes. Calla lilies and cannas are also rhizomes.


Bulb Hardiness and Microclimates


One of the factors in discovering whether a certain bulb will be hardy for you is knowing your lowest temperatures in the year. It is not the only measurement that will influence bulb hardiness, but it is a good first step when compiling your bulb list.


To determine which bulbs are likely to be hardy in your garden, you can look up your hardiness zone as designated by the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA), which can be found on the website planthardiness.ars.usda.gov. This ever-evolving map divides the United States into temperature bands, according to the lowest average temperatures. If you live in a different country, find out your average winter low and correlate it with these standards. Knowing your zone is a big help when deciding which bulbs will be able to survive winter conditions outside in your garden. There are other factors to consider, such as your highest temperatures and rainfall patterns. There is no simple way to include this into distinct zones. Your best bet for knowing which bulbs will survive in your climate is to consult trusted local resources.
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Dahlias grow from large complex structures called tuberous roots. If you divided this tuberous root, each part would need to have at least one of the little green shoots that are visible on the central stalk to be able to sprout and grow.
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This bearded iris rhizome needs to be planted partially out of the soil.




















A common feature among gardeners is, for some reason, we often want to grow plants that will not do well in our garden. Maybe, we think, if we’re talented gardeners we might be able to get them to grow. This is a rather strange pleasure that is sometimes called “cheating a zone.”


The average lowest temperature that your garden experiences in a year gives you a general idea of what bulbs you can grow. To extend what you can grow, you can find areas within your garden that are slightly cooler or warmer. Even within the smallest garden, there are areas that differ in temperature that are called “microclimates.” Observe your garden throughout the year and take note of hot spots and cold corners where you could grow bulbs that need specific conditions. For example, you might be able to grow borderline hardy bulbs on the sunny side of your house, right next to the heat-emitting foundation, where it will be warmer in winter than parts of your garden that are farther away.


Another factor that will determine whether bulbs will survive in your garden is how wet the bulb is when the ground freezes. If the ground is saturated and then it freezes, the bulb might be damaged. To help with bulb survival, look for areas where the soil stays relatively dry, like places that are up slopes, in raised beds, and those that are sheltered by an overhanging roof. In all areas, adding some extra mulch will help insulate the soil.


Some bulbs need a good summer baking to flower well. For these bulbs, you need to find the parts of the garden that are bathed in hot, late-day summer sun. If you are in a cold climate, look for places where the snow melts first. That area would make a great place to have a flower bed with early spring bulbs because they will flower there before equivalent bulbs in your frosty spaces.


Hardy Versus Tender Bulbs


There are two main groups of bulbs that you can use in your garden. The first group are the hardy bulbs that will survive your coldest winter temperatures. These are usually planted in autumn, and then bloom at their preprogrammed time from late winter through summer. The second group are bulbs that are not hardy for you in winter. These are planted out into the garden in spring, after the soil temperature has warmed. The severity of your winter climate determines which bulbs you can grow year-round, and which ones you will have to dig up and save inside to preserve them against frost.


Once you know what zone or zone-equivalent you are in, you can begin compiling your list of possible bulbs. Divide your list into two halves. The first half will be the hardy bulbs that are planted in the fall, and the second are the tender ones that are not put out in the garden until after your last frost.


The bulk of your list should be bulbs that are hardy in your garden year-round. These will become the mainstay of your bulb garden with their reliable nature and abundant blooms. These hardy bulbs are the easiest ones to grow in your garden. Plant them with care and give that one-dollar bulb a million-dollar planting hole, to provide it the best possible start in life. Choose ones that are not bothered by pests or herbivores for the best chance of success. They are not quite set-it-and-forget plants but pretty close to that.
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Find out whether bulbs are cold hardy in your garden by looking at the USDA hardiness zones. Hippeastrum ×johnsonii comes from parts of tropical America and only survives outside in zone 7 and warmer.
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Tender bulbs like this ‘Mojito’ colocasia are only hardy where winters are warm in zones 8 to 10.
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This deep pink Amaryllis belladonna is only hardy in zones 8 to 10 and grows well in the mild climate at the San Francisco Botanical Garden at Strybing Arboretum. Elsewhere, try this bulb in summer containers.
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Bulbs such as this ‘Ambergate’ daffodil are very hardy and will grow in cold winters down to zone 3.




















