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Now is the time to get your catalog orders in for summer-blooming bulbs such as 
caladiums, gladiolas and dahlias.  Summer blooming bulbs tend to come from tropical 
places and like it warm.  They should be planted after the soil has warmed up and all 
danger of frost has passed.  Many are tender or marginally  hardy in zones 7 and 
colder.  In Western New York they can be grown as annuals or dug up and stored for 
the winter.  If you plan to save them, all tender bulbs need to be lifted in fall before 
the soil freezes.  There are a number of unusual tender bulbs that are worth trying if 
you are looking for something different and a bit exotic for your garden. 
 
Summer Hyacinth (Galtonia candicans) hails from South Africa.  The three to four foot 

flower spikes are laden with sweet-scented, bell-shaped, white, waxy blossoms.  A single plant may bloom 
for up to six weeks as each bulb produces several flowering stems.  The long-lasting flowers are also 
suitable for cut flowers.  Long, strap-shaped, grey-green leaves grow at the base of the stems.  Just a half-
dozen bulbs can create an impressive display from mid-summer to early fall.  They prefer to be left 
undisturbed so try growing them in a container for a real showstopper.  (Bring the whole container in for 
the winter.)  Plant bulbs in full sun, one foot apart with the top of the bulb just under the soil surface.  
They need moist, well-drained soil that contains plenty of organic matter.  Good drainage is essential to 
keep the bulbs from rotting.  Keep an eye out for slugs and snails as they can be a pest. 
 
Rain lilies are summer and fall blooming bulbs in the Amaryllis family.  Native to Central and South America 
and the southern United States, there are three separate genera, Zephyranthes, Cooperia and Habranthus.  
All go by the common name of rain lily.  The crocus-like flowers appear a day or two after a heavy rain, 
hence the name.  Some species, such as Habranthus robustus, bloom several times during the growing 
season.  They do need a short period of drought between blooming times.  Flower colors include shades of 
pink, yellow and white.  Rain lilies can be grown in pots.  Just bring them inside and keep them dry for the 
winter, then put them back outside once the weather warms up in spring. 
 
Another amaryllis relative is the Crinum lily.  The Crinum genus contains about 180 species.  Plants have 
large showy, fragrant blooms on leafless stems, with sword-shaped leaves that grow from large, 
sometimes huge, bulbs.  The hallmark of Southern gardens, plants can grow for many years with minimal 
care.  Clusters of long-lasting, trumpet shaped flowers bloom and re-bloom mid through late summer on 
tall stems.  Flower colors vary depending on the species and variety.  They can be white, pink, deep rose, 
or even striped.  Some varieties even have purplish leaves.  They are resistant to drought, although some 
do not mind getting their feet wet.  Depending on the species, plants range in height from 13 inches to 6 
feet tall.  Outside of their hardiness zone (7 – 10), they should be planted in a container so they can be 
easily moved inside.  They also resent having their roots disturbed, so they may not bloom until they are 
reestablished.  Crinum bulbs should be planted up to their necks in evenly moist, but well-drained, organic-
rich soil.  Put outdoors in full sun or partial shade for best results.  Potted crinums should be watered and 



fertilized regularly during the growing season.  When you bring them indoors for the winter, keep them on 
the dry side in a bright, but relatively cool spot. 
 
With names like tiger claw, flame lily and fire lily, who wouldn’t want to try the Gloriosa lily (Gloriosa 
superba)?  But let the grower beware.  Every part of this plant is poisonous, especially the tuberous 
rhizomes, and it can be fatal if eaten.  Native to tropical and southern Africa and tropical Asia, it is listed as 
a weed in Australia.  Gloriosa lily is a tropical vine which will quickly grow up a trellis growing five to six 
feet tall and one to three feet wide.  It climbs using tendrils formed at the leaf tips.  The exotic red and 
yellow lily-like flowers fairly glow when in bloom.  The long, narrow petals flare back dramatically to show 
off the prominent pistils and stamens.  Plants bloom summer to fall and need full sun and well-drained 
soil.  To overwinter the tuberous roots, store them in the pot or dig them up and store them like dahlias.  
You can start them indoors after two months in storage. 
 
The Aztec Lily (Sprekelia formosissima), also called the Jacobean Lily, belongs in the Amaryllis family.  
Originating from Mexico, it loves the heat.  Solitary orchid-like, bright red blooms sit atop sturdy stems and 
bright green strap-like foliage.  The bulbs bloom best when crowded, so planting in a container is probably 
the best way to grow them where they are not hardy. 
 
Peacock Orchid (Acidanthera muriale or Gladiolus callianthus) is a member of 
the iris family.  They are n ative to eastern Africa.  Stems each bear several 
elegant, nodding, fragrant flowers.  The six petaled bloom is white with a 
burgundy star center.  The long grassy, sword-like leaves resemble gladiolus 
foliage.  They grow best in organic rich, medium moisture, well-drained soils 
in full sun.  Peacock orchids require a long season of warmth before flowering.  
If you plant the corms in containers, you can bring them inside to flower if 
they have not done so before a frost.  To store for the winter, dig them up six 
to eight weeks after blooming (after foliage yellows) and store the corms 
similar to gladiolus. 
 
Tender summer bulbs can make an interesting and unusual addition to 
containers or the garden. 
 
Resources for this article include:  University of Kentucky, South African National Biodiversity Institute, 
University of Arkansas, Pacific Bulb Society, University of Florida, University of Minnesota, Brent & Becky’s 
Bulbs, Holland Bulb Farm, and McClure & Zimmerman. 
 

 

Peacock orchid 
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