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AMERICAN HOPHORNBEAM 
ironwood 

Ostrya virginiana (Miller) Koch 
 

American hophornbeam is closely related to the American hornbeam and is rather generally distributed 

throughout New York State on dry, gravelly, and stony soils of slopes and ridges, sometimes taking possession 

of woodlots in central New York to the exclusion of other species. The tree is slow-growing and is rarely found 

larger than 10 inches in diameter. The wood is very heavy, hard, and strong, hence the name "ironwood." It is 

used for tool and implement handles and for levers, and makes excellent fuel wood when seasoned.  

Bark - thin, very markedly flaky; light grayish brown in color, broken into narrow, flattish pieces, loose at the 

ends 

Twigs - fine, reddish brown in color, smooth, and shiny; a very easy winter character for identification of the 

tree, particularly of young saplings. 

Winter buds - terminal bud absent as in birches and elms; lateral buds small, light reddish brown in color, 

bending away from the twig. 

Leaves - alternate, simple ovate, 3 to 5 inches long, doubly and finely serrate on margin. 

Fruit - a small, seed-like nutlet, enclosed in an inflated, sac-like bract. Bracts - in clusters 1 to 2 inches long, 

resembling hops, hence the name "hophornbeam." Fruit usually falls before winter. 

Distinguishing features - shreddy bark; shiny, reddish-brown twigs; papery fruit like a hop. 

American Hophornbeam, also known as Eastern Hornbeam or Ironwood, is found throughout most of the 

Eastern United States and southernmost Eastern Canada. The "hop" portion of its name refers to the resemblance 

of its fruits to those of true hops that are used in the production of beer. Hornbeam refers to a related European 

tree whose wood was used to yoke oxen; therefore, its American counterpart wood was also used as a "beam" 

with which to yoke "horned" beasts of burden. 

Ironwood refers to its strength, and is confusing since this is also a common name for Blue Beech. The growth 

habit of the slow-growing American Hophornbeam is upright pyramidal and stately in youth, becoming 

gracefully rounded with slightly pendulous branch tips with age. It is found in very dry, moist, or even 

occasionally wet soils, in sunny fields or under the canopy of large forest trees. This tree achieves a height of 30 

feet and a width of 30 feet when found in the open. As a member of the Birch Family, it is related to the Alders, 

Birches, Hornbeams, and Filberts. 

Planting Requirements - American Hophornbeam prefers moist, well-drained, slightly acidic soils of rich or 



average composition. However, it adapts quite readily to wet or dry, poor, alkaline soils with a slightly reduced 

growth rate (which is slow to begin with). It is found in zones 3 to 9, and grows best in full sun or partial sun, but 

adapts to partial shade, often as an understory tree. 

Potential Problems - American Hophornbeam has few diseases or pests of significance; witches' broom rarely 

occurs. Leaf scorch is sometimes seen when this tree is found in dry soils during times of drought. 

 

 

American Hophornbeam has leaves 
that are alternate, elliptical, doubly 
serrated, with prominent veins and 
a drawn-out tip. 

Fall color is a mixture of green, 
yellow, and brown. 

American Hophornbeam, a 
monoecious species, has 
male catkins that are green 
and detectable in mid-
summer, brown and easily 
seen in winter, and yellow-
brown and in flower in mid-
spring 

They often occurs in a cluster of 
three, but can be single or dou-
ble as well. The small, nearby 
female flowers give rise to hop-
like fruits that are lime green in 
early summer, beige-yellow in 
mid-summer, and brown by late 
summer. 

The immature bark of American Hophornbeam is 
very flaky, loosely covering the spreading branches 
and upper trunks. 

Mature trunks, however, have 
bark that occurs as thin vertical 
strips, slightly shredding at the 
ends. Both types of bark are gray-
brown in color. 



 
Before planting trees, look up, look down and look right and left.  

Planting under power lines, close to buildings, sidewalks or septic 

systems will only mean costly repairs in the future. 

 

If your tree grows 45 feet tall, make sure there are no obstructions.  

If it grows 20 feet wide make sure it has 20 feet of space to spread 

out.  Think of the root system as growing the same size as the 

canopy.  Plant the tree far enough away so that the roots wont 

damage sidewalks, foundations or septic systems.  

This publication may contain pesticide recommendations. Changes in pesticide regulations occur constantly, some materials mentioned 

may no longer be available, and some uses may no longer be legal. All pesticides distributed, sold, and/or applied in New York State 

must be registered with the New York State Department of Environmental Conservation (DEC). Questions concerning the legality and/

or registration status for pesticide use in New York State should be directed to the appropriate Cornell Cooperative Extension Special-

ist or your regional DEC office. READ THE LABEL BEFORE APPLYING ANY PESTICIDE.  

 
DISCLAIMER:  Please note that neither Cornell Cooperative Extension of Oneida County nor any representative thereof makes any 

representation of any warranty, express or implied, of any particular result or application of the information provided by us or regard-

ing any product. If a product is involved, it is the sole responsibility of the User to read and follow all product labeling instructions and 

to check with the manufacturer or supplier for the most recent information. Nothing contained in this information should be interpreted 

as an express or implied endorsement of any particular product or criticism of unnamed products. With respect to any information on 

pest management, the User is responsible for obtaining the most up-to-date pest management information. The information we provide 

is no substitute for pesticide labeling. The User is solely responsible for reading and following the manufacturer’s labeling and instruc-

tions. (October 2009) 
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