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WHY I LOVE TULIPS



How can you not love a perfect display of bright, pristine tulips, basking in the warmth of the spring sunshine?


The richness of their colours and the variety of their flower shapes make tulips endlessly fascinating. It may not be love at first sight, but the allure of these plants will creep up on you and before you know it, you are seeking out new varieties, experimenting with different colour combinations, and finding new places to try tulips in your garden.


I first started paying attention to tulips when I was looking after the bulb collections at the Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew. One of the cold frames was home to a collection of tulip species growing in clay pots. I watered them, repotted them every autumn, and put them out on display when they flowered, as I did with all the other bulbs. Not until I saw a tulip growing in the wild, however, did I really start to take more notice.


It was on the Mediterranean island of Crete that I saw my first wild tulip. It was tiny—a delicate, pale pink flower, almost white, held on a short stem above two narrow leaves. Its name was Tulipa cretica and it seemed to be growing straight out of a rock, surviving on the bare minimum of soil.
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My first wild tulip, Tulipa cretica, growing out of a rock on the Mediterranean island of Crete
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The pink-and-yellow blooms of Tulipa saxatilis





The Cretan summer is long, hot, and dry, yet this little plant was going to live through it until the autumn rains arrived. It could do this because it grows from a bulb, and before the summer hit, it would retreat back to that bulb, hidden from the sun and needing no water.


What seemed so remarkable to me was how this miniscule flower was related to the showy bedding tulips I was used to seeing in parks and gardens. I saw other tulips on Crete that were larger and more brightly coloured, such as the pink-and-yellow Tulipa saxatilis, growing on the cliffs of a gorge or scattered through high-altitude meadows, but still they seemed remote from the garden tulips back home, which I found intriguing. I was beginning to fall for them.


Another turning point was a visit to Keukenhof in the Netherlands a few years later. This garden is devoted to bulbs, and in mid to late spring, it is the tulips that steal the show, and they really do put on a show. It is almost too much. There must be thousands and thousands of tulips all flowering at once. As you turn each corner, another stunning display confronts you. My experience at Keukenhof was the complete opposite of my encounter with the tiny tulip on Crete. Up to that point, I had been dismissive of tulips in bedding, but now I was well and truly hooked. This is how tulips should be grown and are grown in many gardens worldwide.


Bulbs are the perfect way for a plant to survive a long, dry summer, and they are easily transported when they are dormant, which is how tulips have found their way all over the world. Festivals, like those held in the Skagit Valley (United States) and Ottawa (Canada), celebrate the tulip with massed displays. The parks of Istanbul, where the craze for tulips has been reignited in recent years, are filled with millions of tulips every spring. In the United Kingdom, gardens devote space to tulips for their own festivals, bringing in visitors who marvel at the spectacle. Tulip festivals can be found across the globe from North America to South Korea, Japan, and Australia. Everyone, it seems, loves a tulip.


This love of tulips isn’t new. The plants have been cultivated in Europe for well over 400 years, and before that they were celebrated in Constantinople (present-day Istanbul), in the days of the Ottoman Empire. It was the Dutch who perfected the cultivation and commercialization of the tulip once it had arrived from Turkey. They hybridized and selected tulips, producing new varieties by adding new species found in Central Asia into the mix. Carpets of bulbs now cover the flat fields of the Netherlands in spring, and the vast majority of tulips for sale today come from there.


Bedding isn’t the only way to grow tulips, though. It is becoming more frequent to see them in mixed borders, growing alongside other spring perennials and bulbs or filling a gap before summer flowers bloom. More and more gardeners are growing tulips this way, notably in the Sussex garden of the late Christopher Lloyd, at Great Dixter in the United Kingdom. Here they are treated as border perennials, lifted for the summer but replanted in autumn to combine with a varied mix of spring flowers.
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The dusky orange flower of Tulipa orphanidea Whittallii Group, from Turkey, one of my favourite tulip species
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Tulips at Keukenhof
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The huge flower and rich red colour of Tulipa ‘World’s Favourite’, one of my favourite cultivars
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Lily-flowered tulip ‘Ballerina’ along a path in the High Garden at Great Dixter





Whether you lift the bulbs for the summer or leave them in the ground, growing tulips as perennials rather than buying new bulbs every year leads to variation in their height and the size of the flower. The effect is more natural, if unpredictable, and I think that makes them even more appealing.


