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I love spring bulbs.  The more the merrier.  After a long drawn out winter seeing that first 
snowdrop peeking up through the snow brings hope that winter will soon be ending.  Hardy 
spring bulbs are usually the earliest plants to bloom in the garden.  Snowdrops, crocus, daffodils 
and hyacinths are found in most gardens.  To extend your season look for some of the lesser 
known bulbs like winter aconite (Eranthis), Cyclamen coum, Siberian squill (Scilla sibirica), glory 
of the snow (Chionodoxa), striped squill (Puschkinia), Fritillarias and species tulips.  An added 
bonus is that spring blooming bulbs are early sources of food for honey bees and native bees. 
 
One of the great things about spring flowering bulbs is 
their versatility.  They can be planted with perennials, 
around shrubs and trees or in a lawn to add an early 
pop of color to the landscape.  Planting bulbs in your 
perennial beds will extend the season as bulbs are the 
earliest blooming component in the garden.  Once the 
bulbs have finished their show, emerging perennial 
foliage and flowers can help hide the unsightly 
yellowing bulb leaves. 
 
If bulbs flowered the first year but not the second, it is possible the area is too shady or the 
foliage may have been removed before it had withered naturally.  Planting bulbs beneath large 
trees may not work well because of dense shade and tree root competition.  Siberian squill, 
crocus, winter aconite and snowdrops will perform well under deciduous trees. 
 
When cutting bulb blooms for bouquets, leave as much foliage behind as possible so the bulb 
can renew itself for next year.  Leaving the two lower leaves of tulips will allow them to produce 
new bulbs nearly normal in weight.  Narcissi require 4 to 6 leaves to produce normal sized bulbs. 
 
When planting bulbs around an existing perennial try to avoid cutting off too many perennial 
roots.  It may be more difficult to achieve ideal bulb spacing and depth, but it is worth the effort.  
Bulbs are less likely to act as perennial plants in poorly drained soils as they do not like “wet 
feet.”  You may be able to grow Camassia as it likes soil with a bit of moisture, but it cannot be 
submerged in water.  Planting too many bulbs in one place can limit naturalization as they will 
compete for resources. 
 



For large, aggressive, or fast-spreading perennials, it is recommended to plant the bulbs farther 
away from the perennial.  If the perennial is late to leaf out or is compact, the bulbs should be 
planted relatively close to the perennial.  This will help hide the foliage as it dies back, as well as 
allowing the bulbs room to multiply.  Some perennials may grow too fast and shade the bulb 
foliage before it has sufficient time to replenish its bulb for next year.  Another thing to watch 
out for when pairing bulbs with perennials is planting bulbs in front of plants that do not get 
large enough to cover yellowing bulb foliage. 
 
The classic bulb and perennial pair is planting daffodils and daylilies together.  This is a nearly 
perfect combination for the garden.  The daffodils will flower before the daylily leaves are too 
tall, so the sunny daffodil blooms can be seen.  The daylily leaves will then grow to hide the 
senescing daffodil leaves and later in the summer daylily blooms will abound for more color. 
 
One of my favorite early spring combinations is purple snow crocus planted with Sedum rupestre 
‘Angelina,’ which is a low groundcover type of sedum.  ‘Angelina’ forms a trailing mat of golden-
yellow leaves year round as it does not die back in the winter.  Under planted with Crocus sieberi 
‘Tricolor’ the lilac-blue petals of the crocus stand out against the golden foliage of the sedum. 

 
 
Try planting narcissus ‘Pink Charm’ with Cimicifuga ramosa ‘Brunette.’  The foliage of the 
Cimicifuga compliments the daffodil flowers early in the season and then grows large enough to 
mask the yellowing daffodil leaves.  ‘Brunette’ has large astilbe-like purple black leaves with 
arching wands of fragrant pale pink flowers in early fall. 
 
Tulip ‘Queen of Night’ has deep velvety maroon blooms that complement the purple edged 
foliage of sedum ‘Matrona.’  The almost black tulip echoes the hues of ‘Matrona’s’ leaves.  The 
sedum then grows large enough over the season to mask the old tulip foliage.  This combination 
would be effective with any upright, darker leaved sedum if you cannot find ‘Matrona.’ 
 
One combination that I would like to try sometime is black mondo grass (Ophiopogon 
planiscapus ‘Nigrescens’) with snowdrops.  The stark contrast between the white blooms of the 
snowdrops and the dark foliage of the mondo grass is very elegant.  Unfortunately black mondo 
grass may not be reliably winter hardy around here and should be grown in a sheltered spot.  
You could substitute a dark leaved Ajuga reptans for similar contrast with snowdrops. 
 
Planting bulbs en masse can be a sight to behold.  Earlier spring bulbs such as snowdrops, snow 
crocus, Siberian squill and glory of the snow are good for naturalizing in lawns.  They bloom 
before the grass really starts to green up and grow.  You do need to give the bulbs time for their 
foliage to ripen so don’t be in a rush to mow that section of the lawn.  Once you see the bulb 
foliage start to brown then you can mow.  Daffodils need a much longer time to ripen so putting 
them in your front lawn is not ideal.  Look for an area that you don’t have to mow until mid-July. 



 
 
For more bulb and perennial combinations check out the Cornell University Flower Bulb 
Research Program website at http://www.hort.cornell.edu/combos/index.html.  They have 
examples of combinations that have been successful in trials at Cornell University. 
 
Have a gardening question?  Contact the Cornell Cooperative Extension Genesee County Master 
Gardeners for assistance.  They may be reached by calling 585-343-3040, ext. 127, Monday 
through Friday from 10 am until Noon; stop in at our office at 420 East Main Street, Batavia or 
via e-mail at: geneseemg@hotmail.com.  Visit our CCE web site at genesee.cce.cornell.edu or like 
us on Facebook www.facebook.com/CCEofGenesee.  “CCE of Genesee County is an employer 
and educator recognized for valuing AA/EEO, Protected Veterans, and Individuals with 
Disabilities and provides equal program and employment opportunities.” 
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