
Saffron – the most expensive spice 
 

Saffron is 
a spice derived 
from the saffron 
crocus flower.  
Saffron is used 
in cooking 
around the 
world. It is used 
in curries and 
desserts and 
health food. By 
weight it is the 
most expensive 
spice, and one 

of the most expensive foods you can buy. 
 
Saffron is harvested from the saffron crocus which grows from a small 
bulb or corm. Each crocus grows to 20–30 cm and each plant has up to 
four flowers. Each of the flowers has three vivid crimson stigmas, which 
are the pollen threads containing the saffron. These long thin stigmas, 
called threads, are collected and dried. The powder that remains is then 
used as a seasoning and colouring agent in food. Only a small amount 
of saffron can be collected from each plant. 
 
Saffron, has been used in cooking throughout history, and has always 
been very valuable. The flower is native to Greece or Southwest Asia, 

although it does not grow in the wild anywhere in the world at this time. 
 It is believed that the plant was first cultivated in Greece. It was then 
grown throughout much of Europe and Asia.  Later in history the saffron 
crocus was brought to parts of North Africa, North America, 
and countries in the Pacific Ocean, including Australia. 
Currently almost all saffron is grown in an area from Spain in the west to 
India in the east. Iran grows over 90% of global production and exports 
much of what they grow. Greece, Morocco and India each produce over 
2000kg a year. 
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High labour costs and abundant imported saffron from Iran mean that 
few growers continue the tedious harvest in most other countries. Small 
scale production of saffron is done in parts of Austria, Germany, 
Switzerland. Australia (mainly the state of Tasmania),China, Egypt, 
England, Israel, Mexico, New Zealand, Turkey, the United States and 
Central Africa.  
 
The saffron crocus is unknown in the wild, and will not grow wild again, 
as it cannot reproduce with seed. It is manually propagated by dividing 
existing plants. Because saffron is such a valuable spice, people have 
worked hard to make more plants, and the saffron crocus has not died 
out. 
Saffron has a pleasant taste and a hay-like fragrance.  It also contains 
a very strong yellow pigment, and gives a rich golden-yellow hue to is 
added to food. Saffron can also be used to dye clothing and 
textiles. Saffron is first mentioned in a 7th-century BC Assyrian botanical 
treatise. This special spice has been traded and used for thousands of 
years.  
Iran, formerly known as Persia currently grows 90% of the world’s 
saffron. Classical Persian is the first language which records the use of 
saffron in cooking, with references dating back thousands of years. In 
India, saffron is often called 'Kesar' in Hindi. In another Indian 
language, Urdu, it is called Zaafraan. 
 
The plant 
The domesticated saffron crocus, Crocus sativus, is an autumn-
flowering perennial plant. A perennial plant survives from year to year, 
unlike annual plants which last only one year.  The saffron crocus is 
unknown in the wild, but is probably related to other autumn-flowering 
crocus plants like the eastern Mediterranean crocus  known as ‘wild 
saffron’.  
The saffron crocus has pale green strappy leaves and purple flowers 
with long strands of saffron pollen in the centre. It is grown from a small 
corm or bulb. The plants do not produce viable seeds and can only be 
reproduced with human assistance. The growing corm, an underground, 
bulb-like growth, must be dug up, divided, and replanted. A corm 
survives for only one season, but produces to ten mini ‘cormlets’ that 
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can grow into new plants in the next season. Each corm is small and 
brown and can measure up to five cm in diameter with a flat base. 
The plant grows to a height of 20–30 cm and sprouts 5–11 thin, straight, 
and blade-like green leaves. In autumn, purple buds appear. The flowers 
range from a light pastel shade of lilac to a darker striped mauve. The 
flowers have a sweet, honey-like fragrance. Three small saffron threads 
emerge from the centre of each flower. Each bright red saffron thread is 
only 25–30 mm long. 
Crocus plants thrive in the Mediterranean. The saffron crocus also grows 
in other areas with similar climates with hot and dry summers and semi-
arid land. It can survive cold winters, tolerating frosts as low as −10 °C 
and short periods of snow cover. Crocus plants can be grown in 
Canberra. They grow best in full sunlight. Damp and hot conditions harm 
the crops, and rabbits, rats, and birds cause damage by digging up the 
corms. 
Harvest 
The saffron crocus plant flowers in mid-autumn. Harvesting must be 
done very quickly. The plant blossoms at dawn and flowers quickly wilt 
as the day passes. All the saffron plants in a field will bloom within one 
or two weeks. So a lot of careful work must be done in a single fortnight 
by the saffron farmer. It takes about 150 flowers to get a single gram of 
dry saffron threads.  
To get 450 g of dry saffron requires the harvest of 50,000–75,000 
flowers. A kilogram requires about 150,000 flowers. It would take forty 
hours of work to pick this many. The saffron threads are then dried 
quickly and sealed in airtight containers. 
Saffron prices range from US$1,100–11,000/kg depending on quality 
and quantity. Half a kilo contains between 70,000 and 200,000 threads. 
Vivid crimson colouring, slight moistness, elasticity, and lack of broken-
off thread debris are all qualities of good fresh saffron. 
Use in food 
Saffron is used in various forms of cooking around the world. The aroma 
of this yellow spice is often described by connoisseurs as being like 
metallic honey with grassy or hay-like tones. The taste is also hay-like 
and sweet. Saffron contributes a strong yellow-orange colouring to 
foods. Turmeric is also dark yellow and is a common saffron substitute 
as it is much cheaper. 
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Saffron is widely used in Persian, Indian, European, Arab, and Turkish 
cuisines. It is used in cooking in many cuisines, ranging from risotto 
rice in Italy, egg paella of Spain, bouillabaisse fish stew of France, to 
the biryani spiced rice in South Asia. Sweets and liquors also often 
include saffron. 
 