No other garden plant seems to arouse the passion that tulips do. It is hard to pinpoint the exact reason but the variation and continual reinventing of this glorious flower must play a part. The number of cultivars available can be daunting, but I want to give you some guidance by presenting a range of tulips in different colours, showing the various flower shapes, explaining the way the cultivars have been grouped together and, above all, providing the inspiration for you to try them yourself. You don’t need a huge garden and you don’t have to plant them in bedding; the different ways to grow tulips are as varied as the flowers themselves.





DESIGNING WITH TULIPS
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Bright, dazzling, impressive, imposing, and sumptuous, even dominating—these are all words that can be used to describe the flowers of tulips. With names like ‘Golden Parade’, ‘World’s Favourite’, ‘Big Smile’, and ‘Olympic Flame’, tulips are not expected to be shy and retiring. They burst upon the scene in early spring, reaching a crescendo by late spring before disappearing for the summer. They demand your attention and accommodating them in your garden will need some thought, otherwise what you imagined would be a joyous, flamboyant display might turn out to be overpowering, harsh, or even lurid.
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Tulips in bright primary colours can be harsh when planted together, but they can certainly dazzle when planted in dense blocks.





If you do want to shock and surprise, then tulips are the right plant to use, but they can also be subtle and restrained. By combining complementary colours and planting among other ephemeral spring flowers, you can create a dreamy, harmonious scheme that’s easy on the eye without sacrificing the wonderful colours tulips provide.


Thousands of tulip cultivars have been named over the years, and although most of them no longer exist or are not widely grown, a good bulb catalogue will still offer close to 200 different varieties. This means there is a huge range of possible combinations to try in your garden. The great thing about tulips is that if you don’t like the effect you have created, you can dig up the bulbs and try something new the next year.
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A mixture of pink and purple tulips creates a more harmonious scheme that still delivers plenty of colour.





Put very simply, there are three ways to use tulips in a garden. They can be planted as a bedding scheme, grown in containers, or incorporated into a garden border, mixed in with other permanent plants. Bedding is the most common way of growing tulips, especially in parks and large gardens. The bulbs are planted for their spring display and then dug up and replaced with summer-flowering plants. The following autumn, new bulbs are planted to create a different scheme. Most tulip cultivars are bred for bedding, and buying new bulbs every year ensures the uniformity of height and flower size that is essential for this style of planting. This is how amazing annual displays of tulips are made.


Tulips as Bedding Plants


The most dramatic use of the extravagant, vivid flowers of tulips is to plant them in large groups, packed together for a stunning display of colour. This is what modern tulips do best. Planting them in single cultivar groups or with other bulbs that flower at the same time results in a wonderful spring show, but before and after the tulips bloom, the ground will be bare.


This way of displaying tulips is used to great effect in gardens like Keukenhof, which is only open for a few weeks in spring so the appearance before and after is not important. However, more and more gardens are holding tulip festivals, where a part of the garden is set aside for the display. Borders filled with just tulips make an arresting sight and when the flowers are over, attention can turn to other parts of the garden.


The more traditional way to grow bedding is to mix the bulbs with plants that cover the bare ground and flower for a longer period. The bedding groundcover or carpet is planted in the autumn and the bulbs grow through them to flower in spring. Violas, polyanthus (Primula), double daisies (Bellis), and wallflowers (Erysimum) are typical of the plants grown with the bulbs. This type of planting is frequently used in municipal parks: one plant as edging, another to carpet the main area of the border, and the tulips growing through it. Although this tried-and-tested method can sometimes lack imagination, it is reliable and colourful. Done well, it can be fantastic but done badly it can end up looking dreary. The skill is in choosing the right tulips, mixing those that flower at the same time and in colours that complement each other.