Most hardy bulbs are planted in autumn, with a few, like some lilies, that can be planted in spring. They will flower anywhere from late winter through autumn. If they survive your winters, you can consider them to be perennial. Perennial bulbs that grow well in gardens are the tried-and-true survivors that have been in cultivation for many years. These bulbs are remarkably adaptable and grow well in a wide range of regular garden conditions. Some hardy examples include daffodils, muscari, and snowdrops.


Some bulbs are short-lived perennial bulbs. These are ones that grow for a few seasons, and then either stop flowering or disappear. It is not always that they are not good bulbs for your garden. Large hybrid tulips are prime examples of this growth habit. They produce their most spectacular blooms when they are planted as new bulbs each year.


A few bulbs have a very different lifecycle. These are planted in late summer to bloom a couple of weeks afterward. If they are hardy in your area, they can then settle down and come back in future years. The strange part is that in autumn they grow flowers only and then produce their foliage later. Some grow winter leaves and others wait until spring to shoot up their foliage. Examples include colchicums and lycoris.


Tender bulbs are the stars of the warm-season garden, with bold leaves and abundant colorful flowers during the summer and autumn. In zones 1 to 7, they do not survive cold winter temperatures, so they are planted outside in the spring after the soil has warmed up. If you have cold winters, these tender bulbs will need to be stored in a frost-free place to ensure their survival for next year. If you do not want to save them, you can buy them anew each year and treat them as annual additions to the garden.


In zone 8 or warmer, these bulbs may be hardy outside year-round. If you garden where there are mild winters, they can remain outside as long as the bulbs do not get too wet or too cold. In climates with rainy mild winters, it is often best to dig up these bulbs even if they are technically hardy in your area. Some of the best examples are begonias, calla lilies, cannas, and dahlias.


Planning Your Bulb Displays


“Planning is the key to a successful bulb garden.” Maybe or maybe not. This is often parroted in books and lectures, but, personally, I do a lot of winging it. You can have a lovely bulb display in your garden, simply from taking a trip to the garden center to buy a few bulbs you like, and then planting them. However, if you want to color coordinate your bulbs or purchase ones that are really suited to the growing conditions in your garden, then perhaps a little planning can help.
















BULBS FOR EASY CARE


Many of the bulbs in this book fall into an easy-care category of plants. The information needed to make the whole plant is already preprogrammed within the storage unit that we call the bulb. These bulbs produce showy foliage and flowers with distinctive shapes, textures, and colors with very little work from us.


If you love tender bulbs that are not hardy in your garden, choose ones that are easy for you to store over winter. This means that you do not have to buy them again next year, which saves you time and money. Plus, you can be sure of having your favorite plants again next summer.
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Daffodils, like this collection of historic ones at Northview, are hardy survivors in gardens.











First, Notice the Bulbs You Love


For some reason, bulbs divide opinions and inspire passions. It is fascinating that we are drawn to certain ones and not to others. Try walking around a garden with a group of gardeners. Everyone may ooh and aah over some plants, but for others there are vast differences of opinions. Some of the group will like the bold, and to my mind, garish bulbs. Others only like the tiny, elegant, or delicate bulb flowers that are hard to see unless you have your glasses on. I think that is why bulbs are so loved—there is something for every gardener.


It is not always possible to understand what draws us to certain plants over others, but each time you are wowed by a plant, pause for a moment, and think what it is that is fascinating you. Use your eyes, but also smell and handle the plant. Feel if there is a fascinating texture to the petals or leaves. Smell the flower at different times of day, and in various weather conditions, to see if it is fragrant at certain times. Bring a cut flower inside, where the heat of the house can sometimes bring out the scent. Identify what it is about the shape, color, size, or patterns that drew you to this flower to begin with.


