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GARDEN ECOLOGY LAB BRIEFS

A joint effort of 10-Minute University™ and Oregon State University's Garden Ecology Lab

Protecting Bulbs from Gophers

Our research

Bulbs are commonly planted to obtain spring color in gardens: from crocuses and
daffodils to tulips and camas. In 2019, we planted bulbs of great camas (Camassia
leichtlinii) and two great camas cultivars (Camassia x ‘Caerulea Blue Heaven’ and Camassia
leichtlinii 'Sacajawea’) in a research garden to examine the pollinators that visited them.
Unexpectedly, we gathered some interesting data on pocket gophers (Thomomys spp.).
For each of the three camas plants, we planted 40 bulbs in 5 garden plots (200 bulbs per
plant, 600 bulbs total). In 2020, gophers tunneled their way through the research garden,
removing bulbs from many of the plots. At the end of the year, we sifted through the plots
to find out if any bulbs remained.

What we found
Plant | Flower | Bulb size* Bulbs removed
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Pocket gophers collect and store bulbs
in underground stashes, like this one.
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We retrieved 66 bulbs from this stash.

*Bulb sizes are to scale, flower sizes are not.

We found that gophers removed the most bulbs from plots of the cultivar ‘Sacajawea’,
followed by the native camas. Though the size of flower bulbs within a species can vary
based on whether they are about to divide, the bulbs of camas cultivars were consistently
larger than those of the native plant. The least bulbs were lost from plots of the cultivar
‘Caerulea Blue Heaven'. This cultivar could yield some defense from its parentage, which
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includes Camassia cuisickii. Bulbs of C. leichtlinii are a traditional Indigenous food source!’,
but bulbs of C. cuisickii are inedible, containing bitter-tasting steroidal saponins? that could
deter gophers.

How does this relate to your garden?

Pocket gophers are native to Oregon and have traditionally helped aerate soil and
distribute plants across landscapes, but they can be considered a nuisance in gardens.
If you have an active gopher population in your neighborhood, careful bulb selection
may reduce the likelihood of your plants being stolen. Gophers and other rodents tend
to consume or store small and medium bulbs more often than large ones, which may
be ignored?. Large, bitter-tasting bulbs, like those of ‘Caerulea Blue Heaven’, may offer
some resistance to disturbance. In areas with frequent gopher activity, rodent exclusion
fencing (netted metal wire) can be installed to protect bulbs. Some reports also suggest
surrounding bulbs with other plants or bulbs that are less likely to be consumed by
gophers, including marigolds, narcissus, or daffodils*.
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Master Gardener™ Advice

+ Contact your local extension office for Master Gardener advice, or look for Master Gardeners at local
farmers’ markets.

+ For more 10-Minute University™ handouts, videos, and the class schedule, visit cmastergardeners.org.
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