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Chicago’s winters are long and cold. With the 
passing of Labor Day and the onset of cooler 
weather, tulips and daffodils seem a long way off. 
Few people realize that the same cool weather which 
signals wildlife to stock up on food and buckle down 
for winter also signals plants to set ! ower buds for 
spring and grow new roots with stores of energy that 
will carry them through the long winter. That stored 
energy will reward us next April and May with 
spring-green leaves and colorful spring ! owers. 
Thus comes the green industry phrase “Fall is for 
planting.” It’s a slogan, but it has reason.

Fall planting takes advantage of the natural cycles 
of plants and nature. Tulips, daffodils and a host of 
other spring bulbs are essentially little packages of 
stored energy. With the onset of rain fall planted 
bulbs will sit tight through the winter and ! ush out 
waves of color in the spring. It sounds easy.

Well it must be easy¾ millions of people across the 
united states are planting bulbs each year. According 
to the National Gardening Association, 33 million 
households planted ! ower bulbs last year. And it’s 
not expensive. The average household spent $40 on 
! o wer bulbs  in 2001. Sales nationwide totaled $1.2 
billion. 

Most of our spring bulbs come from the Netherlands 
where they have ideal conditions for growing 
bulbs. Since the 1600’s, tulip growing has been a 
major crop for this ! at low country situated just off 
the North Sea in Northern Europe. Currently, the 
Netherlands export about seven billion bulbs a year 
to the United States. 

The term “bulb” is really a catch-all phase for a 
wide variety of those packages of stored energy. 
Technically, many popular bulb ! owers are not 
produced from true bulbs at all. Crocuses and 
gladioli, for example, are really corms, while such 

favorites as dahlias and begonias are actually tubers. 
Tulips and daffodils happen to be true bulbs. 

Because most of us live in an urban environment, the 
natural cycles aren’t exactly what nature intended 
them to be¾ and nature isn’t always right on either, 
especially in light of global warming and the like. 

A l ittle advice will go a long way towards success 
in planting bulbs. Let’s walk through some of the 
basics.

What to Buy
Let’s face it, spring is a time of romance. People 
are attracted to ! owers and colors that speak to 
their emotions or perhaps, remind them of their 
youth. When buying out spring bulbs, pick colors 
that speak to you. This is one of the joys of fall 
planting¾ choosing something to look forward to 
through the long, cold winter. Use pictures from 
magazines or catalogs to get ideas. Just keep in 
mind that each variety of bulb blooms at its own pre-

Above: Blooming well before most perennials, Tulips and Al-
lium light up this spring border. Once the ! owers are " nished 
blooming, the perennial they are planted among will hide foli-
age which needs to remain in order to rebuild the bulb for the 
next year. 



programmed time. All bulbs come with guidelines 
as to the time of bloom. Many companies sell 
collections and mixtures that are color coordinated 
and timed for a succession of bloom. 

Today’s booming bulb market has expanded the 

possibilities for the every day gardener. Those who 
are already familiar with the typical spring fare 
(tulips, daffodils, crocus) may want to try some more 
unusual bulbs. Usually towards the back of catalogs 
lie a plethora of  unique and unusual bulb offerings. 
Plants like alliums, or ornamental onions, come in 
as many as 30 different varieties, each blooming 
at a different time. Picking different varieties will 
extend the bloom time through spring and even 
well into summer. Allium Molly blooms in early 
summer with clusters of bright yellow  ! owers. The 
drumstick allium has dark purple-maroon ! owers in 
midsummer.

Another great plant , Camassia, is native to the 
united states and has tall spikes with lots starry blue 
or white ! owers. Many of these lesser known bulbs 

tend to perennialize better. That is, they will come 
back year after year and even increase in numbers. 

Even tulips, daffodils and crocus come in some 
really unusual varieties. Try the species forms of 
these bulbs. These predecessors of the popular 
modern hybrids often have striking coloration, often 
expressing different colors inside and outside of 
the petals. Where the drumstick allium blooms in 
midsummer, these will bloom as early as February. 
Other bulbs to try include snowdrops, scilla , grape 
hyacinth, frittilaria and lilies. 

To be sure the bulbs you pick are hardy enough to 
survive winter, check the “hardiness zone” rating. 
This is will be listed by reputable bulb companies as 
a number from one (most cold hardy) to eleven (least 
cold hardy). The Chicago area is rated as zone " ve. 
Any plant listed as zone one through " ve will survive 
in Chicago. All of the bulbs mentioned above are 
easy to grow and are hardy in Chicago. See sources 
below for more detailed information.

Where to Buy
With the popularity of spring bulbs nearly every 
household receives some mail solicitation for bulbs. 
Many of these offers can be tempting¾ ”buy twelve 
bulbs, get twelve more absolutely free”. Free is not 
always a bargain. Buy from reputable dealers. Garden 
centers offer huge selections of bulbs. They have 
large color photographs that make choosing easy. 
But retail ! oor space costs money and the consumer 
will pay the price in cost per bulb which can easily 
be double to triple the wholesale cost. Buying from a 
catalog will result in a much greater savings. 

Many catalog retailers sell at or near wholesale 
cost. They can so this because they sell out of a 
warehouse and in larger quantities. Where bulbs may 
come twelve to a  package in the garden center, the 
cataloger generally sell in quantities 25, 50 or 100. A 
realistic price would be 30 to 50 cents per bulb; more 
unique or new varieties could be double that.

Planting
One of the biggest mistakes people make when buying 
bulbs is to buy too few. Buy in large quantities. No 
one will notice a handful of  bulbs tucked in a corner 
of the garden. Plant a sweep of  at least 25, or better 
yet, 100. Then there will be plenty to cut and bring 

Above: Tulip Perestroyka and Blushing Lady complement not 
only each other, but this deep purple Lilac as well. 



inside and still leave plenty in the garden. This may 
sound like a lot of planting, but it’s not so bad in 
well prepared soil¾ another often overlooked detail. 
Good soil is the foundation of plant health. Although 
bulbs come with the energy to grow, any hope of 
having them return the next year will be dashed 
away if they cannot rebuild that store of energy. 
Spend a little time turning over the soil and adding a 

little organic matter in the form of bagged compost, 
peat moss or ground leaves (easily done with a lawn 
mower equipped with a bag by mowing over them, 
then dumping the bag and mowing over them a 
second time). Throw in a little 10-10-10 fertilizer 
and you’ll be good to go. 

How deep should bulbs be planted? The rule of 
thumb, green thumb in this case, is to plant bulbs 
three times as deep as they are tall. It’s a good rule 
as far as rules go, but the fact is that bulbs are team 
players. They role with the punches and, if planted a 

little too deep or not deep enough, they’ll still grow. 
Planting deeper is actually a good trick to keep pesky 
squirrels (often not team players) from digging them 
up. For tulips, one of their favorites, plant them 
as deep as 10 inches. Deeper planting helps tulips 
perennialize too.

It isn’t necessary to dig a hole for each bulb. Planting 
several in one larger hole will give a bouquet effect. 
They will look more natural and it will be less 
work. Be sure to know which side to face upwards. 
Generally it will be the narrow, pointed side that 
should face up. Some bulbs, like anemone, don’t 
have a pointed end and are best planted sideways in 
order to avoid planting them upside down. Read any 
directions, some have quirks that are good to know 
about.

Above: Plant eight to twelve bulbs in one large hole makes plant-
ing faster and easier. Doing so creates a more natural looking 
boquet-like effect. Avoid planting in them rows which can look 
awkward.  


