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age of a peony in mid-spring. Later, when 
that peony matures, masking the daffodil 
foliage, its dark green leaves and rose-pink 
flowers look beautiful with blue Dutch irises 
coming right up through them, blooming 
at the same time. Actually, this combina-
tion was quite serendipitous. We planted the 
daffodils and Dutch irises one year, and the 
next season we planted a peony on top of the 
bulbs, forgetting they were there.

Most spring-flowering bulbs prefer to 
be dry and cool in the summer, when they 
are dormant. The perennials planted in the 
same bed as the bulbs make useful neigh-
bors to the bulbs by helping to soak up the 
moisture from the summer thunderstorms 
as well as shading the bulbs during the hot-

test summer months. That is just one more 
reason for mixing bulbs, perennials, and 
annuals in the same border.

As perennials grow, their branches and 
foliage often spread out, covering part of 
the bed’s surface, even though their ac-
tual root bases cover much less territory.  
Often you can carefully lift the foliage of 
a perennial to make space to dig a hole 
for some bulbs. In most cases, the bulbs 
will have no problem coming up through 
or around the perennial—or may even 
bloom while it is still dormant.

Where there is very limited garden 
space, you can still have a long-lasting dis-
play if you stack the bulbs and take advan-
tage of staggered bloom times.  You can 
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WITh The arrival of fall, the 
siren call of bulb catalogs 
accumulated over the sum-

mer comes to a crescendo. If you have a 
new garden with lots of space to fill, then 
you have the luxury of crafting a plan to 
blend bulbs with herbaceous perennials 
and shrubs to create a harmonious, sea-
sonally changing symphony of colors, 
textures, and shapes.

But even if your garden, like mine, is al-
ready well established, you can always find 
a little more space to tuck some bulbs with-
in, among, around, or under other plants 
to create a complementary effect and that 
amazing spring payoff. Gardens are not 

static, after all; they are constantly evolving 
as plants outgrow their space or die and 
have to be replaced. Gardeners’ tastes and 
interests change over time, too, in response 
to new trends, changing conditions, and an 
ever expanding plant palette.

FINDING SPACE
So how do you add bulbs to an already 
existing garden? The best answer is: 
carefully. But it isn’t impossible, and it’s 
actually fun to test out new color combi-
nations and even create changing color 
displays from year to year.

There are several approaches to com-
bining bulbs with herbaceous perennials, 
shrubs, and trees. Choosing combinations 
that will bloom at the same time creates 
the biggest impact, like the finale of a fire-
works display. Combining plants so that 
they bloom sequentially with a slight over-

lap, however, keeps a garden pleasing to 
the eye for the longest time. With careful 
selection, you can create a display where 
something is in bloom the entire season.

Planting for maximum effect is im-
portant, but it’s even more critical to 
match bulbs and plants with similar cul-
tural needs. So assess your site for expo-
sure to sun or shade, and check the soil 
to determine how wet or dry it stays as 
well as its acidity or alkalinity. And, of 
course, be sure your bulbs are hardy and 
heat tolerant in your region. If you live in a 
warm-winter region like southern Florida 
and southern California, you may have to 
pre-chill your bulbs.

PArtNErING wIth PErENNIAlS
Combining bulbs with herbaceous peren-
nials and low-growing shrubs is a great way 
to mask the maturing foliage of the spring 
bulbs after they have flowered. The colors 
of the early-blooming perennials are what 
attract your attention—and that means 
you’ll be less tempted to cut down the bulb 
foliage too early. Remember, after bulb 
flowers have faded, the foliage needs at least 
eight weeks of sunlight to help replenish 
the energy for the following year’s bloom.  

Some of the best herbaceous perennials 
to help camouflage the maturing foliage 
of spring bulbs include daylilies (Hemero-
callis spp.), peonies, hellebores, catmint 
(Nepeta 5faasinii), and hostas.

For example, in our Gloucester, Virgin-
ia, garden, my husband Brent and I have a 
two-square-foot area that has white daffodils 
emerging through the dark burgundy foli-

interplanting 
Spring Bulbs
Integrating bulbs with herbaceous perennials and shrubs can 

extend a garden’s flowering season and offer opportunities for 

creating more dynamic color combinations.

