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If you have tried hydrangeas in the past and never got them to bloom, chances are you were growing the big 
leaf hydrangea (Hydrangea macrophylla).  Those are the hydrangeas with flowers that are the big blue or pink 
globes.  Despite the measures you may have taken to protect the plant, most years they just do not bloom.  
While the plant may be able to make it through winter weather, the flower buds are not reliably hardy in our 
area.  If you want hydrangeas in your garden that will dependably flower year after year, try one of the Panicle 
Hydrangeas (Hydrangea paniculata). 
 

Hydrangea paniculata is considered to be the most cold hardy hydrangea species, many rated to be hardy in 
zone 4 and some to zone 3.  Native to Asia, flowers tend to be creamy white and they are borne in 6 to 18 inch 
long panicles, hence the name.  Depending on the variety they start blooming in mid-summer.  As the flowers 
mature, many turn shades of pink which extends their beauty into fall, and dried flower heads will stay on the 
shrub adding some winter interest. 
 

Panicle hydrangeas have a number of advantages over big leaf hydrangeas.  They require less water than big 
leaf hydrangeas and might be considered relatively drought tolerant once established.  However, consistently 
dry soils may stunt their growth.  Paniculata does well in full sun and tolerates part shade.  They can grow in 
acid or alkaline soil.  The soil pH does not affect bloom color.  Most importantly they are very hardy.  Since they 
flower on new wood, late spring frosts do not kill the flower buds.  Do not prune them in early summer or you 
will eliminate flowers for that year.  If planted in an exposed location, it is helpful to protect the roots with a 
layer of mulch. 
 

The old-time standard panicle hydrangea is the cultivar ‘Grandiflora’, commonly called ‘Pee Gee’.  This is a fast 
growing shrub that can reach 25 feet tall.  It is frequently grown as a single-stemmed specimen and may look 
like a small tree.  Over the past 20 years, panicle hydrangeas have been undergoing a revival of sorts with many 
new varieties being introduced.  Paniculatas tend to be big plants, growing 8 to 15 feet tall.  More compact 
varieties, suitable for smaller gardens, have also been introduced. 
 

In order to assess some of the new paniculata introductions both the Chicago Botanic Garden (zone 5b) and the 
Royal Horticultural Society (RHS) in England have run trials.  ‘Big Ben’ was one of the top performers in both 
hydrangea trials.  Big, conical, lacy heads of creamy white blooms that gradually 
mature to white, pale pink and then deep fuchsia are supported on pretty red 
stems.  The flowers attract pollinating insects.  It grows 6 to 9 feet tall and 5 to 7 feet 
wide. 

 

One of the most popular newer introductions is ‘Limelight’.  It has stunning, plump, 
6 to 12 inch lime green panicles which mature to a creamy white fading to pink.  The 
large blooms are supported on sturdy stems.  Limelight grows 6 to 10 feet tall and 
wide.  It can be shaped into a tree form.  ‘Little Lime’ is a mini version of 
‘Limelight’.  It has the same wonderful coloring at about one-third the size, 
reaching 3 to 5 feet tall and wide. 
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‘Phantom’ has huge flower heads that start pale green in midsummer, turn white and finally darken to pink in 
the fall.  It is 6.5 feet tall and 7.5 feet wide.  To keep the plant from getting too large and increase the size of the 
flower heads, prune ‘Phantom’ back to a bud that is 8 to 16 inches above the ground each spring. 

 

In the Chicago trials, ‘Dharuma’ was one of the earliest paniculatas to bloom.  At the start of summer 
diminutive, lacy, white flowers bloom eventually aging to deep pink.  The flowers are held in somewhat 
flattened panicles versus the typical cone shape.  Growing to only about 3 feet tall, it is also one of the smallest 
of the panicle hydrangeas making it perfect for small gardens or containers.  ‘Dharuma’ needs only a light 
pruning in spring to remove spent flowers because of its slow-growing, compact size. 

 

An offspring of ‘Dharuma’, ‘Quick Fire’ is an early bloomer with white flowers that 
quickly change to pink then a dusky rose.  Its average landscape size is 6 to 8 feet tall 
and wide.  The leaves of ‘Quick Fire’ add to the autumn show as they turn orange on 
deep red stems.  ‘Little Quick Fire’ is a dwarf form topping out at 3 to 5 feet tall and 2 
to 4 feet wide at maturity. 

 

‘Pinky-Winky’ is noted for producing dense, cone-shaped, two-toned large panicles (12 
to 16 inches long) in midsummer.  Blooms emerge white but mature to dark pink.  
Flowers at the base of the panicles change from white to pink while new white flowers 
continue developing at the tips.  Plants grow 6 to 8 feet tall and wide. 

 

Easy to grow, eye-catching, long blooming and dependable, panicle hydrangeas are 
a great choice for the garden.  Can’t decide which one to choose?  Gardeners 
should make plant choices based on your site as well as the desired traits you want 
in a plant.  Doing some research before you buy helps you to make the best 
selection for your garden. 

 

 

Resources for this article include:  Chicago Botanic Garden, Royal Horticulture Society Plant Trials Bulletin, 
“Hydrangeas in the North” by Tim Boebel, and JC Raulston Arboretum. 
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