Make Your Bulb Wish List


From the bulbs that you have observed, start a wish list of your favorites. I guarantee that the list will outstrip your bank balance, so you will have to pare down your wish list into a “buying list” at a later date.
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Here, a late summer combination for shade that was a happy accident in my garden at Northview. The red center of this leafy tender caladium called ‘Lemon Blush’ picks up the reddish colors of the hardy begonia stems.
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One of my gardening friends loves this bright red crocosmia called ‘Lucifer’, and her hummingbirds love it too.
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This amazing hyacinth ‘Splendid Cornelia’ brings me much joy, with its fragrance and glorious color.
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A bulb that often tops my wish list is the bright magenta byzantine gladiolus, seen here at Colonial Williamsburg in Virginia.








Once you have some ideas for your wish list, you need to see whether they will grow in your garden. Successful bulb gardening, like all aspects of gardening, is the result of a compromise between the plants that we love, and the ones that grow well in our climate, soils, and weather patterns. It takes trial and error to find out what bulbs thrive in the specific growing conditions in your garden. Talking to local gardeners and visiting their gardens can really help you see what types of bulbs do well in your area. If you like them, add them to your list.


Decide Which Bulbs to Grow


It can be hard to decide what bulbs to choose for your garden because of the incredible diversity of colors, shapes, heights, and plant forms that are available. It is a good idea to be selective, so that your garden has a cohesive look and does not look like you just picked up the random bag of assorted bulbs that was on sale. Variety can be good, but a concerted selection process produces a satisfying garden that is suited to you personally.


To help guide your bulb choices, think of two circles that have an interlocking space in the middle, like those old Venn diagrams from school. One circle contains the names of the plants that multiply and thrive in your garden. The other circle contains your favorite plants that you cannot garden without. The plants that fall in both circles, where they overlap, are the ones that will usually form the backbone of your bulb garden.


If there are no names in the crossover part, it indicates one of two things. Either your bulb garden thrives and you do not love it, or it has bulbs that you love, but they do not grow well in your garden. If there is a large intersection, you are well on your way to defining the plant palette that contains bulbs that will grow, and also bring you joy. Plenty of other bulbs add sparkle and variety to your plantings, but it is these stalwart, reliable performers that become your signature plants.
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Camassias fall in the intersection of “love them” and “will grow in my garden.” I need to plant more of them.








Planning Strategies


If you are struggling to imagine what your flowering bulbs will look like when blooming, create a mood board. This will help you visualize your bulbs and their possible combinations. Find a photo of each bulb and cut and paste them into a document or onto a piece of paper. Once you have decided what to plant, this becomes a useful record. It helps you to remember what you planted and the names of the bulbs when they are in bloom. You can keep these sheets or online records in a garden notebook. Then, when you look at it next year as you are planning what to plant, you can decide what to repeat, and what you want to change.
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As you decide on bulbs for your garden, look at what is in bloom at the same time and create combinations, such as this blue bearded iris and the fluffy purple flowers of Thalictrum ‘Black Stockings’.








Some gardeners are serious planners. They are the ones who have an organized spreadsheet to tell them every bulb that they have purchased, which bed it is in, and when it has bloomed every year. If you are a kindred spirit, and tables and data make you happy, then a bulb chart is in your future. The columns on the chart can be the times of the year when you would like to have blooms. Down the side, list the bulbs that you want to grow, and find out when they bloom. If you like to add more details, you can put colors, heights, and uses such as whether they are good pollinator plants or cut flowers. I am not quite this organized, but I have done things like kept a record of how many snowdrops I have blooming each year. I know I have copies of all the orders that I have ever placed, but the exact details may be fuzzy. However, the bulbs that I really love, I always know by name.
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