At the end of spring, the bedding groundcover and bulbs are removed and replaced with summer bedding. The tulips are usually discarded, which seems a terrible waste, but unless they are stored in exactly the right conditions, many will have smaller flowers on shorter stems when they reappear the next spring or they may not flower at all.
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A tulip festival at Cambo Estate in Scotland, with part of the garden devoted to tulips planted on their own. The display peaks in mid to late spring, with a range of colours and flower shapes that make an intoxicating scene.
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A bedding display at the Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew, with white Tulipa ‘Purissima’ and purple ‘Van der Neer’
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A view of Keukenhof with banks of tulips and daffodils reaching down to the edge of a lake







Keukenhof


COVERING 32 HECTARES (79 acres), Keukenhof is a garden in Lisse, near Amsterdam, in the Netherlands. It is a showcase for over 7 million spring bulbs and only opens from March to May. Tulips are one of the highlights, especially from late April, and they are displayed in various combinations and styles of planting, all perfectly manicured. The result is stunning. There are formal beds, with tulips planted in blocks and lines, sometimes forming rivers of colour along with late daffodils, grape hyacinths (Muscari), and hyacinths. In some beds, different bulb mixes are displayed in less formal arrangements, demonstrating ideas you can try at home. Around lakes and under the trees, the beds of tulips seem never ending. You will need a whole day there and you will return full of inspiration. This is not the only way to grow tulips but it is certainly the most dramatic.
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Triumph tulip ‘Cairo’ with the deep red wallflower Erysimum cheiri ‘Fire King’







[image: img]


Tulipa ‘Purissima’ and Primula ‘Crescendo Pink and Rose Shades’





The Dutch have perfected the environment in which the bulbs are stored over the summer to ensure they are in the best possible condition for flowering the following year. The buds are removed to help the bulb build up strength and once lifted the bulbs are stored dry and in the dark, at a temperature that is gradually decreased over the summer until they are ready to replant in autumn. Any fluctuations in temperature, especially in late summer, can cause the bulbs to divide once in the ground, leading to smaller, shorter plants.


In a more informal mixed border, variation in tulips is acceptable, even desirable, but if you want to create perfection in a bedding scheme, you just have to buy new bulbs every year. You can save bulbs from a bedding display and keep them cool and dry for the summer if you then plant them in a more relaxed part of the garden, where some tulips will settle down and flower for many years if the soil is fertile and well drained.


The exciting part of planting bedding is the design of the scheme and the chance to experiment with different colour associations every year. Some colours complement each other and others clash, but with tulips it doesn’t always matter. Complementary colours create a more soothing effect, but clashing colours often provide greater impact and an element of surprise.


Growing tulips along with other spring-flowering bulbs can extend the period of bloom and the choice of colours available. No tulips are true blue so the addition of a bulb like hyacinth (Hyacinthus) or grape hyacinth (Muscari) can provide the blue needed to complement a yellow tulip like ‘West Point’. Blue-flowered Grecian windflower (Anemone blanda) or spring starflower (Ipheion uniflorum) can also provide that blue backdrop and a white, like Anemone ‘White Splendour’, can make a suitable background for any colour.




[image: img]


The Lily-flowered tulip ‘China Pink’ growing through Myosotis ‘Dwarf Indigo’
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The yellow flowers of Tulipa ‘West Point’ and Narcissus ‘Hawera’ combine beautifully with the blue of Muscari, Ipheion, and Anemone blanda.
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Single Late tulip ‘Bleu Aimable’ growing through forget-me-not (Myosotis) at Great Dixter
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Triumph tulips ‘Shirley’ and ‘Purple Prince’ in a formal garden, growing beside a low box hedge
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Triumph tulips ‘New Design’ and the dark purple ‘Negrita’ form a pleasing combination. The white in the flower of ‘New Design’, as well as the remaining blooms of Narcissus ‘Trena’, gives the scheme a lift and contrasts with the more sombre note of ‘Negrita’.
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This predominantly yellow-and-white scheme is given some punch by a few blooms of the pink Single Early tulip ‘Beauty Queen’. The yellow Narcissus ‘Little Witch’ and white N. ‘Jack Snipe’ flower at the same time as early to mid-season tulips like the pale sulphur yellow Fosteriana tulip ‘Concerto’.
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White tulips go with any other colour, in this case the deep orange of ‘Orange Emperor’. This creates a bright and uplifting display.
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A warm display of the complementary colours orange, red, and pale yellow. The Fosteriana tulip ‘Orange Emperor’ and bright red Darwin Hybrid ‘Parade’ go well with the orange-cupped daffodil Narcissus ‘Altruist’. The pale petals of the daffodil make this colour scheme work, as well as the underplanting of white anemones. Without the lighter note, the scheme would be too intense.
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Another example of two complementary colours, this time the bright reddish pink Darwin Hybrid ‘Van Eijk’ and the darker Triumph tulip ‘Jumbo Pink’. However, without a pale flower mixed in, the richness of the colours is a little overpowering.
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The yellow Lily-flowered tulip ‘West Point’ planted in a block alongside box hedges cut into cubes to form a more contemporary look.
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A collection of tulips in containers can bring vibrant colour to the garden in spring without the need to plant in borders or create a bedding scheme.
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Most of the tulips in this scene are white, but the impact of the red tulips shows how dominant the colour red can be. Both are Triumph tulips, called ‘White Love’ and ‘Red Love’. A display like this will be short lived, as there are no other bulbs or bedding plants to extend the period of bloom.





