
UNH Cooperative Extension Info Line Question of the Week 

Witch Hazel

Q. What is the earliest spring-blooming tree or shrub that I can buy?

A Earlier than pussy willows, the spring or vernal witch hazels are 
blooming now, heralding the beginning of a new gardening season.  
Yellow or reddish-orange ribbon-like  petals unfurl on sunny days, 
giving the flowers a spidery appearance. On frigid days, the flower 
petals curl inward to protect blooms from the cold; this protection 
contributes to a bloom season lasting up to 3 or 4 weeks. 

Those with the most spectacular  colors come from a group of 
hybrids between Chinese and Japanese witch hazels and have 
intermediate characteristics. One of the best, Hamamelis x 
intermedia ‘Arnold Promise’, introduced by the Arnold Arboretum 
in Massachusetts, has beautiful, bright yellow, fragrant flowers. 
Hardy to zone 5, it is a big shrub (20’) that needs plenty of room to 
grow. Other good witch hazels in this group are ‘Jelena’ with petals 
that are red at the base, orange in the middle and yellow at the tip 
and ‘Diane’ with copper-red flowers.  

Witch hazels are members of the family Hamamelidaceae. The name comes from the Greek words for “together” 
and “fruit”; often the fruit and flowers can be found at the same time on this shrub. They are not difficult to grow. 
They prefer well-drained, loamy, slightly acid soils. The natives, H. virginiana (blooms in the fall) and H. vernalis  
grow well in light shade with a moist soil. The intermediate and oriental varieties prefer full sun.
An added benefit of spring-blooming witch hazels is that they provide nectar and pollen for early spring insect 
species. These insects can be a critical food source for migrating birds arriving in New Hampshire.

Got questions? UNH Cooperative Extension Education Center’s Info Line offers practical help finding 
answers for your lawn and garden questions. Call toll free at 1-877-398-4769, M-F, 9:00 a.m.-2:00 p.m., 
or e-mail us at answers@unh.edu 
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