
Plant of the week #6: Bulbs 
By Richard Burke 

Bulbs are garden staples that generally 
produce flowers faithfully for years. They 
come in different sizes and shapes and 
may have different names, but they are 
all basically the underground part of the 
plant that provides genetic traits and 
sustenance for the parts of the plant we 
see. The ones that are hardy in our zone 
lie dormant in the ground until spring 
thaw then grow into among the first 
flowers in our gardens. Infinite varieties 
provide colour from early spring into 
summer. 


Spring and some summer flowering 
bulbs are being highlighted this week 
because they are among the first 
bloomers of the season. You’ll likely see 
their leaves bursting out shortly after the 
thaw. They include allium, tulips, 
daffodils, hyacinth, crocus and squill, all 
best planted in the fall before a hard 
frost. Lilies (distinct from day lilies) in this 
category bloom in early summer. 



Most garden centres sell bulbs starting 
late summer, although you’ll see some 
now and year around in some stores. We 
have planted tulip bulbs as late as just 
before Christmas. You can dig a hole 
large enough for several bulbs to be 
placed together at the depth and 
separation called for in the planting 
instructions on the package back. And, 
unlike bulbs highlighted next week, which 
will show up in the next while on store 
shelves, they stay in the ground and 
flourish for years. In new gardens, they 
can be planted where there is full sun and 
well drained soil. In mature gardens with 

Riga’s Baricades tulip

Queensland tulip

Hyacinth attracts Milbert’s tortoiseshell



perennials, it helps to note the space they take up and plant bulbs close by 

so they shine before the perennials reach full size.


When the plants start to appear, often as early as late February, deer can shear 
off the buds and the points of the leaves, squared off low to the ground, mainly 
on tulips. Covering plants with simple bird netting as soon as they push through 
the soil should keep deer from munching them. A few years ago, we started 
planting tulips where deer couldn’t get at them, behind a 6-foot-high fence and 
gate. We also tried planting tulips in the open front yard with allium, another 
bulb, from the onion family. It produces gorgeous, globe-shaped, spiky flowers. 
Sage and chives placed near plants deer may like blend well with flowers  and 

can also be a deer deterrent. The 
thinking was that strong scents will 
repulse deer, so why not plant them 
together. Results are inconclusive, 
largely because deer don’t necessarily 
eat all the tulips. They have ignored the 
herbs. The exercise continues.


Haven’t figured out why they eat some 
but not others. One study from Michigan 
State University of suggests, “That 
resistance is not by chance, but more 
because deer-resistant bulbs produce 
blooms that can have strong scents or 
poisonous biochemicals, making them 
unpalatable to deer and other animals.” 
Hyacinths and daffodils seem to be in 
that category, so thy find a spot in the  
front.


Regardless, using different bulb 
combinations (daffodils-hyacinths, tulips-allium, for example) is worthwhile. It 
also helps to plant different varieties of tulips; 
some may be advertised as deer resistant but, 
of course, deer will eat most plants if they are 
hungry enough. Still, worth a shot.


One tulip deer tend to ignore is called tulipa, 
at right, and it’s the earliest to bloom. It, too, 
comes in a wide variety of colours. As with 
other tulips, they spread over the years. 


Tulips with allium

Tulipa tarda



Lilies are also grown from bulbs that stay in 
the ground through winter and grow year after 
year. The can be planted in spring or fall, as 
long as it’s about a month before a hard frost.

Some planted, at right, bought from grandson 
Sawyer as part of a school fund-raiser, are in 
the same part of the bed as tulips near a deck 
– a sort of succession planting. They were 
planted in spring when they arrived and 
bloomed that year, but were better in 
subsequent years. When the tulip flowers are 
spent and deadheaded, and the leaves are 
starting to die back (nourishing the bulb) the 
lilies have sprouted and provide continuing 
colour for another few weeks. That’s when the 
spent tulip leaves can be gently pulled from 
the bulbs, still in the ground.


Liatris is also a summer bloomer, with 
grass-like leaves and showy flowers that 
last about a month. One in our yard, left, 
attracted a monarch butterfly several 
years ago. Haven’t seen one since, but 
the liatris continues to shine. You can 
also see them growing as a native plant 
on the prairies.


Next week: Summer bloomers that need 
to be dug up, stored and replanted 

Links to More Bulb Information: 

Bulbs and their cousins details.

Spring flowering bulbs

Lillies

July-blooming Asiatic lily

Liatris, also called prairie feather or 
Blazing star

https://www.thespruce.com/corms-different-from-bulbs-tubers-and-rhizomes-2131032
https://www.gardendesign.com/bulbs/spring.html
https://plantura.garden/uk/flowers-perennials/lilies/types-of-lilies

