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Planting Bulbs in the Central Valley
by Peggy Sullivan, UC Master Gardener
Flower bulbs were a big part of my childhood years in Colorado. Through the winter months there were
"forced" paper white narcissus bulbs that fragrantly bloomed in the rooms of our home. In the early
months of spring thaw my father called us outside to see the colorful snowdrops and crocus, which
peeked out from the blanket of snow in the yard…..a hopeful sign of spring!
Gardeners who come from colder climates to our Central Valley find a few pleasant surprises about
growing bulbs in this warmer climate. Among these positive differences are: 1) the "window" for planting
fall bulbs is longer, 2) bulbs like gladiolas and dahlias don't need to be lifted from the ground for winter
storage, and 3) paper white narcissus bulbs often bloom in the garden before the "forced" narcissus
bulbs have bloomed indoors!
The ideal time for planting spring-blooming bulbs in the Central Valley is between the pumpkin and the
turkey (yes, between Halloween and Thanksgiving). Are you too late to plant for spring bloom? No, but
don't delay. If the ground isn't too soggy, these popular bulbs can be planted now and enjoyed in the
spring: amaryllis, anemone, callas, daylily, freesia, gladiolus, narcissus or daffodils, and ranunculus.
Since the warmer climate of the valley doesn't provide the necessary chilling period required by bulbs
such as tulips, crocus, hyacinth, and snowdrops, these bulbs must be chilled in the refrigerator for
10-12 weeks before being planted and will bloom only one year. If you store bulbs in the refrigerator,
do not store fruit such as apples at the same time, since the ethylene gas emitted by apples will stunt
the bulb growth.
Most other bulbs will come back year after year as long as summer drainage is good. If low growing
plants are what you are looking for, try anemone or windflowers, which have colorful flowers ranging
from pinks to deep blues. Another low-growing plant with colorful flowers is the freesia, known also for
its rich fragrance.
Taller bulbs such as ranunculus, daylilies, or callas add height interest to the garden. Ranunculus are a
colorful performer in our valley, but require good drainage. Daylilies are available in great new colors,
are adaptable to either sun or light shade, and are tough, relatively pest-free, and easy to divide. Once
known mainly as a white flower, the calla can now be found in red, pink, gold or spotted colors. New calla
varieties need slightly acid soil and good drainage.

When planting bulbs follow these simple rules:
• Select firm bulbs, not mushy or diseased ones.
• Buy bulbs early in the fall for best selection and then hold them in a cool place in a paper bag or
sawdust (not plastic wrap) til planting time has arrived.
• Soak the bulbs in water for half an hour.
• Loosen the soil where you will be planting to a depth of 12 inches.
• Dig a hole 3 times as deep as the bulb is wide, amend the bottom of the hole with bulb fertilizer or
bone meal, and plant the bulb tip up.
• Plant bulbs in masses of 3 dozen to 500 bulbs to make a greater impact.
• Water the bulbs well.
Most bulbs have a distinct shape with a point that should be planted upward so the roots will grow
downward, but a few bulbs provide a challenge. Ranunculus bulbs look like dancers at Radio City Music
Hall: all their "legs" should be pointed down. Dahlia bulbs should lie on their sides. Bearded iris should
be planted more shallowly, because, like beach bums, they like their backs slightly exposed to the sun.
If you have a bulb which seems to be shapeless or rootless, lay it on its side and it will decide which way
to get to the sun.
If you miss this fall "window" for bulb-planting, there are other wonderful bulbs which can be planted in
the spring or summer. Plan to include bulbs like dahlias, balloon flowers, crocosmia, or elephant's ear.
When the bulb catalogs arrive, spend some time during the chilly winter months selecting some bulbs
you would like to plant next year and fill your gardens with the beauty of bulbs.
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