Master Gardener Newspaper Articles

Volunteer Program

Tulare/Kings Counties Ueiomd

Cooperative Extension

SPRING BULBS WITH A TWIST

by Debbie Cosio, UC Master Gardener

If you live in California you can have bulbs blooming almost every month of the year. With our mild
climate we can plant Dutch bulbs such as tulips and hyacinths and treat them as annuals, or do a little
digging after bloom time and put them in the crisper for next year, since our fall and winters are not
cold enough to sufficiently chill them. This makes them a little more time consuming but definitely
worth the effort in my book.

There are also bulbs native to Mediterranean and South African climates that actually prefer our mild
winters and dry summers. Here in the valley bulbs can be planted much later than in other regions and
still give a beautiful show only six weeks later. Last year I planted two hundred King Alfred daffodils on
New Year's Day and by the middle of February my garden was the envy of all my friends.

Bulbs are great for new gardeners and experienced gardeners alike. Bulbs are practically fool-proof
because they contain everything they need to bloom in one neat little package. What a great way to
introduce children to gardening. Bulbs are so easy, if you don't know which end is up, plant them
sideways and they will come up anyway.

T love the old favorites, tulips daffodils and iris. Is any spring bulb better known than the daffodil? Did
you know that every part of the daffodil is poisonous, while tulip bulbs are edible? Iris have been
around since the Egyptians and are still a prized possession in many gardens. I have over fifty different
varieties myself and I eagerly await the bulb catalogs in the fall so I can look for the newest beauty to
add to my growing collection. Have you guessed that I am a bulb fanatic yet?

Bulbs are so versatile you can mix and match them with endless other flowers. I planted an old wheel
barrow with cacti and other succulents, then added a broken terra cotta pot with a little stone bird in
the middle, and it made a delightful garden ornament. When fall rolled around I tucked in some crocus
bulbs and when spring arrived I had the most unique and quaint conversation piece in the neighborhood.

Bulbs come in almost every color of the rainbow, even black and are so much fun in creative containers.
Almost any depth container will work with the right bulb choice as long as there is good drainage. I use
a wire mesh on the bottom of my container and than layer in a couple of inches of gravel in the bottom.
T use cactus potting soil because it works great and keeps the bulbs from getting too wet. Plant some in
an old birdbath or an old boot. Get out there and experiment. Some bulbs can be planted as shallow as
one inch while others need much deeper containers. Be adventurous in your color combinations and
containers.




Each year I plant a new variety of bulbs I have never planted before, just for the fun of seeing what
comes up. A couple of years ago I stumbled across South African Cape bulbs and it was love at first
sight. Cape bulbs are truly garden gems. They look exotic but grow like natives in our climate with no
digging or care of any kind, not even watering during those hot, dry summer months. These are some of
the easiest bulbs to grow in our area and the ones most likely to naturalize here in the Central Valley.
Cape bulbs come from Cape Province in South Africa, but seem to be right at home here.

I am providing you with two South African bulb lists. The first includes bulbs that are easy to find and
can tolerate some summer watering without rotting and the second list are most likely going to have to
be ordered from catalogs and need much drier conditions. These are great in containers where you can
regulate the water more easily.

List One:

African Com Lily (Ixia)

Baboon Flower (Babiana)

Flame Freesia (Tritonia Crocata)
Freesia

Harlequin Flower (Sparaxis)
Watsonia

List Two:

Cape Cowslip (Lachenalia)
Chasmanthe

Cyanella

Geissorhiza

Homeria

Spiloxene (Hypoxis)

This year make it easy on yourself and plant some of these wonderful bulbs that will come back year
after year in bigger and bigger clumps. I have been experimenting with these beautiful bulbs for the
past several years in my own garden and I have been thrilled with the results. T am sure that you will be
too!
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