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PLANT YOUR EASTER LILY FOR CONTINUING ENJOYMENT
By Ginger Easton Smith, County Extension Agent

The Easter lily, the traditional flower of Easter symbolizing of new life and purity, has large, trumpet-shaped flowers with a lovely fragrance.  It is native to Japan and was brought to the United States just after World War I by an American soldier.  

Nowadays, about 90 percent of the Easter lily bulbs grown in the world, are grown on the Pacific coast in northern California to southern Oregon where they are tended in the field for at least three years. The bulbs are harvested in the fall and shipped to commercial greenhouses where they are put in pots and grown in a controlled environment to bloom for Easter. 
When selecting an Easter lily, which has the scientific name Lilium longiflorum, take a lesson from Goldilocks and choose medium-to-compact plants that are “not too tall and not too short”.  They should look in proportion to their pot and have plenty of shiny dark green leaves. Avoid any plant that is wilted.

For the longest possible blooming period, look for plants that have flowers and buds in various stages of maturity.  Ideally, there should be one or two open blossoms, buds that look swollen that will open in a couple days, and buds that are smaller and tightly closed.  

Remove any protective sleeve around the plant as soon as you get it home and give it a thorough watering. Remove the plant from the foil and take it to the sink, turn on the faucet and water gently until water flows out of the pot's drainage holes. Let the excess water drip out before returning it to the foil or placing it in a decorative pot.

Easter lilies prefer moderately moist, well-drained soil, but don’t water again until the soil feels dry ½ inch below the surface; they don’t like to be watered too frequently. If the pot is in decorative foil, be careful not to let the plant sit in standing water; poke holes through the foil corresponding to the holes in the pot and set it on a saucer.

Place your plant near a window in bright, indirect light (not direct sunlight). Avoid placing it where it would be exposed to excess heat, cold or dry air from appliances or A/C ducts. 

As the flowers mature, pinch off the yellow anthers in the center of the blossom before the pollen starts to shed. This will make the flower last a little longer and prevent the pollen from staining the white flowers. Cut off flowers as they dry and shrivel to make the plant look nice.  

When all the flowers have died, you have a couple options – toss the plant out and get a new one next year (supporting the nursery industry!) or plant it outdoors for several more years of enjoyment. But don’t expect Easter blooming, these lilies bloom naturally in summer; they are manipulated with light and heat in a greenhouse to bloom for Easter. Besides, Easter is at a different time every year, it can fall anytime between March 22 and April 25.
Why is that? This question came up just this week; it’s because Easter is celebrated on the first Sunday following the full moon that is on or just after the spring equinox.  

To plant your Easter lily outside, prepare a garden bed in a sunny location (morning sun is preferable) using a planting mix with great drainage. You can make your own mix of one part soil, one part peat moss and one part perlite. Good drainage is critical for lilies. Plant it at the same depth it was in the pot, at least 12-18 inches apart, spreading the roots out. Pack the soil down gently, water thoroughly and apply several inches of mulch to conserve moisture and protect the roots from the worst of the summer sun. Easter lily bulbs are hardy even in cold climates so don’t be concerned about them in winter.   

As the original plants begin to die back, cut them back to the soil surface. New growth will be visible before long. It is possible to get a second bloom this summer, but more likely that they’ll need a year to grow before blooming next summer.  You’ll get many years of enjoyment from these beautiful plants.  
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