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There is nothing better after any winter than to see that first bloom in the garden.  Most are familiar with 
the traditional spring bloomers - crocus, daffodils and tulips, but there are other plants that herald spring is 
on the way.  Add any of these plants to your landscape for a brilliant splash of spring color. 
 
Cornus mas, commonly called Cornelian cherry dogwood, is valued for its very early spring blooms which 
open earlier than forsythia.  Yellow flowers on short stalks bloom before the leaves emerge in dense, 
showy, rounded clusters.  This is a medium to large deciduous shrub or small tree that is native to central 
and southern Europe into western Asia.  It typically grows 15 to 25 feet tall with a spread of 12 to 20 feet 
wide.  Scaly, exfoliating bark develops on mature trunks for winter interest.  Zones 4 to 8. 
 

 Witch hazels (Hamamelis spp.) are large shrubs that have 
wispy, twisted, ribbon-like delicate blooms that stand up to 
early spring weather.  Depending on the species or cultivar, 
the flows come in shades of red, yellow and orange; some are 
even fragrant.  Bloom time depends heavily on the weather.  
In a mild winter they could bloom in February!  Witch hazels 
perform best when planted in a moist but well-drained, 
loamy, acidic soil.  Zones 5 to 8. 
 

Cyclamen coum is a tuberous herbaceous perennial, growing 
just 2 to 3 inches tall.  Marbled leaves are heart-shaped.  The 
purplish-magenta, shell-shaped flowers seem to float on the 
stems.  Flowers bloom in very early spring so plant them 
where you can easily view them from the house.  Bulbs may 
take a year to settle in before they bloom.  Zones 5 to 8. 

 
Among the first crocus to bloom, Crocus tommasinianus bloom about 2 weeks earlier than the larger Dutch 
crocus.  The blooms are pale lilac to deep reddish-purple with a white throat and a silvery exterior.  Often 
referred to as ‘tommies’, reportedly squirrels do not eat or move this crocus species.  Varieties include 
‘Barr’s Purple’ (amethyst violet), ‘Albus’ (white), ‘Lilac Beauty’ (purple), ‘Roseus’ (pink), ‘Ruby Giant’ 
(purple), and ‘Whitewell Purple’ (silvery reddish purple flowers, pale mauve on the inside).  Zones 4 to 8. 
 
Larger than its relation the snowdrop, Spring Snowflakes (Leucojum vernum) usually flower one or two 
weeks later.  Flower stems hold 1 or 2 dainty bell-shaped flowers which are white with a g  reen or yellow 
spot at the end of each tepal.  They have a slight fragrance.  Not bothered by critters as all parts of the 
plant are poisonous, especially the bulbs.  This lovely little flower grows to about 8 inches tall.  Zones 4 to 
9. 
 
Exotic and tropical in appearance, the tall and stately Crown Imperial (Fritillaria imperialis) is a spectacular 
addition to the spring border.  Each plant has one 3 foot tall stem with whorls of glossy green leaves, 
topped with a whorl of tubular, pendulous bell-like blooms in shades of red, orange, or yellow.  The foliage 
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has a musky odor that some gardeners like and others strongly dislike.  The odor is reputed to deter 
squirrels and the plant is deer resistant.  Be sure to plant bulbs in very-well-drained soil as they are very 
prone to rot.  Try planting them on their side so water does not sit in the bulb.  Belonging to the lily family, 
the red lily leaf beetle adults may chew holes in the leaves.  Zones 5 to 9. 
 
 Bloodroot (Sanguinaria canadensis) is a woodland spring ephemeral that is 
also happy in the shade garden.  Beautiful white blossoms have 8 to 12 petals 
growing on leafless stems.  ‘Multiplex’ is a stunning double flowered form.  
They emit a wonderful fragrance that attracts many kinds of native bees.  A 
light green leaf is wrapped around the stem of the flower at the flowering 
stage.  When the flower fades, the leaf opens in a very unique hand shape as 
large as 6 inches in diameter.  They get their name from the dark red sap found 
in the stems and roots which resembles blood.  When this plant is happy in its 
location, it will colonize and provide many years of flowering.  Bloodroot will go 
dormant mid-summer.  Zones 4 to 8. 
 
Lathyrus vernus also called Spring Vetchling or Spring Pea is a hardy perennial 
cousin to the familiar annual Sweet Pea.  Plants form a low compact clump of 
light green leaves, with an early spring display of bright rose-pink flowers.  It 
prefers a moist, partly shaded site that does not dry out.  Native to northern 
Europe and Siberia, it does not do well in summer heat.  The plants may go 
dormant and disappear during the summer; although I have never had mine do this.                                                       
A slow grower it stays about a foot high and wide.  Zones 3 to 9. 
 
Some of these plants may be a little difficult to track down or you may have to order them from a catalog, 
but they are definitely worth the extra effort. 
 
Resources for this article include:  Missouri Botanical Garden, Cornell University, John Scheepers, Inc, Kew 
Royal Botanic Garden, McClure and Zimmerman, and Heritage Perennials. 
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