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The genus Hydrangea can be the mainstay of any summer garden with flowers that last for months at a time and change colour as the season progresses to add a whole new dimension to the landscape. They can be grown as shrubs, specimens, in mixed borders or even containers and the climbing varieties can be trained up walls, pergolas or arbors. Most are native to Japan, China and eastern North America along the Appalachian Mountains. Their flowers are quite different from others since they do not have true petals. The larger sterile sepals become the ‘pretend petals’ that surround the very small flowers which produce the seeds. The flower heads are classified as either ‘Mophead’, with lots of sterile sepals with a few tiny fertile flowers hidden within them or as ‘Lacecap’ which have a flat plate-like flower with a row or two of sepals around the rim and a mass of tiny flowers in the middle. This genus uses the tiny flowers to carry out the essential work of producing seeds and the larger ornamental and colourful sepals to attract insects to do the pollinating. Most other summer flowers drop their petals once they have been fertilized, but hydrangeas keep their sepals all summer and into the fall. Most The flowers of the macrophylla species of Hydrangea changes colour according to the acidity of the soil where they are planted. No other plant is capable of doing this. 

Growth requirements and care

Being woodland plants by nature, they are happiest in settings of full sun to dappled shade with cool and moist conditions. Ideal soil should be rich in humus, moist and well drained. However, they will grow and bloom in clay, stony and even sandy soil, as long as there is sufficient moisture. They tolerate acidic as well as alkaline soil. They are fast growers but vary in their tolerance to sun, wind, salt, temperature and in pruning requirements depending on the species and variety. Pruning needs vary from species to species. As a rule of thumb, if the plant blooms on the previous year’s growth, pruning should be right after the blooms are spent. If it blooms on the current year’s growth, then pruning should be in late winter or early spring when the plant is dormant. Removing dead wood promotes rejuvenation and prevents the plants from becoming too large. Once planted, they demand little care or attention. Adding a good balanced fertilizer once in late spring or early summer will promote larger blooms. Mulching is a good practice since it helps the retention of moisture during hot spells. They can easily be propagated from seeds in the spring or rooted from softwood cuttings in early summer. Their fibrous roots make them easy plants to transplant when needed.

Different species which can be grown successfully in the Ottawa region include:

H. anomala

This climbing hydrangea is a native of China and Japan, needs a few years to establish itself. It can be used as a ground cover to disguise unsightly tree stumps and objects. It clings to any rough surface by means of little rootlets that sprout from the stems and can grow to 80 feet tall. A disadvantage is that the flowers occur near the top. Though this plant is shade tolerant, it will produce the best flowers when exposed to some direct sun each day. The leaves are a dark glossy green and will show yellow fall colour. For more than a month in the summer, the vine is covered with large ‘Lacecap’ white blooms. It can be pruned after flowering to restrict its growth.

H. arborescens

This native of North America also called the ‘Smooth Hydrangea’ grows very fast to produce rounded and clumpy shrubs of 5 feet high and 6 feet wide. They prefer well drained, moist soil rich in organic matter. It does best in partial shade but adapts well to full sun if kept moist. It is salt tolerant, pH adaptable and should be pruned in late fall or early spring to keep it compact. If possible, provide some shelter from cold drying winter winds. 

Some of its cultivars include:

H. arborescens ‘Annabelle’ quickly becomes a rounded shrub reaching up to five feet tall and wide with a suckering habit. It has large medium-green leaves and produces white snowball flowers of up to 12 inches in diameter. The heavy flowers give the shrub a weeping effect. In hot summers, it requires protection from the sun and supplemental water. It should be pruned in late winter only.

H. arborescens ‘Grandiflora’ grows creamy-white, 4 to 6 inch snowball clusters from early summer to late fall.

H. arborescens ‘Radiata’ called the ‘Silver Leaf’ hydrangea forms a large upright tidy shrub of up to 10 feet tall. It features large, scented white ‘Lacecap’ blooms and heart-shaped leaves which are slightly hairy above and covered in velvety silver hair on the reverse. This plant is ideal for larger gardens.

H. macrophylla

This species will produce beautiful rounded shrubs with white, pink, red or blue flowers. This big leaf hydrangea, native to Japan, requires protection if grown in this region. It is hardy to Zone 6 only. The flower buds, sitting on old wood,  require help to survive our harsh winter. In the fall, just after the leaves have wilted, gather all branches, tie them up and slowly bend them to the ground adding a rock to weigh them down. The branches are quite flexible if bent slowly. Once pinned down, cover them entirely with at least a foot of leaves. This automatically raises our Zone 5 to a 6. In the spring, uncover the plants after all danger of frost, since at that point they may already have started to bud. They require a fair amount of humidity.

