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Happy Saint Patrick’s Day!  The shamrock, closely associated with St. Patrick’s Day, is full of 
symbolism.  It was revered by the Druids because it has three leaves which was a mystical number 
in the Celtic  religion.  In the 5th century, St. Patrick used the shamrock to illustrate the Holy Trinity 
as he introduced Christianity to Ireland.  The original Irish shamrock is thought to be the white 
clover, Trifolium repens, which is native to Ireland and Europe.  You may know it as ladino clover or 
Dutch clover. 
 
The genus name, Trifolium, comes from the Latin tres, meaning three and folium, meaning leaf.  
The leaf has a characteristic form of three leaflets (trifoliate).  Repens is Latin for creeping, which is 
descriptive of how it spreads.  White clover was introduced into the United States from Europe as 
animal forage.  It has since naturalized throughout North America in lawns, fields and along 
roadsides. 
 

White clover begins new growth in early to mid-
spring.  It typically grows four inches tall and 
spreads by stems which freely root along the 
ground at the nodes, forming a dense mat.  The 
rich, green trifoliate leaves grow on separate stalks 
from the creeping stems.  Across the upper surface 
of each leaflet are white markings in the form of a 
chevron (an upside down “V”).  Occasionally it will 
produce a lucky four-leafed clover.  White to 
pinkish globular flowers bloom from May to July or 
throughout the summer in cool, moist areas. 

 
White clover is tolerant of moderately acid to moderately alkaline soils, wet soils and occasional 
flooding.  It does not grow well under saline conditions or heat and drought.  It prefers to grow in 
full sun to part shade.  White clover is a legume so it is capable of fixing nitrogen.  (It can convert 
atmospheric nitrogen into a form that plants can use.)  For this reason it is also considered to be a 
beneficial part of organic lawn care.  Plus it can tolerate close mowing and out-compete lawn 
weeds. 
 
White clover can be aggressive and is considered by many to be a lawn weed, but its ecological 
value to wildlife is high.  Many bees including bumblebees, honeybees, mason bees and cuckoo 
bees visit the flowers to collect pollen or nectar.  Caterpillars of several butterflies and moths use it 
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as a food source.  The foliage and seed heads are eaten by gamebirds such as ruffed grouse, turkey 
and ring-necked pheasant and some songbirds may eat the seeds.  Rabbits, woodchucks and deer 
are just a few of the mammals that feed on it. 
 
The shamrocks that you see for sale in stores or nurseries are usually members of the genus Oxalis, 
of the wood sorrel family.  Eight hundred species strong, they are found throughout much of the 
world.  The majority of species have three leaflets, similar to those of some clovers.  This genus runs 
the gamut from obnoxious weeds to garden plants and fantastic container plants. 
 
Oxalis crassipes ‘Rosea’ (Strawberry Oxalis) is a bulbous 
perennial that has been used in southern gardens for many 
years.  Vivid green, clover-like leaves are dotted with hundreds 
of bright pink flowers  that will bloom from late spring to early 
fall if kept moist.  The plant may go dormant during warm 
summer weather but start flowering again once the weather 
cools in fall.  ‘Rosea’ forms a low mound, about 10 inches in 
height that is perfect for flower bed edges or containers.  Like 
many Oxalis, the leaves close up at night or when light levels 
are very low.  Seldom bothered by deer, grow it in part shade.  
Most sources list it as hardy to zone 5 although I found one 
that called it zone 6.  Plants may be easily wintered indoors in a 
container until you determine if it is hardy in your garden. 
 
If you buy a shamrock for a houseplant beware that it is a bulb and like other bulbs it goes through 
a dormancy period.  When it has finished flowering and the leaves start to die back, the plant needs 
to rest.  Store the plant for two to three months where it is cool and dark.  Stop all water and 
fertilizer.  The dormant period may last anywhere from a few weeks to three months, depending on 
the cultivar.  When dormancy is broken new shoots will appear.  Move your shamrocks to a sunny 
window and start watering again.  This is also a good time to repot it or they can be easily divided 
when dormant.  There will be small, bulb-like structures under the soil surface that can be gently 
pulled apart and potted. 
 
Shamrocks prefer cool temperatures, especially when blooming.  Avoid letting them get above 75 
degrees during the day.  Warmer temperatures will encourage them to go dormant sooner.  Keep 
the soil just barely damp and let them dry slightly between watering.  Yellow leaves usually indicate 
too much water, especially if the lower, inner leaves are affected.  While they are actively growing, 
feed them once a month with a liquid or water-soluble fertilizer.  After blooming stops, reduce 
fertilizing to every other month until the plant goes dormant. 
 
You don't have to be Irish to enjoy or grow any of these shamrocks. 
 
Sources for this article:  Illinoiswildflowers.info, USDA Forest Service, Oregon State University, 
University of Vermont and www.bachmans.com. 
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