Left: In this Conni Cross-designed garden on Long Island, New York, daffodils and ‘Blushing Lady’ 
tulips create splashes of bright color among low-growing shrubs and herbaceous perennials such 
as hostas and sedums. Above: Clumps of daffodils bloom in synchronized splendor with Lenten 
roses in this border at the American Horticultural Society’s River Farm headquarters in Virginia.

planting tips
n The best time to plant spring-flowering bulbs is after the first hard frost.  Before 
then, the soil normally remains warm from the summer heat, and early autumn 
rains may cause newly planted, non-established bulbs to rot.
n The basic rule of thumb for planting depth is three times the height of the bulb. 
So if the bulb is two inches tall, then the bottom of the hole should be about six 
inches deep. Tulips and lilies, which prefer really cool soil, benefit from being 
planted even deeper—I often suggest placing them eight to 10 inches deep.  
n The roots of spring-flowering bulbs start growing in autumn, so after planting, 
water the area and add a topdressing of compost or a slow-release fertilizer that 
is low in nitrogen and high in potash (5–10–20). —B.H.

By Becky HeaTH
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Another successful combination in our 
garden is ‘China Pink’ tulip planted with 
fothergilla. Other suitable deciduous shrubs 
include azaleas, forsythias, viburnums, and 
witch hazels (Hamamelis spp.).

UNDErPlANtING GroUNDCovErS
An area of established groundcover is a per-
fect spot for adding strong, sturdy bulbs 
to extend seasonal interest. Groundcovers 
suited to this process include evergreens 
such as periwinkle (Vinca minor), pachys-
andra, lysimachia, sedums, lamium—and 
even prostrate conifers like creeping juni-
per—and deciduous ones such as leadwort 
(Ceratostigma plumbaginoides) and certain 
St.  Johnsworts (Hypericum spp.).

The dark backdrop provided by ever-
greens shows off the bulb flower’s face and 

coloration to its best advantage. The foliage 
over the bulbs during the winter can also 
serve as a living mulch, providing insula-
tion to help bulbs survive in areas where 
their winter hardiness is questionable.

With most of these plants, small bulbs 
can be planted directly through the ground-
cover by digging small slots with a sharp, 
narrow-bladed trowel. For larger bulbs, you 
will need to carefully make slots with a nar-
row spade or larger bulb planting tool, tak-
ing care to avoid cutting major roots.

SElECtING BUlBS 
When you get to the exciting point of choos-
ing what bulbs to integrate into your garden, 
there are several things to keep in mind.

For instance, if you want something 
perennial that will come back reliably year 

after year, think about daffodils, snow-
flakes (Leucojum spp.), grape hyacinths 
(Muscari spp.), colchicums (Colchicum 
spp.), and perennial tulips. Non-perennial 
tulips make relatively inexpensive annuals.

Another consideration is your cli-
mate. If you live south of USDA Zone 8 
or where there is not a discernible winter, 
you may need to order pre-chilled bulbs 
or specific types whose ancestors hail 

from warmer climates. Jonquilla- and 
Tazettas-type daffodils are an example 
of this type of bulb, but there are many 
more. Check with your bulb supplier, lo-
cal extension agent, or gardening friend 
if you’re not sure which bulbs will thrive 
in your garden.

And, of course, there are critter issues. If 
deer, voles, or rabbits are a problem in your 
area, then certain bulbs, such as tulips and 
crocuses, require some form of protection. 
Better yet, plant daffodils, snowflakes, and 
colchicums, which animals don’t eat. 

tAkE thE FIrSt StEP—AND ENjoy
Adding new bulbs to an existing garden 
can be a bit daunting. however, once 
you take the first step and see some suc-
cesses, you’ll find yourself digging bulbs 
and dividing perennials and passing them 
on to your friends. To me, one of the best 
things in life is sharing happy gardening 
experiences with friends! m

Becky Heath and her husband, Brent, are 
co-owners of Brent and Becky’s Bulbs, a 
nursery in Gloucester, Virginia, that special-
izes in bulbous plants for all seasons. This 
is an updated version of an article that was 
originally published in the September/Octo-
ber 2005 issue of this magazine.

