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What Do You Say to a Naked Lady? (Amaryllis belladonna)
by Yolanda Wilson
Two rather different bulbs are commonly called amaryllis.
Amaryllis belladonna, from South Africa, is hardy in the Pacific
Northwest. It cannot be forced to bloom indoors and should not be
confused with the pot-bellied amaryllis bulb sold in autumn to
bloom indoors. The latter, although commonly referred to as
amaryllis, is really Hippeastrum. From South America, it is not
winter hardy in the Pacific Northwest.
The winter-hardy bulb, Amaryllis belladonna, gets its name from
the mythological Amaryllis, a Greek beauty; and the Italian for
"beautiful lady" (bella donna). Whenever you see "belladonna" in the botanical world it means that the plant is
deadly. Of course, from a gardener's perspective, that can be good because it also means that the plant is deer
and rodent resistant. A customer once asked me if naked ladies were poisonous. I looked at him and smiled as
his friend said to him, "Dude, you of all people should know that all naked ladies are poisonous."
Amaryllis belladonna bulbs are also known as naked ladies because their foliage comes up in early summer, but
then dies back. In late summer (August or September) a naked spike resembling a cobra emerges, producing
many blooms, usually of a soft pink color, but sometimes white. Naked ladies have an aroma that reminds some
people of Bazooka bubble gum. The flowers last for a long time in the garden or in a vase as cut flowers.
According to the classical poets Theocritus, Ovid, and Virgil,
Amaryllis was a virginal nymph, timid and shy but with a spine of
steel. She fell head over heels in love with Alteo, an icy-hearted
shepherd reputed to be as handsome as Apollo and as strong as
Hercules. Amaryllis swore that she would be true only to Alteo, no
matter what the consequences. Indifferent to her charms, Alteo
claimed his only desire was that a new flower be brought to him, a
flower that had never before existed in the world. Amaryllis
consulted the Oracle at Delphi and was instructed to pierce her
heart with a golden arrow at Alteo's door. This she did, dressed in
maidens' white, for thirty consecutive nights, dripping blood all the while. The shepherd finally opened his door to
discover a flower which had sprung from the blood of her heart. The flower was named Amaryllis.
Amaryllis belladonna bulbs were widely cultivated by the Romans and Greeks and later by the Portuguese,
Spaniards and Italians. The bulbs are still found in gardens of nobles in major cities, trading ports, church
gardens, and around plantation houses of wealthy merchants.
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It took two years for my naked ladies to set blooms. They need to be root-bound to bloom well, so plant them
close together to speed the process of crowding. I was extremely excited to see them coming out of the ground
for the first time but devastated when my neighbor Larry came over and said to me, "Some kid must have put a
bunch of sticks in the garden so I weed whacked them down." (Thanks, Larry. He's the same guy who was tired of
his hydrangea so he tied a rope around it and tied it to his bumper and drove it over to my house to see if I
wanted it. I planted it and it did wonderfully.) My naked ladies bloomed beautifully the third year and doubled by
the fourth year. Water them, but let them dry out before you water them again. Do not fertilize them. Plant yearround in groups of three or more in a sunny spot, three inches deep and three inches apart, and with the tip of the
bulb pointed up.
Yolanda Wilson is a 2004 graduate of the WSU Master Gardener Program and is also proprietor of
Vanveenbulbs.com, a flower bulb company selling on the internet and at garden shows and farmers markets.
She's always happy to speak to gardening groups about flower bulbs. You can find her each Saturday at the
Beaverton Farmers Market (where she's been selling bulbs for 14 years) or e-mail her at
info@vanveenbulbs.com.
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