Plant Bulbs Now
By Elaine Peek, Horticulturalist at Blue Grass

The advent of cooler weather and the signs of a new season should include preparation for planting spring-blooming bulbs.  The bulb planting season can extend over several months; it isn’t necessary to dig up all your annuals in order to plant bulbs immediately.

While it is desirable to get the daffodils and muscari (grape hyacinths) in the ground as soon as possible, as they require quite warm soil in order to successfully root, other small species bulbs, and the tulips can be held for more than a month before they really need to be in the ground. 

Most people skip the step of fertilizing the bulbs at planting time.  However, trials have indicated that fertilizing at this time, as the roots begin to actively grow now, makes for lustier spring displays.  Same with established bulbs; fertilizing now with a bulb fertilizer, such as 3-15-6, or one designed to promote root growth, such as 15-30-15, does feed the plant at a key stage of growth.  Bone meal has long been a popular partner in the fall ritual of bulb planting; it does need to be physically incorporated into the soil in the root zone in order to be effective however.  Phosphorus (the main ingredient in bone meal) does not travel readily in the soil.  Sprinkling it on the soil surface is relatively ineffective.  

A repeat application of fertilizer to the bulbs in the spring, when the floral display is finished and the foliage is tasked with rebuilding the bulb, is also a good idea.

Watering bulbs at planting time, in order to stimulate root formation is also necessary.  The dry winters that we sustain in Alberta can make it difficult for bulbs to root as fully as they should.  

Should you have wildlife visiting your garden on a regular basis, planting daffodils is probably your best bet.  All parts of the plant contain alkaloids, which make them very unpalatable!  Squirrels are very fond of many of the small bulbs, especially crocuses, and will rebury your tulips down the block in someone else’s garden.  There are myriad ways to foil them, but generally, disguising the fact that you have made a nice soft spot in the ground works the best.  After the bulbs are planted, set a piece of chicken wire over the spot and cover that with mulch.  The bulbs will come through the chicken wire with no problems and you will realize that you already have bulbs in that patch when bulb planting season arrives again!

