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Take advantage of the spring bulbs on clearance.  Pot some up now for a 
taste of spring this winter.  Many spring blooming bulbs can be forced into 
blooming early inside.  Hardy bulbs such as hyacinths, tulips, daffodils, grape 
hyacinths, snowdrops and crocuses are all good candidates.  Some varieties 
are better suited for forcing than others, especially when it comes to tulips.  
Catalogs or garden centers usually indicate which varieties are best for 
forcing. 

 

Buy bulbs that are large, firm and free from mold or you may be disappointed.  Bulbs planted in mid-November 
will result in March and April flowers.  Almost any container is suitable as long as it has one or more drainage 
holes and is twice as deep as the bulbs to be planted.  Containers may be made of metal, ceramic, plastic, or 
clay as long as they are clean.  Specially designed vases for forcing individual hyacinth bulbs in water are also 
available. 

 

Use a well-drained “soil-less” potting mix.  Partially fill the container with potting soil and place the bulbs on the 
soil, root end down or pointy end up.  Allow at least 1 to 2 inches of soil beneath the bulbs.  Bulbs can be put 
closer together than if you were planting them outside, but they should not touch each other.  Generally, 3 
hyacinths, 3 to 5 daffodils, 5 to 7 tulips or 10 to 12 crocuses will fit in a 6 inch pot.  Plant tulips with the flat side 
of the bulb facing the container, so the lower floppy leaf will hang over the pot edge.  Add potting soil to cover 
the bulbs.  Leave some space between the soil surface and the rim of the container to make watering easier.  
Water your container so that the soil is moist.  Label your pot with the name of the bulb and the planting date. 

 

The potted bulbs need a period of cold temperatures or they may not bloom.  The roots need to grow before 
the leaves start.  Generally they need temperatures of 40 to 50 degrees F for 12 to 16 weeks.  Bulbs should be 
kept in the dark and watered regularly so that the soil stays moist. 

 

There are several ways to provide the cold treatment.  Potted bulbs can be buried in a cold frame or an outdoor 
trench.  They can also be stored in an unheated attic or cellar, a cold cupboard, or even your refrigerator.  Pots 
in the refrigerator tend to dry out quickly so they should be covered with plastic bags with a few breathing 
holes.  Ripening fruit and vegetables, such as apples, give off ethylene gas that can harm the flower bud so do 
not store them together.  Do not allow the bulbs to freeze.  Outside bulbs also need to be protected from mice, 
squirrels and chipmunks. 

 

Roots should be visible through the drainage holes after 12 weeks of cold storage.  Yellow shoots should be 
emerging from the bulbs.  If your bulbs are at this stage you can start to move the containers to a warmer (50 to 
60 degrees F) spot.   They should also get low to medium light so that the shoots will start to green.  This may 
take 4 to 5 days.  Then move the pots to a sunny area (60 to 65 degrees F).  Don’t forget to water your pots.  
The soil should be moist but not wet.  Bulbs will usually flower 3 to 4 weeks after they are taken from cold 
storage.  Remove a few pots from cold storage every 2 weeks for a continuous supply of blooms throughout the 
winter.  Once the bulbs are blooming, move the pots to a cool location at night to extend the life of the flowers.  
Avoid direct sunlight as that will shorten the life of the blooms. 

 

Hyacinth 



Forced bulbs are usually discarded after blooming.  Do not try to re-force bulbs.  If planted outside they may not 
bloom the following year as the bulb did not have the proper conditions to form a new flower bud.  Daffodils 
are an exception as many forced varieties will bloom the following year when planted outdoors.  Hyacinths 
forced in hyacinth glasses should be thrown out as the bulbs will be spent. 

 

However, if you would like to try planting forced bulbs after blooming, you need to continue caring for them 
once they have flowered.  The key is to keep the foliage growing as long as possible.  Remove the spent flowers 
and put the plants in a sunny window.  Pots should be watered regularly until the foliage begins to yellow.  
Bulbs will need to be fertilized with a water-soluble fertilizer.  Follow the label directions.  You can also add 
some slow release fertilizer to the soil when you pot the bulbs.  Once the foliage has died back naturally, the 
bulbs can be planted out in the garden or stored for fall planting.  If storing, remove the bulbs from the potting 
soil, allow them to air dry for 2 or 3 weeks and then put them in a cool, dry place until you are ready to do your 
fall planting. 

 

You may also see Paperwhite narcissus for sale.  This is one of the easiest flower bulbs to 
force.  They have small, star-shaped flowers and most varieties produce a moderate to 
strong musky fragrance.  Paperwhites originated in the Mediterranean and are 
considered to be tender bulbs. 

 

The easiest way to force paperwhites is to use a bowl partially filled with washed gravel, 
decorative stones or glass gems.  Use shallow containers about three to four inches 
deep, without drainage holes.  Place the bulbs on about 2 inches of gravel.  Then add 
more gravel around the bulbs for support, but leave the tips of the bulbs uncovered.  
Add water to the bowl until it touches just the bottom of the bulbs.  Maintain the water 

at this level.  Do not immerse the whole bulb in water or it will rot.  Place in a cool (50 to 55 degree F), dark area 
for 1 to 2 weeks.  Move the plants to a sunny window (60 to 70 degrees F) once the shoots reach about 3 
inches.  It may be necessary to stake the leaves as they can be rather floppy.  The bulbs should bloom 3 to 6 
weeks after potting.  Move the plants out of direct sunlight once they start to bloom.  This will help the flowers 
last longer.  Bulbs should be discarded after flowering. 

 

With a little planning now you can have colorful and fragrant flowers this winter.  A pot of hyacinths on the 
kitchen table in February can help a winter-weary gardener make it to spring.  A container of spring blooms also 
makes a great gift for friends and family. 

 

Resources for this article include: Iowa State University, University of Rhode Island, University of Minnesota, 
Clemson University and North Carolina University. 
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