34 the American Gardener

plant tulips or lilies eight to 10 inches deep, 
then above them place daffodils, hyacinths, 
or alliums at about six inches. Smaller ear-
ly-blooming bulbs—such as crocuses, 
anemones, and dwarf irises—can even be 
planted in the top three inches.

AroUND trEES AND ShrUBS
Bulbs are one of the most effective com-
panions for flowering trees. For example, 
planting bulbs in front of a weeping cherry 
or a flowering plum enhances the overall ef-
fect when viewed from a distance. Choose 
bulbs with flowers that echo the color of 
the tree’s flowers for a harmonious effect. 
For a vibrant look, try bulbs whose flowers  
contrast with those of the tree.

The area around the base of a tree is the 
perfect place to plant small bulbs such as 
crocuses, chionodoxa, squills (Scilla spp.), 
or miniature daffodils. The tree offers the 
bulbs some added protection from severe 
weather during the winter and early spring, 
and the bulbs can be planted shallowly so 
they won’t damage tree roots. Some oth-
er effective small flowering trees for this 
purpose are crabapples, pears, dogwoods, 
redbuds, magnolias, and serviceberries 
(Amelanchier spp.)—or shadbushes, as we 
call them here in coastal Virginia.

Very early-blooming small spring bulbs 
such as crocuses, dwarf irises, and snow-
drops (Galanthus spp.) are also very compli-
mentary to deciduous shrubs. Plant them 
around the base of red- and yellow-twig 
dogwoods (Cornus sericea cultivars), winter 
hazels (Corylopsis spp.), and deutzias.

evergreen shrubs such as rhododen-
drons, skimmias, and heathers provide 
a dark backdrop against which to display 
pale-flowered early spring bulbs. White daf-
fodils and tulips are so lovely, but if planted 
in the wrong place, they may not be noticed. 
When white flowers are planted in front of 
dark-leaved shrubs, they really stand out 
and shine. Later in the spring, the blooming 
shrubs shift attention away from the spent 
foliage of the bulbs. For a double dose of 
color, plant later-blooming bulbs to coincide 
with the bloom of the shrubs.

Consider the flower color of neighbor-
ing shrubs when choosing your bulbs. In 
our garden, we have the tulip ‘Juan’ grow-
ing up through a groundcover of Vinca 
minor. A nearby variegated euonymus 
echoes the tulip’s yellow heart, making 
for an incredible display.
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Sources
Brent and Becky’s Bulbs, Gloucester, 
Va. (804) 693-3966.  
www.brent andbeckysbulbs.com.  
John Scheepers, Inc., Bantam, cT. 
(860) 657-0838.  
www.kitchengardenseeds.com.
Old House Bulbs, ann arbor, MI. 
(734) 995-1486.  
www.oldhousegardens.com.

keeping track of buried treasures
all of us have occasionally stabbed a bulb or the crown of a dormant perennial 
when planting in an established flower bed. Before I start digging in a spot where 
I’m not sure what is below, I usually gently explore with my fingers to see if some-
thing that I had forgotten is on the verge of trying to emerge. I also keep a map or 
drawing of our garden that shows approximate placement of bulbs and perennials 
in relationship to shrubs and trees that remain above ground. 

Marking bulbs with labels not only helps in keeping them from being damaged, 
but is also an aid for remembering which color scheme was used in a particular 
spot—this is especially helpful as you plan for future additions.  —B.H.

Making use of vertical space, this artful combination in a Chicago, Illinois, garden features 
summer snowflake (Leucojum aestivum ‘Gravetye Giant’) emerging beneath the taller, 
arching stems of bleeding heart (Dicentra spectabilis).

Above: In the author’s garden, bright pink 
‘Renown’ tulips echo the color of the 
adjacent heather flowers. Left: A dynamic 
chartreuse and purple color mix of myrtle 
euphorbia (Euphorbia myrsinites) and grape 
hyacinths (Muscari sp.) is enhanced by the 
textural contrast between the conelike and 
rounded flower shapes.  


