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Autumn Crocus: A Touch of Spring in Fall

by David Trinklein

As the gardening season begins to wane, a plant with crocus-like flowers comes into bloom, seemingly out of nowhere.
The result is an unexpected appearance of spring in the fall of the year.

The plant in question is Colchicum autumnale, commonly known as autumn crocus or meadow saffron. Its flowers
arise from the soil without leaves and often achieve a height of between 8 to 10 inches. Although the flower resembles
that of a crocus in shape, autumn crocus is a member of the Liliaceae (Lily) family of plants while crocus belongs to
the iris (Iridaceae) family.

Autumn crocus often is planted just before it blooms. In fact, it can even be planted while in full bloom. The large
bulb-like corms the plant produces contains sufficient nutrients and water to complete the flowering process without
being in soil. At times in the past, gardeners would purchase the corms and allow them to flower indoors and then plant

them in the garden. This practice, however, did result in some drying of the corm while indoors _
(continued on pg. 2)
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Autumn Crocus, continued.

resulting in flowers that did not last very long after
being planted outdoors.

The leaves of autumn crocus are produced in the
fall of the year, after flowering has occurred. However,
they do not make significant growth until the following
spring. By late spring, the strap-like leaves which are
about 12 inches long and one inch wide, wither and die.
No further above-ground evidence of the plant exists
until its flowers appear in September.

Autumn crocus tolerates a wide array of exposures
from full sun to partial shade. It prefers a well-drained
garden loam; poor drainage or very tight soils can weaken
plants and induce bulb rot. Plant the corms three to
four inches deep in soil that has been amended with a
general purpose fertilizer such as 5-10-5.

Rock gardens, raised beds or sites under trees are
ideal locations for autumn crocus. It can tolerate light
shade from deciduous trees but avoid planting it under
trees that cast dense shade. Much of the leaf growth of
autumn crocus occurs in early spring before trees have
leafed out fully.

There are several varieties of autumn crocus available.
‘Lilac Wonder’ and “The Giant’ are two of the most
spectacular because of their large flower size. Flower
color is violet-mauve and rosy-lilac, respectively.
‘Waterlily’ is a double-flowered pink variety also
available. Although not as large as the previously-
mentioned varieties, it is quite attractive.

There are no major pests of autumn crocus, but a
word of caution must be given. The corms of autumn
crocus are highly poisonous because of a compound
they produce called colchicine. The latter has seen
limited medicinal use to treat conditions such as gout,
certain types of cancer, irritable bowel syndrome and
pericarditis. It also is used in plant breeding to induce
polyploidy in plant species such as daylily. Because of its
highly toxic nature, autumn crocus should not be planted
in gardens frequented by unattended children or pets.

In addition to autumn crocus, there are several species
of true crocus that also flower in the fall, rather than in
the spring. Like autumn crocus, their corms need soil
with excellent drainage. Failure to provide the latter
results in general decline and ultimate loss of the plant.
Loose, somewhat sandy, soil ideally fits their preference.
Again, these crocuses are good candidates for rock
gardens, raised beds or under trees that cast light shade.

Most of the true crocuses that flower in autumn bear
flowers that only rise about six inches above the soil.
Additionally, their foliage is much smaller and more
grass-like when compared to Colchicum autumnale.
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Crocus sativus, commonly known as saffron crocus, is
probably the best-known of the true crocuses that flower
in the fall. In addition to being a highly attractive flower,
it is the source saffron. The latter is widely known as
the most expensive spice in the world. Saffron is derived
from the deep-orange stigmas of the flowers. There are
only three stigmas (also called saffron threads) per flower.
Given that it takes about 14,000 threads to produce one
ounce of saffron, it is no wonder that saffron is priced
and sold by the gram.

Another reliable true crocus that flowers in the fall
is Crocus speciosus, also known as Bieberstein’s crocus.
It bears attractive flowers that are light purple in color
with violet veins. It increases rapidly in the landscape
and is a good choice for naturalization.

In both of the above cases, the crocus will flower soon
after it is planted. Now is an ideal time to look for their
corms at retail outlets. Someone once mused, people
should plant autumn crocus at least once, if for no other
reason than to surprise your neighbor. An under-used fall
bloomer, autumn crocus plants are a welcome addition
to the usual combination of chrysanthemums and asters
used by gardeners to extend color in the garden late
into the growing season.
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OCTOBER GARDENING CALENDAR

Category Week Activity

Ornamentals | x X X X Continue watering, especially evergreens if soils are dry.

X X X X Nuts or seeds of woody plants usually require exposure to 3 months

cold before sprouting. This may be provided by outdoor planting in fall or
“stratifying” in an unsealed bag of damp peat moss placed in the refrigera-
tor.

X X X X Container grown and B & B trees and shrubs can be planted. Loosen the
soil in an area 2 times the diameter of the root ball before planting. Mulch
well after watering.

X X X X Plant spring bulbs among hostas, ferns, daylilies or ground covers. As
these plants grow in the spring they will hide the dying bulb foliage.

X X For best bloom later this winter, Christmas cactus, potted azaleas and
kalanchoe may be left outdoors until night temperatures drop to about 40
degrees Fahrenheit.

X X X Spring bulbs for forcing can be potted up now and stored in a cool, frost-
free place until it is time to bring indoors, usually 12 to 15 weeks.

X X Cannas and dahlias can be dug when frost nips their foliage. Allow the
plants to dry under cover in an airy, frost-free place before storage.

X X Transplant deciduous trees once they have dropped their leaves.

X Plant tulips now.
X Trees may be fertilized now. This is best done following soil test guide-
lines.
Lawns X X Seeding should be finished by October 15.
X X Broadleaf herbicides can be applied now to control cool-season weeds
such as chickweed and dandelion.
X X Continue mowing lawns until growth stops.
X X Keep leaves raked off lawns to prevent smothering grass.
X X Now is a good time to apply lime if soil tests indicate the need.
X Winterize lawn mowers before storage.
Vegetables X X X X Sow cover crops such as winter rye after crops are harvested.
X X Harvest winter squash and pumpkins before frost. For best storage qual-
ity, leave an inch or two of stem on each fruit.
X X Dig sweet potatoes before a bad freeze.
X X X X Gourds should be harvested when their shells become hard or when their

color changes from green to brown.
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continued from page 3.

SEPTEMBER GARDENING CALENDAR

Category Week Activity
1 2 3 4
X X X X Afew degrees of frost protection may be gained by covering tender plants with
sheets or light-weight fabric row covers.
X X X X Continue harvesting tender crops before frost.
X X X X The average first frost usually arrives about October 15-20.
Fruits X X X X Store apples in a cool basement in old plastic sacks that have been perforated

for good air circulation.

X X Persimmons start to ripen, especially after frost.
X X Monitor fruit plantings for mouse activity and take steps for their control if pres-
ent.
X Place wire guards around trunks of young fruit trees for protection against mice
and rabbits.

Miscellaneous| x

Fall color season begins.

X Begin peak fall color in maples, hickories and oaks.

X End of peak fall color.
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