Other uses 
Saffron has also been used as a fabric dye, particularly in China and 
India, and in perfume making. It is used for religious purposes in India. 
Saffron has a long history of use in traditional medicine.  
Medical research shows that there is some evidence that saffron helps 
with depression. Studies show that saffron may be worth investigating 
further in the treatment of cancer.  
Some History 
In the early 1700s saffron made its way out of Europe when thousands 
of German and Swiss baptists fled religious persecution in Europe. They 
settled mainly in eastern Pennsylvania, in the United States.  
These settlers became known as the Pennsylvania Dutch. By 1730 they 
were cultivating a lot of saffron. The corms they used were first brought 
to America in a suitcase on a ship by members of a church. The owners 
were great lovers of saffron, and had grown it at home in Germany. 
Pennsylvania Dutch saffron was soon being sold to Spanish colonists in 
the Caribbean, and elsewhere.  The demand was so high that the price 
was set equal to that of gold.  
In France, saffron cultivation probably started during the 13th century. It 
was probably introduced from Spain and from the Middle-East by 
pilgrims, merchants, and knights. Saffron was rare, expensive, and in 
demand, and the saffron crocus could be farmed well in the cold but 
sunny French climate. By the 14th century, the use of saffron for spicing 
and colouring food is mentioned in recipe books, including one written by 
the King's cook.   
Saffron demand skyrocketed when the Black Death of 1347–1350 struck 
Europe. Plague victims wanted it for medicinal purposes, and yet many 
of the farmers who used to grow it had died off. Large quantities of non-
European saffron were imported by ship. Pirates in the Mediterranean 
waters would often ignore gold and instead steal saffron bound for 
Europe!  
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Growers sought to protect their riches by outlawing the transport of 
saffron crocus corms out of the town. Guards were posted to prevent 
thieves from picking flowers or digging up corms. 
Traded saffron could be impure. It was sometimes soaked in honey, 
mixed with marigold petals, or kept in damp cellars to add weight. At one 
time German authorities passed a code to keep the saffron trade pure. 
Offenders could be fined, imprisoned, and even executed! 
Saffron was grown in many small family plots of land, using the family 
members as cheap labour. Over time it was less popular as wages rose. 
And when more exotic spices arrived in Europe from the far East during 
the spice trade saffron production died off. The rich who could buy 
saffron suddenly got interested in new arrivals like chocolate, coffee, tea, 
and vanilla instead. 
At the dawn of the Industrial Revolution, the introduction of easy to grow 
crops like corn and potatoes steadily took over lands which used to grow 
saffron in Europe. However saffron has never died out completely and is 
still popular today – and expensive!  

Comprehension: 

What is the difference between Zaaffran and Saffron? 

What is Kesar? 

Which country produces most of the saffron? 

Saffron plant is native to what country? 
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