Colchicums


Summer has faded; can the fall rains be far behind?  One welcome fall event, along with the appearance of the chanterelle mushrooms, is the emergence of colchicum.  Colchicum are also called autumn crocus, but should not be confused with the true fall Crocus sativus from which the spice saffron is derived.  The colchicum flowers do look like giant crocus, although they are not related to crocus which belong to the iris (Iridacae) family. Colchicum are in the lily (Lilacecae) family.  The most obvious difference between the two is that colchicum have six stamens while crocus have only three.


Colchicum are an interesting addition to our fall flower garden.  The flowers begin to appear in September and may last through October.  They are sometimes called “naked boys” because they arrive without their foliage.  Some gardeners prefer to grow colchicum through a low growing ground cover like acaena, copper carpet or blue haze, or violas, which make a screen to cover their nude look and prevent mud from splashing onto the blossoms during rains.


I have a patch of old-fashioned colchicum that have occupied the same spot in my yard for more than 50 years.  I sprinkle on a little organic fertilizer annually, if I think to do it.  They just keep on keeping on.  I find that I need to protect the blooms from slugs and snails.


The corms are shiny and brown-skinned with thick scales.  They are available for sale in July and August and should be planted immediately or they are likely to bloom while still in the box.  Plant the corms only 3 or 4 inches deep.  They will survive in partial shade, but much prefer full sun. 


The color range of colchicum is limited.  Most are colored in shades of lilac, purple, or rose.  The American Horticulture Society lists 35 varieties in their A to Z Encyclopedia of Plants.  The most common varieties are the double lilac “waterlily”  and a single mauve “the giant”.  The rarer C. denegrinum has a checkerboard pattern on the petals.  There are also white varieties ‘album’ and a double white C. autumnale ‘alboplenum’.  Some of these more exotic varieties are quite expensive; five dollars or more for one corm, but they multiply very quickly, so one need only invest in one corm then watch your investment increase over the years.


Once planted colchicum require little attention, but the one hard and fast rule gardeners must follow is: do not cut back the foliage.  Large, shiny, tropical looking leaves appear in the spring.  Allow the leaves to die back naturally.  I do not clean mine up until they are totally dried.  I know this can be a painful experience for the fastidious gardeners among us, but if you want blooms in the fall, the leaves must be left alone.  Leaves are the factories that manufacture the food to sustain the corm and energize the next season’s blooms.  This is true of practically all plants that grow from bulbs, corms or tubers.

