BULBS, CORMS, TUBERS AND RHIZOMES by Fran Dennett

Bulbs have been in cultivation for over two millennium and were first used by the Egyptians for their medicinal uses, but it was the Greeks who first appreciated their beauty in their gardens. There are over 85 genera of bulbs (according to the Netherlands Flower-bulb Institute) available to the home gardener. Today the word "bulb" has become a catch-all term referring to all plant forms such as true bulbs, corms, tubers and rhizomes. The shape may vary but all are subterranous buds that store food and produce roots below, and grows a stem to the surface then produces a flower and leaves.

A true bulb (tulip, daffodil, lily) is a thick, underground stem that has a growing point (bud) which contains the embryo of next year's plant surrounded by overlapping, fleshly layers of tissue. These scales-like layers can be wrapped around the growing point tightly, like the daffodil, or loosely joined together like the lily. The base plate is the underground stem of the bulb with the bud and scales growing from the upperside and the roots from the lower side. New plants develop from buds that grow between the scales on the top side of the base plate - 1 or 2 buds with daffodils; several buds with tulips; and with the lily each scales can become a new plant.

A corm (crocus, gladioli, freesia) is a solid mass of storage tissue that has one or more growing points on top and a base plate on the underside. Roots grow from the edge of the base plate and the storage area eventually shrivels, and by the end of the growing season new cormels have developed near the edge of the base plate which are next years new plants.

The tuber (tuberous begonia, dahlia) is also a storage tissue area but it does not have a base plate. Shoots and roots grow from eyes or growing points. Some tubers shrivel during the growing season but produce new tubers, e.g. dahlia, by the end of the season. Other tubers, e.g. tuberous begonia, increase in size. New begonias are obtained by cutting a tuber into pieces each with an "eye".

A rhizome (iris, canna) is a thick, solid, underground stem used for storage. Stems and leaves develop from eyes or buds on the top, and roots from the underside. For new plants rhizomes are cut into pieces each containing an eye. 

In general, bulbs prefer an open, rich, fibrous loam, neutral to slightly alkaline pH containing nitrogen, phorophorus and potassium and a good supply of water. If spring is dry, water spring​flowering bulbs before and after blooming to form large bulbs. This also applies to summer​flowering bulbs.

The tender or summer-flowering bulbs are well worth trying to add a note of colour, to brighten a dull comer, for cutting or just because they are beautiful and you want something different in your garden.
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Bulbs are also divided by their hardiness. Hardy bulbs refer to those bulbs left in the ground all

year. The others are considered tender and usually planted in the spring after the last frost date, lifted and stored inside during the winter or allowed to perish buying new the next season. When storing tender bulbs, lift after the foliage has died usually, September to mid​October, allow to dry to avoid fungus rot, cut the tops short leaving about a 2.5 cm. neck, clean off roots and old, loose scales. Discard any bulbs that are diseased or injured, storing those that are of normal size. Smaller ones can be planted in a nursery next summer to increase in size or discarded. Dry bulbs can be dusted with a fungicide. Store gladioli dry, but other tender bulbs should be mixed with dampened sphagnum moss or vermiculite to prevent further desiccation, then stored between 5-10 degrees celsius.

