Tulips
By Elaine Peek, Horticulturalist at Blue Grass Garden Centre

With careful selection, one can have bulbs blooming for about three months in the spring.  Selecting a variety of tulips certainly contributes to this spring garden.  

Among my favorites is the very early tulipa tarda, a cheerful little yellow gem that increases like crazy, has a distinct spring-like fragrance, and blooms with the other very early bulbs like scilla and chionodoxa.  A dozen of each of these multiplies into generous clumps very quickly.  

Another little heartthrob is tulipa pulchella, deep rosy purple with yellow throat, and a little taller at about 6” tall.  This one, with slightly narrower foliage, is suited to the rock garden, where the gritty, well-drained soil will suit its needs.  

I grew tulipa tarda near the front of my borders, where it could be masked with low growing perennials.  Clumps need dividing fairly frequently, moving the increase around the sunny spots of the garden. 

Many more species are available, some longer lived than others.  The Single Early tulips are hybrids, which would be next in the bloom sequence.  They tend to be around 6 to 14” in height and a great variety of colors in solids and stripes are available.   Hybrids of these early Greigii and Fosteriana tulips, and Darwin (especially!) Lily flowered, and Triumph tulips tend to be much longer-lived; they are as close to perennial as you may get in tulips.  

I made many containers of potted bulbs in the past.  Five gallon black plastic tree containers, potted up with 3 or more layers (30 + bulbs) of different colored tulips, and set in the ground for the winter (they need 13 or more weeks of cold to root well) could be pulled up and set on my doorstep in April ( I lived then in northern Alberta)  for May bouquets.  Plant early pansies in with them as you set them out and keep the hot sun from beating on the pots.  I generally enjoyed at least a month of bloom from each container, and often more if the spring was cool and prolonged.  They could probably be set out earlier here, in mid to late March if the spring is mild.  Frost and snow are of no noticeable peril to these early bloomers.  

My favorites are the Darwin hybrids, and the taller and slightly later Triumph and Lily-flowered  tulips.  The wonderful color selection developed in these has made for fabulous spring displays.  Tall stems and graceful flowers, some of which are markedly fragrant, in pale or rich shades seem to make a spring garden really noticed.  Remember to feed the bulbs both at planting time in the fall, and again in the bloom season with a fertilizer with a high middle number, to promote good root growth, which in turn feeds the flowers and foliage.  

