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Each year the National Garden Bureau selects one annual, 
perennial, bulb crop and one edible as their “Year of the” 
plant.  The requirements are that they are popular, easy-to-
grow, widely adaptable, genetically diverse and versatile.  
This year’s sele ctions are the Begonia, Delphinium, Allium 
and Carrot. 

 

Alliums are members of the onion family, hence their 
common name of “Flowering Onion.”  The generic and genus 
name “allium” is Latin for garlic.  This may turn some off of 
growing alliums but while you may notice a faint oniony 
scent, it really is not noticeable unless the leaves are cut or 
bruised.  Many of the flowers actually have a sweet scent. 

 

Alliums are in the Amaryllidaceae family.  The number of allium species is estimated to be between 500 and 
750.  About 100 species are native to North America.  Alliums started to be used as ornamental garden plants in 
the mid-1800s, once plant hunters began collecting them. 

 

Like their relatives, garlic and shallots, most ornamental onions are grown from bulbs planted in the fall.  Those 
plants bloom from late spring to early summer.  Bulb sizes vary between species, from small (1/8 inch diameter) 
to large (4 inches).  There are a few clump-forming alliums that can be planted anytime during the growing 
season.  Alliums are unique in that most have a long, leafless stalk topped with a globe-shaped flower head.  
The bloom is made up of individual, nectar-rich florets that are attractive to honeybees, bumblebees and other 
native bees.  Flower colors include sky blue, dark purple, mauve, silvery pink, yellow and white.  The flower 
stems are hollow and rise above strappy leaves that grow from the lowest part of the stem.  Leaves begin to 
wither away shortly after or sometimes during flowering.  Alliums rarely need transplanting or dividing, but this 
can be done when the bulbs are dormant. 

 

If provided good drainage and plenty of sun, alliums make reliable perennials in the garden.  Most are not too 
fussy about soil type, but the ones with large bulbs do require good drainage as they are susceptible to bulb rot.  
They are also drought tolerant and prefer to be grown on the dry side.  Many alliums will grow in hardiness 
zones 3 to 9, but always check the tag. 

 

Deer, mice, chipmunks, rabbits and voles generally avoid munching on alliums.  If an animal steps on or chews 
on them, the cell walls break, which releases volatile, sulfur-based chemical compounds that have a pungent 
odor and bitter taste.  These sulfurous compounds are a defense mechanism against diseases and insects as 
well as predators. 

 

To enjoy a succession of blooms all season long, plant a variety of species.  Alliums offer so many different 
flower sizes, heights and bloom times, that it is easy to add them into almost any garden or landscape.  Tuck 
allium bulbs among clumps of summer-flowering perennials where their withering foliage will be hidden.  They 
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are perfect companions for ornamental grasses and perennials such as sedum, black-eyed Susan, coneflower, 
daylilies and salvia.  The shorter alliums look best along the edge of a border, in a rock garden or planted in 
clumps at the front of a garden bed.  Like other bulbs, plant them in groups for the best effect.  Even the dried 
flower heads look attractive in the garden.  Or cut off the flower stalks after they finish blooming to minimize 
re-seeding. 

 

One of the best of the clump-forming alliums is ‘Millenium’, a hybrid of A. nutans 
(Siberian chives).  Flowering in late summer, the compact one foot tall by one foot 
wide clump of narrow, glossy green leaves is topped with rosy-purple, two inch 
globes for over a month.  One plant provides lots of gorgeous, butterfly attracting 
flowers. 

 

A. aflatunense ‘Purple Sensation’ is probably the most widely planted ornamental 
allium, and it is also one of the earliest to bloom.  The three-inch diameter, 
raspberry-purple flower heads are displayed on 24 to 30-inch stems in late spring.  
The flowers last for up to 2 weeks and are excellent cut flowers.  In the garden, 
‘Purple Sensation’ bridges the gap between spring and early summer-flowering 
perennials. 

 

Blooming just after ‘Purple Sensation’ are ‘Gladiator’, ‘His Excellency’ and 
‘Globemaster.’  With blossoms that measure 5 to 10 inches across on 3 to 4-foot stems, these alliums are 
impressive.  ‘Mount Everest’ has pure white, 5-inch diameter flowers.  Looking a bit like fireworks going off, A. 
schubertii (tumbleweed onion) is a great late spring finale. 

 

Like exclamation points in the garden, alliums stand out adding emphasis and excitement without a lot fuss.  
This year add interest to your landscape with these unique plants. 

 

Resources:  National Garden Bureau, White Flower Farms and Gardener's Supply Company.  
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