Summer Bulbs


If you’ll be sorry to see the daffodils and early spring tulips fade away, be comforted by the fact that it’s time to plant summer-blooming tubers and bulbs.  Begonias, dahlias, gladiolus, cannas and calla lilies can be planted after the last frost to bring color and leaf texture to the summer garden.


Though these flowering plants are commonly referred to as “bulbs”, some, such as begonias and dahlias are actually tubers, while others, like gladiolus, are corms.  While their botanical description may vary, they all have something in common.  At the end of the growing season, a storage organ holds nutrients, enabling the plant to go dormant for a period of months.  When all leaves die back at the end of summer, the dormant “bulbs” may be gathered and stored for the next year.  Providing the conditions that bring the plants out of dormancy and stimulate successful growth is our goal.


If you have a sunny garden, you can grow just about any of the summer-blooming bulbs.  Dahlias are native to Mexico and are sun lovers, yet they will thrive here in the Northwest if given the proper environment.  These plants are available in many flower sizes and shapes ranging from eight footers with blooms the size of basketballs to the tiny mignon-types for pots and window boxes.  Colors range from purple, orange and red to pale cream, salmon and pastel peach.  Dahlias will bloom from early July through heavy frost, a time when many other flowering plants have passed their prime.


Dahlias prefer a deep, well-drained and well-conditioned soil with plenty of organic matter, fertilizer, regular water and at least six hours of sun daily.  Compost gives your dahlias a real boost when planting. Spread two inches over the planting area and work it in.  Your dahlias will love you.


Select tubers that are firm all over.  Lay tubers about six inches down, with any pinkish growth buds pointing up and cover carefully.  If emerging shoots are already poking up, go ahead and cover them, they will grown on up and out.  If dahlias will be over three feet tall, set stakes in the ground now, to avoid damaging the tuber later.


Once the weather warms, these plants grow rapidly.  Slugs consider young dahlia foliage a taste treat, so watch for them.  Pinching out the terminal tip after about four sets of leaves emerge will encourage more branches and flowers.  Fertilize every four weeks, using any flower or vegetable fertilizer, granules or liquid.  Water when the top inch of soil is dry.  Allowing leaves to wilt can inhibit flowering.


Most gladiolus have been hybridized from Mediterranean and South African plants, and enjoy the same growing care and conditions as dahlias.  These corms produce spikes of florets in sunset colors, in sizes that range from inches-high miniatures to five-to-six feet giants.  Though each corm produces only one spike, the flowers open in sequence along the stem starting at the bottom, giving the plant a lengthy period of interest.


Depending on the eventual size of the plant, plant several corms of each variety together, three to six inches apart.  Plant three to six inches deep depending on eventual size, with the larger ones deepest.  Some gardeners plant corms every two weeks to get a longer sequence of bloom.


Cannas will grow well here if provided with ample water, fertilizer and the hottest possible spot.  They provide tropical-looking leaves and flowers that add a dramatic accent to sunny gardens.


On the other hand, if your growing conditions are shady, you might want to try tuberous or fibrous-rooted begonias.  They do need some light, what we call filtered, shade, so don’t plant them where no light penetrates.  Tuberous begonias provide color in either hanging containers or garden beds.  Many have lovely pendulous flowers perfect for baskets and other hanging containers.  Place tubers with pink emerging buds facing up on any good container mix.  Barely cover them.  Keep them healthy with regular watering and feeding.


Don’t crowd plants, as begonias need good air circulation to avoid problems with powdery mildew.


For shady locations that are moist or even boggy, try calla lilies.  Though not a true lily, these South African plants put forth elegant trumpet-shaped white flowers.  Hybrids come in pink, yellows and cream.  The white species is most hardy here and will survive our winters. Keep calla lilies well watered and you will be rewarded with an impressive display!

