SPRING BULBS INDOORS AND OUT

November 13, 2003
We all enjoy the bright colors of the daffodils, crocus, jonquils and hyacinths.  Plan now to have flowers like this next spring. Here are some hints from our UGA Horticulturists on how to enjoy spring flowering bulbs.
Most spring flowering bulbs need a long period of cool temperatures before they will bloom.  During this time the bulb grows roots and forms flower shoots inside the bulb. Varieties of bulbs differ in the length of time they must be ‘chilled’ before they will bloom. 
When planting spring flowering bulbs outside, select a site with well drained soils and full sun to light shade.  Take a soil sample and fertilize accordingly.  If you do not have a soil sample, fertilize with one to two pounds of 10-10-10 per 100 square feet.
You may want to raise the bed by adding soil and compost.  Raised beds drain better.  Bulbs can rot or do poorly in wet soils.  Raised beds also help to show off the flowers.

We do not always get enough cold weather here to make spring flowering bulbs bloom properly.  This is especially a problem with tulips.  You may want to store the bulbs for four to six weeks in the vegetable crisper before you plant them.  Do not store bulbs with apples or pears.  Try to plant your bulbs before mid-December.

Plant larger bulbs two to three times the diameter of the bulb and the smaller bulbs three to four times the bulb diameter.  For instance, a large tulip bulb two inches in diameter would be planted four to six inches deep.  A small crocus (3/4 inch) would be planted two to three inches deep.  Mulch bulbs well after planting and then water them in.

Fertilize bulbs again as soon as the leaves get two inches tall.  After bloom, cut off the flowers but not the leaves.  Let the leaves grow, yellow and die normally.  If we cut off the leaves, the bulb can be weakened and may not bloom well the next year.  Be careful to water bulbs when they get dry. 
Some spring flowering bulbs do not bloom again the second year.  Tulips are especially hard to grow here.  Of course, you may never know unless you try.  
Plant a few bulbs in pots this winter and enjoy an early spring.  We call this 'forcing' or 'force blooming' bulbs. Not all bulbs are easy to force bloom.  Narcissus and hyacinths are easiest, but you can also try tulips, crocus, daffodils, muscari and others.
Select large, firm bulbs without mold, cuts or bruises.  Plant them in a sterile potting soil in a pot with drainage holes.  Wash reused pots and sanitize with a dilute bleach solution (one part bleach and nine parts water) before planting.  Soak clay pots in water for 24 hours before using. 
Place one inch of gravel in the bottom of the pot and add some soil.  Arrange bulbs so they are almost touching.  Cover bulbs and firm the soil around them.  Most bulbs should be covered by 1/2 inch of soil except for hyacinths.  Hyacinths may protrude slightly above the soil line.  Water the soil to settle it and remove air pockets.  Keep the soil moist but not wet or soggy.

Store potted bulbs in a dark place at 40 degrees to 50 degrees F for six to eight weeks - a little longer for tulips (10 - 11 weeks).  The best location is probably in an old refrigerator that does not cool well. Bulbs can be chilled in any refrigerator, but must not freeze. After chilling, remove pots and place in a cool (50 - 60 degrees F) dark spot for two weeks.  When shoots appear and get one to two inches long, move the plants into a well-lit room.  Water regularly when the soil dries out.  Do not let the pot sit for long in water.  Keep pots away from drafts and heaters.  
The bulbs should bloom within four to six weeks.  Flowers will last longer if kept cool, 50 - 60 degrees F.  Throw the bulbs away after bloom since forced bulbs seldom bloom well again.  
Spring flowering bulbs are a bright reminder of the promise of spring.  Plan now to enjoy them inside and out this year.  
