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Columbines
by Linda Day, UC Master Gardener

I fell in love with columbines on a horseback trip in a wilderness area of Colorado. In profusion was the
Colorado state flower, common name Colorado Blue Columbine (Aquilegia caerulea). It is a beautiful
purple-blue and white columbine, with lacy scalloped blue-grey foliage.

The name columbine comes from the Latin word columba, which means dove. The showy flowers slightly
resemble exotic birds. The petals and sepals are brightly colored making blossoms appear to be double
flowers. Both have typical flower shapes at the front view, but then stretch back into narrow funnels
or tubes, which are called spurs. The spurs contain a drop of nectar and are visited by butterflies,
hummingbirds, and some moths. On their visits they brush against the pollen in the center of the
flower and carry it to another flower for pollination.

The foliage is described as frilly, but that just means that the leaves are lobed and finely divided.
Foliage color can be bright green, blue green, or gray green. The plants vary in height from one to four
feet, and are open and airy.

There are many varieties of columbines and our near-by Sierra Nevada mountains are home to many
natives. Three of these are especially useful in the home garden. The most commonly grown is the
Western Columbine (A. formosa) with nodding red and yellow flowers on foliage from 1-3 feet tall. This
native has a narrow spot in the spur to prevent bees from climbing up the spur for the nectar. The bee
may get around this obstacle by making a hole in the end of the spur and sipping the nectar. I found
pictures taken by a local photographer on the web that show these lovely red flowers being visited by
an Anna's hummingbird in one photo and a Western Tiger Swallowtail butterfly in another photo.

A similar variety that is yellow and orange with red spurs is the California Columbine (sold as either A.
f. truncata or A. californica). The seed is good food for song sparrows, juncos, and other small birds.

The Sierra Columbine (A. pubescens) has very showy yellow flowers and resembles a fancy hybrid,
rather than a typical wild variety. This plant has upright flowers up to three inches across on plants
that are three feet tall. This particular columbine is pollinated by hawkmoths.

Columbines are hardy perennials that are found wild throughout North America, Siberia and in other
cold temperate regions. One is a native of the Alps, the Alpine Columbine (A. alpina). It grows 1-2 two
feet tall and has nodding, blight blue flowers that may grow to two inches across. It is a good rock
garden plant.




Other columbines can take the heat. The Golden Columbine, (A. chrysantha) comes from Arizona, New
Mexico, and northern Mexico. It is large, with many branches, 3-4 feet tall with 1-3 inch yellow flowers
and long spurs. The Arizona Columbine (A. desertorum) is bright orange to yellow and the flowers and
spurs are in an alignment that gives the flowers an arrowhead shape. The European Columbine (A.
vulgaris) has become naturalized in the eastern U.S.

Other hybrids have been created by crossing the species. I can remember being amazed by the beauty
of the McKana Hybrids. These have been around for a while, but are hard to beat. Newer hybrids
include the Music group, the State group, and the Song Bird group.

Growing columbines is relatively easy. They like moist, well drained soil, and partial shade. The edge of
the shade from a tree or under a tree that is not dense would be fine. They require moderate water
year round, preferring to be slightly moist continually. The fall is the best time to plant seedling plants,
while seeds can be planted in late fall. Seeds need light to germinate and should only be covered with
one sixteenth of an inch of soil and kept moist until winter rains begin.

Plants lose vigor after three or four years, but can be divided at that time with a root for each division
and replanted. Seed pods can be left on the plants to mature. If only one variety is grown in a location
the seeds should be true to type. Hybrids or areas with more than one variety will produce new plant
types, which may be attractive or may have muddy colors. Some gardeners prefer removing dead
flowers before they set seed, and trim foliage and fertilize to encourage a second bloom.

Columbines can be combined with other shade plants that like moisture such as coral bells, bleeding
hearts, and ferns. They offer a unique attraction in the garden.
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