Most florist grown hydrangeas are of this more delicate variety and if planted outside, will require protection to survive and bloom the following year.

In about three years, the blooms of H. macrophylla can be gradually forced to change from pink to blue by changing the pH of the soil. Adding copper sulphate to produce an acidic soil will produce blue flowers and adding lime will make the soil basic for pink and red ones. It is much easier to buy a cultivar of the desired colour.

The species has both ‘Mophead’ of ‘Lacehead’ variety of flowers. 

There are over 80 cultivar varieties available. Listed are a few of different colours: 

H. macrophylla ‘Blue Sky’ and H. macrophylla ‘Nikko Blue’ (blue), H. macrophylla ‘Geoffrey Chadbund’ (bright red), H. macrophylla ‘Libelle’ (pure white), H. macrophylla ‘Générale Vicomtesse de Vibraye’ (either pink or blue), H. macrophylla ‘Sunset’ (pinkish scarlet) and H. macrophylla ‘Taube’ (soft pink).

H. paniculata
The panicle or tree-forming hydrangea, a native of Japan is the best suited for, our Ottawa and area climate since they are the hardiest of the species. This trouble-free, old-fashioned favorite with upright branches that arch over gracefully from the weight of the blooms loves full sun or partial shade and has no serious pests. The plants can reach up to over 20 feet with equal spread and can also be trained to a tree form. It prefers moist, well-drained soil with plenty of organic matter. The cone-shaped panicles can grow to 8 inches long, fading from a cream to rosy pink. They are more drought tolerant than H. macrophylla. They may be pruned in early spring since they bloom on new wood. The entire shrub can be cut to a foot off the ground each fall to encourage vigorous new growth and extra large flowers.  

Some of its cultivars include:

H. paniculata ‘Grandiflora’, also called ‘Pee Gee’ hydrangea, the most common available variety grows up to 10 feet tall and has cone-shape type clusters elongated up to 18 inches. It blooms later than others. The white flowers turn pink in late summer and brown in the fall.

H. paniculata ‘Limelight takes sun or shade as well as sand or clay soil. It has very strong stems to hold massive flowers where H. p. grandiflora is known to collapse. It blooms until frost. As the summer progresses, the older lime green blooms change to white, then to pink and finally to burgundy.  

H. paniculata ‘Little Lamb’ forms a compact shrub with delicate little pure white flower heads that bloom until fall. It will bloom profusely irregardless of winter conditions or pH of the soil.

H. paniculata ‘Pinky Winky’ has unique white and pink two-toned flower heads in panicle shape of up to 16 inches. It emerges white and the flowers at the base of the panicle quickly turn pink. The flower heads grow on upright, strong stems and do not droop like the Pee Gee types. It will bloom regardless of climate, soil, pH or pruning.  

H. paniculata ‘Quickfire’ blooms months earlier than the other varieties, extending the season from early summer to late fall. Its blooms change from white to a rich pinkish-red before the other varieties even start to flower.

H. paniculata ‘Unique’ bears especially large, 12 inch long flower clusters over an even longer period than other species. It grows up to 13 feet tall with pure white flower panicles which take on a pink or even rusty appearance late in the season.

H. quercifolia

The ‘Oak Leaf’ hydrangea, a mound-forming shrub with attractive cinnamon brown, exfoliating bark, has lobed, dark green leaves of up to 8 inches that turn mahogany red in the fall. It is native to North America but should be protected from harsh winter winds in our area. It grows up to 8 feet tall with an equal spread and needs a bit more shade than other species. The late-spring flowers, held in upright panicles of up to 14 inches long emerge white and become pink before fading to brown. Although blooming from buds produced on wood of the previous season, it can bloom even if frozen to the ground on new wood. Pruning is not necessary, but will promote new growth and rejuvenation. It is susceptible to root rot if the drainage is poor.

Some of its cultivars available are:

H. quercifolia ‘Snow Queen’ is considered to be one of the most floriferous. Its creamy white individual flowers are much larger than any others. It can be difficult to grow. 

H. quercifolia ‘Snowflake’ bears clusters of double flowers up to 15 inches long that open white and fade to a rosy pink as they age. This cultivar prefers partial shade. It grows to a 3 feet shrub with a tumbling habit due to the weight of the large and heavy flowers.

Pests and problems

They are relatively pest free and rarely need to be sprayed. They may occasionally be affected by grey mould, slugs, snails, deer, powdery mildew, rust, root rot, ring spot virus and leaf spot. Hot sun or excessive wind will dry out the petals and turn them brown prematurely. 
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