
  LGC Horticulture Committee

   Susan Dana, Chair
   Martha Erwin-Booth
   Jacqueline Connell
   Helen Davies
   Susan Dunlaevey
   Mary Jane Emmet
   Jeannie Trudeau Fenn
   Vaunie Graulty
   Carolyn King
   Margaret Lindenmaier
   Akkie Martens
   Barbara May
   Crisse MacFadyen
   Wendy McCain
   Vickie Merton
   MaryEllen O’Brien
   Gail Shaw
   Mary Stokes Waller
   Carol Williams
   April 2012

Hydrangea 

 Essentials

 All listed Care Information in this booklet is from: 

The US National Arboretum http://www.usna.usda.gov/Gardens/faqs/hydrangeafaq2.html



 Types of Hydrangea

known as bigleaf, French, garden or florist’s hydrangea. This Japanese native is 
rated as hardy to USDA cold-hardiness zone 6. It produces large inflorescences 
of white, pink or blue flowers in early summer. As with most other Hydrangea spe-
cies, the inflorescence is composed of a combination of large, showy and small, 
inconspicuous flowers. In mophead, or Hortensia, (H. macrophylla var. macro-
phylla) cultivars, many showy flowers are arranged on the outside of the rounded 
inflorescence. On the interior of the inflorescence, a few small flowers are present; 
these are the flowers that produce seed. 

Lacecap cultivars (H. macrophylla var. normalis) have an inner ring of small, 
fertile flowers surrounded by an outer ring of large, showy flowers. Growing 4 to 
6 feet in height and width, both mophead and lacecap hydrangeas can be 
used as specimen plants, in mixed borders or in mass plantings. 

The Mountain Hydrangea (H. macrophylla subsp. serrata) is a subspecies of 
bigleaf hydrangea that has slightly smaller leaves and flowers. It is often listed in nurs-
ery catalogs as H. serrata. Cultivars may have either mophead or lacecap type 
flower arrangements. Delicate in appearance, mountain hydrangea is particularly 
well suited for placement at the edge of a wooded area. 

Panicle hydrangea (H. paniculata) is the most cold hardy member of the genus. 
It can be reliably grown in USDA cold-hardiness zones 4 to 7. Native to Asia, it 
grows 10 to 15 feet tall. Large creamy-white flowers, which are borne in 6- to 18-
inch long panicles, are produced in mid-summer. As flowers mature, they may turn 
pink. Plants, particularly those of the cultivar ‘Grandiflora’ (‘Pee Gee’), are some-
time pruned into a tree form and grown as a specimen plant. Panicle hydrangea is 
also suitable for use in a mixed border or as a deciduous hedge. 

The Oakleaf Hydrangea (H. quercifolia) is one of two Hydrangea species that is 
native to the U.S. (see image at left) It is found growing primarily in moist wood-
lands in the southeastern U.S. Plants generally grow 6 to 8 feet in height, although 
a few cultivars with smaller and larger plant habit are available. Large (4 to 12 
inches in length) panicles of creamy white flowers are produced in early summer 
(see image at right). As flowers age, they often turn a medium- to deep-rose color 
(see images at left and right). Oakleaf hydrangea is the only member of the genus 
to develop significant fall foliage color. 

What types of hydrangeas are available?  While there 
are approximately 23 species of  Hydrangea, only five 
are widely cultivated in the U.S. The most popular spe-
cies is Hydrangea macrophylla, which is commonly
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Smooth hydrangea (H. arborescens) is the other U.S. native. It is found in the 
eastern U.S. from New York to Florida and west to Iowa and Louisiana. In cultiva-
tion, plants usually reach about 5 feet in height, with a similar or greater spread. 
The species is rated as hardy from USDA Cold Hardiness Zones 4 to 9. Flowering 
occurs in early to mid-summer. The most common cultivar, ‘Annabelle’, produces 
rounded inflorescences that may reach up to a foot in diameter. 

