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GARDENING WITH THE MASTER GARDENERS,

TEXAS COOPERATIVE EXTENSION

IT’S JANUARY – PLANT SOME AMARYLLIS!

By Elayne Arne, Master Gardener, Aransas/San Patricio County Master Gardeners 

In reality you can plant Amaryllis here any time from October until March. But for all you local gardeners who have had your fill of lolling about looking at gardening catalogs, are tired of winter (I can hear the Winter Texans snickering at the very use of the term “winter”), and are ready for some digging, January is a great time to plant Amaryllis in the garden. Perhaps some of you received a bulb as a Holiday gift. You have not yet started the bulb or it has bloomed or will bloom soon and you are wondering what to do with it after that.

We are extremely lucky that Amaryllis will be perennial outdoors here. No Southern garden is complete without these gigantic and majestic trumpets of star shaped flowers. Here are some fun facts about Amaryllis and how easy they are to grow.

The Amaryllis is a very large, somewhat frost-tender bulb that comes from the tropical areas of South America and the Caribbean. By some accounts, it was reaching Europe by the mid 1700’s. The common name for this plant, Amaryllis, refers to a shepherdess in Greek mythology who killed herself and became a star shaped flower in a final and unfortunately permanent effort to get the attention of the shepherd she loved.


Master Gardener, Heather Bywater, recalls with a laugh, when she lived in England and went to several nurseries seeking Amaryllis, which she knew grew well in England. Her request was only to be met with head shakes and puzzlement. It seems in England what we know as Amaryllis goes by its genus name Hippeastrum (pronounced hip-ee-ay-strum).


Hippeastrum is from the Greek words for “horse/rider” and “star”or “Horseman’s Star”. Some consider this naming homage to the gauchos of South America where the plant is native. Others give the Greek words a more refined spin coming up with “Knight’s Star” for this regal flower.


There are many hybrids of Amaryllis available. Hybridizers have been working with the plant for over 150 years. By 1964, the American Amaryllis Society was already reporting over 1000 named hybrids! Each bulb normally produces two stems with 2 - 6 flowers on each stem. Flowers are 5 inches across or more. Amaryllis grow from 12 - 36 inches tall dependent on variety. There are dwarf varieties and double flowered varieties to choose from. Bulbs sold as “Royal Dutch” Amaryllis may actually have been grown in South Africa, where Dutch émigrés in the 1940’s established what would become a major Amaryllis bulb industry. 
As perennials in the Southern garden, the red Amaryllis hybrids are said to do best. ‘Minerva’, red with a white throat and ‘Red Lion’, stunning solid red, are particularly fine hybrids that do very well here and are often offered as bare bulbs at area nurseries starting in October. Bulbs can cost from $5 to $10 each but remember that properly sited they will multiply and you will have them virtually forever.

Also, among the red-colored Amaryllis, there are a few “heritage” early hybrids such as H. x johnsonii, Saint Joseph’s Lily. It is scarlet with white stripes. Mature bulbs may produce 4 stems and as many as 24 flowers! Another heirloom type is H. reginae, Mexican Lily, bright red with white throats and shorter one foot stems. These tried and true hybrids are tough and beautiful. If someone offers you a start of these old Southern favorites don’t turn it down (and get some for me!).

If you grew your bulb in a pot and plan to keep it as a potted plant, leave the bulb crowded in the pot and repot infrequently. You can force a potted bulb to bloom at a particular time by withholding water, allowing leaves to die down (easiest accomplished in this climate by simply turning the pot on its side outside). For a bloom around Christmas, start the die back process in mid August, then in about mid November, restart water, refresh the top inch of soil and the potted bulb will usually bloom in 3 to 4 weeks after that.

Bulbs planted outside will eventually begin a bloom cycle where most will bloom in April. Amaryllis are easy to grow outdoors and there is no trick to them except to plant pointed side up in a well drained area with about 1/3 of the bulb above ground level to prevent rot. Use nitrogen sparingly if at all.  Too much nitrogen could give you all leaves and no blooms.

The blooms will last longer and look better in some shade (high shade or light shade) rather than in full sun. The bulbs can be frost tender if the chill comes for an extended period so some mulch is a good idea. Your bulbs may appreciate a very occasional feeding of bone meal or super phosphate but do use a light hand with these nutrients. 

For both potted and in-ground Amaryllis, over watering, especially when first planted, could be the main reason for failure. The bulbs will start to establish roots when in contact with soil and watering should be light both at this phase and after bloom. Allow the leaves to fully develop after bloom but slow the watering after bloom. Most Amaryllis like a dry period and without this may not set blooms for the next year. A too wet outdoor location may create lots of foliage but few flowers. Some types of Amaryllis planted outdoors may eventually have a complete die back and disappearance of leaves as summer progresses. You need not be concerned about this, as the plants will reappear the next spring. Other hybrids hold their leaves year round.

Eventually clumps of bulbs become overcrowded but you won’t need to thin them often as Amaryllis like crowding, whether in a pot or in a garden bed. October is a good time to carefully dig up the clumps and separate them. 

If you are anxious for some garden activity this month, planting easy to grow, show stopping, “Horseman’s Star”or Amaryllis is the perfect get-your-hands-dirty project for January.

For more information or questions about local gardening, contact an Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardener at Texas AgriLife Extension Service - Aransas County Office, by email at aransas-tx@tamu.edu, by phone 790-0103, or Mondays through Fridays from 8 a.m. until 5 p.m., at 611 East Mimosa, Rockport. Visit the Extension web page and Master Gardener Newsletter at http://aransas-tx.tamu.edu. Extension education programs serve people of all ages, regardless of socioeconomic level, race, color, sex, religion, handicap or national origin.

Green Acres Demonstration Garden is located at the Texas AgriLife Extension Service - Aransas County Office. Because of generous community support and the work of volunteer Master Gardeners, the gardens are free. Visit the gardens during daylight hours, seven days a week.