Let’s be realistic though. Unless you have a huge garden or love bedding so much that you devote every inch to these regimented displays, you are unlikely to grow tulips on a large scale in the traditional bedding style. On a domestic scale, you are more likely to plant tulips among permanent plants, under trees and shrubs, along the foot of a hedge, or beside a path where they grow with herbaceous perennials. I think tulips look great with low hedges of box or yew, which is reminiscent of how tulips may have been grown in an eighteenth-century garden. You can still lift the bulbs every summer to give them a dry dormant season before replanting in autumn, but if you like a level of uniformity, then it is best to plant new bulbs every year.
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A dazzling display of tulips and other bulbs in containers at Great Dixter





Tulips in Containers


If you don’t want to plant bedding or you haven’t the room, then there is an alternative way to bring the splendour of tulips into your garden. Tulips are perfect for growing in containers; it’s like portable bedding. Bring them out when in flower, hide them away when they’re done, or remove the bulbs once they have died down and use the same container for summer plants.


Any tulip can be grown in a container, but the shorter-stemmed cultivars look best and are more resilient in the wind. You can use tall-stemmed tulips but think about the size of container and keep it in proportion with the tulips.


I usually prefer just one cultivar in a pot, but you can combine different tulips, especially if you use a large container. If there is a colour combination you want to create, make sure the cultivars you choose will flower at the same time. Choosing two cultivars from the same cultivar group, like Triumph, Parrot, or Single Late tulips, will normally ensure they flower simultaneously. If you mix an early tulip, like a Kaufmanniana, and a late-flowering cultivar, like a Fringed tulip, in one container, when the second tulip is in bloom the first will have faded petals and possibly browning leaves, so bear that in mind.


You can also plant other bulbs in the same container that either flower with the tulips or appear earlier to add a bit of colour before the tulips open. Crocus flower in late winter and their relatively narrow leaves will not spoil the display once the tulips are out. In fact, the later tulip leaves will probably hide the crocus foliage from view. Muscari and Anemone blanda are used to great effect as a backdrop to tulips in bedding displays and the same effect can be created in a container. Other flowers that appear at the same time include the later daffodils like Narcissus ‘Hawera’, ‘Jack Snipe’, and ‘Quail’, to name just a few. You can also use more traditional bedding plants to fill the pot, like pansies or polyanthus, or you could use forget-me-not (Myosotis), the leaves of coralbell (Heuchera), or sedge (Carex), or anything that provides a suitable backdrop to the tulip’s bloom. Just remember that the tulip is the flower everyone will be looking at.
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Triumph tulips ‘Shirley’ and ‘Purple Prince’ in an old water trough at Wakehurst Place in Sussex, United Kingdom
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A miniature bedding scheme in a pot, with Lily-flowered tulip ‘Pretty Woman’, the dark maroon leaves of Heuchera, and blue violas
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A pot planted up with Greigii tulip ‘Cape Cod’
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A container of the white Lily-flowered tulip ‘Très Chic’ planted with forget-me-not (Myosotis) and a pot of Triumph tulip ‘Tropical Dream’ in the background