Plants found in the wild typically have a lacecap type inflorescence consisting of 
a combination of a few large and many small flowers. At the peak of flowering, 
smooth hydrangea flowers are a pure white. As they age, they develop a pale 
green color. Smooth hydrangea is extremely striking in mass plantings. 

While not as well-known as the previous four species, Climbing Hydrangea (H. 
anomala subsp. petiolaris) is becoming increasingly popular. Hardy from zones 
4 to 7, climbing hydrangea is a true clinging vine. While initially slow growing, the 
plant can eventually cover tall (up to 80 feet) structures. White, lacecap 
type inflorescences are produced in early- to mid-summer. Plants can be slow 
to flower, but patience is rewarded by a spectacular floral display on established 
plants. The stems of climbing hydrangea leave a residue that is very difficult to re-
move. An alternative to planting climbing hydrangea on the side of a building is to 
allow it to climb up a tall tree or to cascade over a horizontal surface like a rock pile. 
Climbing hydrangea grows well in shade, but can also tolerate a sunny loca-
tion. The scientific name of this plant is listed by some sources as H. petiolaris. 



 How to Grow Hydrangea
Hydrangeas grow best in moist, well-drained soil. Most hydrangeas benefit from 
some shade, especially in hot climates. Bigleaf, oakleaf and smooth hydrangeas 
will usually perform well on the north side of a house or planted at the edge of a 
woodland (see image at right). As discussed earlier, growing hydrangeas in deep 
shade is not necessary and can greatly reduce flowering. 

The amount of sun that hydrangeas can tolerate depends on species, climate 
and availability of water. Panicle hydrangea tolerates more sun than do other spe-
cies. Plants grown in hot climates require more shade than do those grown in the 
colder limits of adaptation. In southern climates, providing frequent and adequate 
watering will allow hydrangeas to tolerant more sun than if they were subjected to 
moisture stress. 

When should I prune my hydrangeas? 
Established bigleaf, panicle, oakleaf and smooth hydrangea plants can often 
benefit from regular pruning. Removing about one-third of the oldest stems each 
year will result in a fuller, healthier plant. This type of pruning is easiest to do in 
winter, since the absence of leaves makes it easier to see and reach inside plants. 

Gardeners may also want to prune to control height or to remove old flower heads. 
The best time for this type of pruning differs between species. Bigleaf and oakleaf 
hydrangea, which flower on previous year’s growth, should be pruned shortly 
after flowering is complete. Panicle and smooth hydrangea flower on current year’s 
growth and can be pruned anytime from late summer until early spring. If pruning 
these two species in the spring, try to prune before leaves appear. Plants of H. 
arborescens ‘Annabelle’ have been known to produce a second flush of flowers if 
pruned lightly after the first flowering. 

Stems of bigleaf hydrangea that have been damaged by cold should be pruned 
as soon as it is determined that they are dead. Watch for new growth at the base 
of the plant. If your plant has basal shoots that are 6 to 8 inches in length, but the 
upper parts of the stems are still bare, then the bare stems need to be removed. 
For bigleaf hydrangea plants that are subject to frequent weather-related dieback, 
other than removing the dead stems, you probably won’t ever need to do any other 
pruning – Mother Nature has been doing the work for you. 



Why doesn’t my hydrangea bloom? 
There are three possibilities for lack of flowering among the hydrangea species. 
The first two – too much shade and improper pruning – apply to all hydrangeas, 
while the other – weather-related damage to flower buds – applies primarily to the 
bigleaf hydrangea. 

While most Hydrangea species benefit from some shade, too much shade can 
reduce flowering. This is particularly true of panicle hydrangea, which is the one 
Hydrangea species that grows well in full sun. If you have a hydrangea that used 
to bloom well but now flowers only sparsely, evaluate whether the growth of nearby 
trees has reduced the amount of light that reaches the hydrangea. If so, you may 
want to consider moving the hydrangea to a sunnier location. 

