Witchhazels


It is such a treat on a cold winter day to come across a plant in full bloom.  There are more plants that bloom during January, February, and March than you might think.  One such winter bloomer is the large shrub called Hamamelis or more commonly named witchhazel.  Witchhazel is native to the U.S. Midwest and southern states and Asia, but most are hardy in our USDA zone 8.


Witchhazel blooms in the most amazing way.  The long spidery petals appear on bare branches with no foliage for company.  They resemble tiny sea anemones gone crazy, out of their element, their tentacle-like petals pointing in all directions in a peculiar show of yellow, orange or red blossoms.  They enjoy a long period of bloom  -  a month or longer.  Witchhazels protect their blossoms by curling them up in tight balls when the temperature drops to freezing or below.


Some of the varieties of Hamamelis you may find at nurseries are H. mollis, or Chinese witchhazel, and H. japonica.  Hybridizers have developed a cross between these two varieties they call ‘intermedia hybrids’.  They are among the prettiest witchhazels to bloom.  You may find ‘Arnold’s Promise’ which has fragrant, luminous-yellow flowers in late winter and rich yellow-orange fall leaf color.  Another cultivar is ‘Jelena’ or ‘Copper Beauty’ which produces fragrant copper-colored flowers or red-flowered ‘Diane’ which shows off scarlet-maroon fall foliage.


Witchhazels are very adaptable.  They grow naturally in light shade, usually on forest margins.  They can tolerate full sun, especially in the Pacific Northwest.  Moisture is the key.  They like moist, well-drained, acid soil that has been enriched with lots of compost.  They do not need to be fertilized unless you have nutrient poor soil.  They do not like to dry out so it is best to mulch the soil and water during periods of drought.


Hamamelis are large shrubs with multiple trunks, however, they can be pruned to one trunk and shaped into a tree form.  Prune after the blossoms are spent.  In following years you may need to prune sucker growth.  They are a relatively slow growing plant.  Propagation of witchhazels is best done by tip layering.  In the spring take a long pliable stem and cut a shallow wedge in its midsection.  Use a pebble or a sliver of wood to keep the cut open.  Dig a 3 inch trench, lay the cut part of the stem in and anchor it down, then cover with soil.  Use a stake to keep the tip above the soil.  Fill the trench and keep it watered.  The following spring check for root growth in the trench.  If it has rooted, cut it away from the mother plants and dig the new clone of your shrub.


Remarkably free from pests and diseases, witchhazels will stand up to any problems better if they are not stressed by drought or scorching sun.  If you have deer problems, you may want to protect your newly planted specimen for a year or two by caging it or any other method that works to discourage deer  -  like a large, noisy dog  - but even that is not always effective.


A shrub that blooms in the winter with sweet smelling unusual looking blossoms, and in addition boasts beautiful colored fall foliage, what more could you ask for?  Be the first one on your block to grow one.

