
PLAYING GAMES WITH MOTHER NATURE
Forcing Spring Bulbs Indoors    

     A pot of colorful and fragrant spring bulbs on a 
windowsill is most welcome after a long, cold winter. 
Fool spring bulbs into blooming indoors early before 
winter’s end. This is called “forcing” and is easy to 
do.  Below are step-by-step instructions. 

Step One, Fall

1. Select early blooming hardy bulbs for March bloom indoors.  Hyacinths are the easiest, but daffodils 
(narcissus) and tulips are also successful. Visit your local garden center for suggestions or select unusual 
varieties from bulb catalogs. For a list of reliable forcing bulbs and recommended numbers per pot, see below

2. In late October, pot the bulbs in potting soil to get the rooting process started. Supplies needed:  sterile 
potting mix (without fertilizer), clean 8” clay bulb pans which are lower and more stable than standard pots, 
paper towel or newspaper cut into small squares, labels, permanent pen, bucket or tub for soaking, and 
garden gloves and trowel.  

3. Cover the drainage hole with a square of paper towel or newspaper, to prevent the soil from washing out. 
Moisten soil in a bucket.  Fill the pot 1/3-2/3 full with the damp soil, then gently place the bulbs on the 

surface, pointed tip side up, and pack them closely together without touching each other. Fill in soil around 
bulbs leaving the tips exposed and a 1/2” space to the rim for watering.  Note: the flat side of tulip bulbs 
should face outwards towards the wall of the pot.  

4. Label the pot and give it a good soak overnight in a bucket of water up to the pot rim or set in a saucer and 
water from below. Drain well the next day.

5. You may leave the pots outside in a cool, shaded spot for a few weeks covered with another pot to prevent 
critters from digging up the bulbs.  Bulbs need a 12-16 week cold period, which simulates winter when they 
would normally be underground. 

6. Around mid-late November when it starts to freeze regularly outside, store your pots in an attached 
garage, cold basement, or window well where the temperature will remain ideally around 35F-40F.  An easy 
method is to tie a plastic bag loosely around the covered pot to keep it moist, then place in a carton stuffed 
with insulating material; balled up newspaper, styrofoam 
peanuts or leaves. Label the carton to make it easier to 
locate the bulbs later.



Step 2-Mid-Winter

7. Underneath the blanket of snow outside, bulbs are busy growing roots 

ready to burst into flower in spring. Check on the pots every once in a 
while and be sure to keep them watered; never let them dry out or the 
flower buds will wither.

8. After 12-16 weeks, it is time to start bringing the pots indoors. The trick is 
to gradually introduce brighter light and warmer spring-like temperatures 
to fool the bulbs into blooming early. This is called “vernalization”. Once 
indoors, it takes 4-5 weeks for tulips and daffodils to bloom, and 3-4 weeks for hyacinths.

9.   Around mid-late January, bring in the pots to a cool, shady room for a few days to acclimate the bulbs.  Their 
tips will be white since they have been deprived of light and were not able to create chlorophyll during the 
process of photosynthesis. Be sure to water them. Often it is easier to water from below using a dishpan or 
saucer. Then move the pots to a warmer room by a window with bright sun. The foliage will “green up” quickly  
as the leaves capture more sunlight. 

10. Rotate the pots every few days to provide even light exposure encouraging the foliage to grow up straight. 
Hyacinth buds will often be visible but tulip and daffodil buds will take about 2-3 weeks to show.

Step 3-Late Winter

11. Cool temperatures (50-60F) and bright light will make the flowers last longer just as they would outdoors. Keep 
pots away from direct sun.                                                                                                                                                         

12. Your bulbs may need staking to prevent the blooms and leaves from flopping. Place green wooden stakes around 
the perimeter of the pot and tie raffia or green string around, or tuck branches in the pot for a more natural-
looking support. Cover soil with green sheet moss to make a pretty presentation.