Great Dixter


THE GREAT GARDENER, plantsman, and writer, the late Christopher Lloyd (1921–2006), gardened at Great Dixter, in East Sussex, United Kingdom, for most of his life. He was passionate about plants and devised inspiring combinations, which he tried out in his garden. Head Gardener Fergus Garrett has continued and developed this style of planting, and tulips are among the wonderful spring displays that you can see here. In containers around the house and borders throughout the garden, tulips are grown among a range of other plants. The bulbs in the borders are mostly lifted for the summer, sorted, stored, and replanted, with new additions to ensure a perfect display. This must be the best garden to visit in Britain to gain ideas and inspiration for planting tulips in a mixed border.
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Lily-flowered tulip ‘Red Shine’ in the Long Border at Great Dixter
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A mixture of pink and purple tulips pushing through spring pea (Lathyrus vernus) and blue and white forms of Siberian bugloss (Brunnera macrophylla)
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Viridiflora tulip ‘Spring Green’ and Lily-flowered ‘Ballade’ in the Walled Garden at Great Dixter





Tulips in Mixed Borders


This is where it gets interesting. For a dramatic contrast to angular blocks of formal bedding, you can scatter tulips through a border, mingling them with other plants and forming irregular clusters that merge into each other. You can still grow them like bedding, by planting new bulbs every year, but the effect is much more informal, and if done well, the tulips can even look like they have naturally appeared, pushing through the foliage and peering out from the shadows to make the most of the spring sunshine. Some tulips will survive left in the ground and the variation in size and height that will inevitably occur only reinforces the image of a natural colony that has chosen your garden as its home.


Planting tulips in an established herbaceous border, around shrubs or under trees, or designing a new planting scheme that mixes tulips with permanent plants, can open up a whole range of possibilities. How long a tulip will survive left in the ground depends on the soil, climate, and the cultivar. A Mediterranean-type climate, which naturally has dry summers, is more like the conditions found where wild tulips grow, but where summer rain is normal, you may have more success by digging up the dormant bulbs to keep them dry. However, cultivated tulips are remarkably adaptable and many will be fine left in the ground if drainage is good. Certain cultivar groups are more likely to include tulips that do well if left to naturalize in the garden and many tulip species are especially persistent in the garden, as long as they have that well-drained soil.


The cultivar groups (discussed elsewhere) that clearly show evidence of tulip species in their makeup are generally more adaptable to garden conditions. These include the Kaufmanniana, Greigii, and Fosteriana tulips. The influence of Tulipa fosteriana is also apparent in the Darwin Hybrids, which often do well if planted permanently. Those in groups like Single Early, Triumph, Fringed, Parrot, and Single Late are less likely to keep flowering if left in the ground so are best stored dry for the summer and replanted in autumn, although there are always exceptions and a lot depends on the conditions in which they are grown.
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Tulips along a flagstone path at Great Dixter
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The Darwin Hybrid tulip ‘Daydream’ in the Peacock Garden at Great Dixter, growing through the leaves of lupins, with forget-me-not (Myosotis) and white honesty (Lunaria annua)
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Orange and red tulips, including Lily-flowered ‘Ballerina’ and ‘Red Shine’, in a mixed border with acid yellow Euphorbia polychroma and purple flowers of honesty (Lunaria annua)
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The Kaufmanniana tulip ‘Love Song’ planted with yellow-flowered Epimedium pinnatum subsp. colchicum





COMPANION PLANTS AND SUPPORT ACTS


Some beautiful plant combinations can be created by growing tulips in a border with other plants that flower at the same time. These may be bulbs, like the later-flowering daffodils (Narcissus) or spring perennials, such as Brunnera, bleeding heart (Dicentra), Pulmonaria, spurge (Euphorbia), or Epimedium. These companion plants can be chosen to provide a colour that complements the tulip.


The delicate yellow flowers of Epimedium pinnatum or E. ‘Sulphureum’ are usually associated with shady conditions, but they do well in dappled shade under deciduous trees and this also suits tulips, which will bloom while the trees are bare and still letting sunlight through to the ground below. A billowing carpet of Epimedium will form a backdrop to the orange blooms of a tulip like ‘Love Song’ or ‘Orange Emperor’.


The spring flowers of Pulmonaria, Brunnera, and forget-me-not (Myosotis) provide the blue to go with pink, yellow, or white tulips. Early spurges like Euphorbia polychroma or the grey-leaved, sun-loving E. myrsinites will flower alongside tulips. The lime green and acid yellow flower heads of the spurges contrast with the rich colours of tulips such as ‘Queen of Night’, ‘Burgundy’, or ‘Red Shine’.
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