Improper pruning can also reduce flowering in Hydrangea. Since bigleaf and oak-
leaf hydrangeas flower on previous year’s growth, potential flowers buds would 
be removed if the plants were pruned in fall, winter or spring. Panicle and smooth 
hydrangea flower on this year’s growth, so pruning them in early summer would 
reduce or eliminate flowering for that year.

The most common reason for lack of flowering in the bigleaf hydrangea is 
unfavorable weather. Most H. macrophylla cultivars flower primarily on previous 
year’s growth. Weather conditions that damage above ground parts of the plant 
can reduce flowering. Damaging weather conditions include early fall freezes that 
occur before the plant is completely dormant, extremely low winter temperatures, 
and late spring freezes that occur after the plant has broken dormancy. In USDA 
Cold Hardiness zone 6 and warmer, which is the recommended growing area for 
H. macrophylla, the most common of these unfavorable weather events is late 
spring freezes that damage tender new growth. This is particularly true in the south-
eastern U.S., where “see-saw” temperatures are very common in the spring. 



 Cut Stem Hydrangea Conditioning Tips
Cut in the evening  or early morning.  Never in the heat of the afternoon.  Remove 
most leaves.  Peel lower bark. Split woody stems with a knife or gently hammer to 
break the stem ends.

If they look like they would like to wilt...add a goodly amount of gin to the water.  

If wilting occurs, submerge the entire stem, with split ends and extra leaves 
removed, into the bathtub overnight.

How Can I Dry My 
Hydrangea Blossoms? 
As hydrangea flowers age on the plant, they often 
turn attractive colors. Bigleaf hydrangea flowers 
may develop muted tones of blue, purple, rose, 
violet and green. Panicle and oakleaf flowers 
develop pink and rose colors, while smooth 
hydrangea flowers turn pale green. One of the best 
cultivars is ‘General Vicomtesse de Vibraye’ (see 
image at left). 

One of the easiest ways to preserve these flowers is 
to allow them to almost completely dry on the plant. 
Do not collect them until the flowers have developed 
a papery feel. On a dry day with low humidity, cut the 
stems the length you need for making floral arrange-
ments. Strip off all leaves and then find a dry place 
indoors where the flowers can finish drying. Some 
people recommend using a warm, dark location, such 
as an attic. Others prefer a cool, dry location. Flowers 
can be hung upside down while being dried, or can 
be placed in a vase with or without water. Which-
ever method you choose, be sure to keep individual 
inflorescences separated as they dry so that none 
of the flowers get squashed. The flower heads of 
some cultivars dry better than others. 



Hydrangea Bibliography
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http://www.usna.usda.gov/Gardens/faqs/hydrangeafaq2.html

Wayside Gardens
http://www.waysidegardens.com/wg-hydrangea-guide/a/324/

Vintage Gardens
http://www.vintagegardens.com/hydro_care.html

About Hydrangeas
http://www.abouthydrangea.com/hydrangea_care.shtml

INTERESTING BOOKS from: Amazon.com

Complete Hydrangeas 
by Glyn Church (Author) /Firefly Books/2007
Starting at $16.50 on Amazon.com

Hydrangeas for American Gardens [Illustrated] [Hardcover] 
By Michael Dirr (Author)/Timber Press Inc. /2004
Starting at $16.00 on Amazon.com

Encyclopedia of Hydrangeas [Illustrated] [Hardcover] 
By C.J. van Geldere & D.M. van Geldere (Authors)/2004
Starting at $27.00 on Amazon.com

Hydrangeas: Cape Cod and the Islands [Illustrated] [Hardcover] 
By Joan Harrison(Author)/2012
Not yet released: Pre-Order price $16.50 on Amazon.com
Release price is: $25.00

Hydrangeas [Paperback]
By Daria Price Bowman(Author) 
Friedman Publishers/2000
Starting Price $20.00 on Amazon.com