13. Group several pots together for a cheerful indoor spring garden. 

14. Combine bulbs grown in separate pots into a larger 
container to make a colorful display. 

15. After bloom, place the pots in a bright spot where 
sunlight will continue to feed the
foliage. Keep watering.  Feed with diluted liquid 
fertilizer once or twice; this will help the bulb to form a 
flower bud for next season’s bloom.



Spring
    For future enjoyment, narcissus and hyacinth  
 bulbs may be planted in the garden when the soil  
 warms up in the Spring, or planting can wait until 
 Fall. Remove the foliage when it turns yellow as   

 the bulbs mature and go dormant. Many bulbs will  
 increase over time, called “naturalizing”, to make a 
 beautiful display and provide charming cut 
 flowers. Most tulips will be weakened from forcing 
 and will not come back.  

     Tricks of the Trade  
 -Timing-Planting earlier in October will allow a longer rooting period to ensure successful blooming 
  indoors.

 -Fluorescent lights simulating daylight will supplement available light in the home.

 -How to speed up bloom-   Warmer temperatures indoors will accelerate blooming time but if there is
  inadequate light, the plants will stretch and become unattractively leggy.

 -Slow it down- The cooler the temperature (below 60F but above
  freezing), the slower the bulbs will grow.

  
 -Enjoy the blooms longer -Move the pots in and out of a cool
   garage or porch to extend bloom time.

 -For Hyacinths- To encourage blooms above the foliage, put
  the pot into a large paper bag open at the top.  The flowers will
  be drawn up to the light.

 -Plant extra bulbs in 5-6” pots and combine them later in a
   decorative basket or planter.



   

     Reliable Forcing Varieties for 
Early Spring Bloom

            

 Hyacinths (Force well. 8-9 bulbs /8” pan, 3 to 4 weeks to bloom indoors)   
    Blue Jacket   dark blue w. purple stripes
    Delft Blue light blue
    Gypsy Queen salmon- apricot
    L’Innocence white
    Pink Pearl fuchsia pink

 Daffodils    (Narcissus, early bloom varieties are best for forcing.  6-10 bulbs per pan, bloom time 
  3-4 weeks indoors)      
    Brackenhurst yellow, reddish orange cup      
    Cassata   creamy white, split cup
    Cheerfulness    white with yellow, multi-flowering
    Falconet  golden yellow, orange cup, multi-flowering
    Flower Record  white, yellow cup w. red rim
    Ice Follies white, yellow cup turning white
       Little Gem mini, yellow
    Martinette yellow, orange cup, multi-flowering
    Pink Charm white, pink- rimmed cup
    Tete-a -Tete mini, yellow
    Topolino mini, white, yellow cup 

 Tulips     Single and Double early or Triumph best for forcing. 8/10 blubs/pan, face flat side out. 
  Bloom time 4-5 weeks indoors.)
 Apricot Beauty salmon pink 
 Bellona  yellow         
 Calgary  white
 Coleur Cardinal red
 Montreux  pale yellow and rose
 Princess Irene  orange and purple
 Spryng   azalea red



Reference Books

 -Brooklyn Botanic Garden, Bulbs for  Indoors: Year-Round Windowsill Splendor, 
 Robert M. Hays and Janet Marinelli, 1996, www.bbg.org

 -Bulb, Anna Pavord, Mitchell Beazley, 2009

 -Forcing, etc, the indoor gardener’s guide to bringing bulbs, branches & houseplants into bloom, 
 Katherine Whiteside, Workman  Publishing 1999

 -The Indoor Potted Bulb, Decorative Container Gardening with Flowering Bulbs, 
 Rob Proctor, Simon & Schuster 1993

Recommended Sources For Bulbs

     Local garden centers- McArdle’s Florist and Garden 
 Center, Sam Bridge Nursery 

     Catalogs -John Scheepers, Inc.  (860) 567-0838, 
 www.johnscheepers.com
      -Brent and Becky’s (877) 661-2852,
  www.brentandbeckysbulbs.com
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