Bulb Forcing


With our days becoming shorter and a bit dreary this time of year, we often start wishing for and dreaming of the wonderful colors of spring.  One way to bring some of this color into our homes is with bulbs.


Many hardy bulbs that bloom outside in the spring can flower inside weeks earlier, if potted in the fall and allowed enough time in cool conditions for root growth.  The flowers can be forced by bringing them into the warmth of your home.


The most popular bulbs for this method of forcing are hyacinths, crocuses and narcissus (which include daffodils and the popular “paper whites”).


Bulb catalogs will often indicate the varieties that will work best for forcing.  Some of the local favorites are considered very good candidates.  In daffodils ‘Dutch Master’ and ‘Mount Hood,’ in crocus ‘Blue Pearl,’ ‘Remembrance’ and ‘Pickwick’ are all considered suitable as well as the large- flowered Dutch hyacinths.


Of course the most popular of all is the wonderfully fragrant ‘Paperwhite’ which does not require cold treatment.  They can be planted at any time to provide a soft cloud of white and a pleasing fragrance to your home.  This variety is not suitable for planting outside in our area.


There are many different potting mixtures available at the local garden centers or in the catalog. You can make your own with 2 parts good garden soil, 2 parts potting mix, 1 part perlite, 1 part #3 (course) sand.


It is best to plant your bulbs in pots that have drainage holes so that you will be able to check for root growth.  One exception is the ‘Paperwhite’ which is often grown in water and pebbles or marbles in containers without drainage.  In this case a layer of horticultural charcoal (available at garden centers) is advised to keep the water sweet.  The other exception would be the large Dutch hyacinth which is often grown in clear glass jars with constricted necks.


After choosing your container, put in a layer of moist potting mix so that when the bulbs are in place the tops of the bulbs should be about even or slightly above the top of the pot.  Place the bulbs so they are touching each other, putting in as many bulbs as the pot can hold.  Finish filling the pot to about ½ inch below the rim of the pot.  Put in a storage area where the temperatures remain at 45 to 50 degrees (do not allow to freeze).  A spare refrigerator is ideal, however, fruit must not be stored in the refrigerator at the same time.  A 10-to-12 week period of darkness and cool temperatures are necessary for root growth necessary for bloom to occur.


After the required cool and dark period the containers can be brought into the house and allowed to develop.  It is still best to put them into an unheated spare room at night, if possible.  This is especially important when the bloom starts as it will help to stretch the bloom time.


Contrary to popular belief, if you force bulbs in pots for early spring bloom, you can get them to bloom in the garden again next spring.  Just keep them well watered, provided lots of light, and give them several doses of fish emulsion, liquid seaweed, or other organic fertilizer as they are blooming.  When the foliage starts to turn yellow, decrease watering.  Wait until the foliage has completely withered, then put the pots in a warm dry place where they can sit all summer.  By fall, the bulbs will be ready to plant outdoors.


Growing hyacinths in glass jars provides a fascinating look at how things grow, especially for young children so they can see what normally takes place below ground.  It is important to note that a bulb grown in this manner should be discarded after the bloom has faded as it will not produce any more flowers.


As we get closer to the holiday season the traditional amaryllis bulbs will begin to appear in the stores.  These are very easy to grow following instructions on the container and will provide a wonderful blast of color in the midst of winter.  These bulbs can also be saved and will flower the following year.

