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American Witchhazel (Hamamelis virginiana L.) 

By Larry Stritch 

 
American witchhazel is a member of the Witch-hazel family. The genus name 

Hamamelis is Latin from the Greek meaning a kind of medlar or service tree. The 

species name virginiana refers to being from Virginiana. This native grows 

throughout northeast and southeast North America, from Nova Scotia to Florida and 

from the Great Lakes to eastern Texas. It is particularly abundant in the Appalachian 

Mountains. American Witch hazel grows in moist, shaded sites in forests and at the 

forest edge. 

American witchhazel is a shrub or small tree 

with arching branches generally growing as a 

dense, multi-stemmed clump reaching heights 

of 20 – 30 feet and widths of 15 to 20 feet.; 

however the shrub form typically does not 

grow over 12 – 15 feet tall. Leaves are 

alternate, simple, broadly ovate, 2.5 – 6 inches 

long, unequal offset leaf base, with large wavy 

teeth on the margins and with the upper 

surface dark green and the lower surface a 

paler green. This woody plant is extraordinary 

in its flowering pattern. The flowers are bright 

yellow, with 4 very slender creamy to bright 

yellow petals ½ to ¾ inch long, appearing in mid to late fall. The flowers are 

fragrant. Generally, its bright yellow flowers are the only sign of color in 

woods where all the autumn leaves lay upon the forest floor. American 

witchhazel is pollinated by a moth. The small, tanish to gray, hard capsules go 

dormant throughout the winter and then develop over the next growing season 

and then in autumn forcibly expel two shiny black seeds 10 to 20 feet rarely to 

40 feet. The seeds then take an additional year to germinate. 

American witchhazel posses some interesting lore and uses. The most 

interesting use as been the use of forked limbs as dowsing or divining rods. 

Early European settles observed Native Americans using American witchhazel 

to find underground sources of water. This activity is probably where the 

common name witchhazel came from. “Wicke” is the Middle English for 

“lively’ and “wych” is from the Anglo-Saxon word for “bend.” American 

witchhazel was probably called a Wicke Hazel by early white settlers because 

the dowsing end of the forked branch would bend when underground water when detected by the dowser. This 

practice had a widespread use by American settlers and then exported back to Europe. Dowsing became an 
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are colored green where American 

witchhazel may be found. 

As the leaves of the trees are all but 

fallen, the witch hazel comes into glori-

ous bloom in late October to early No-

vember in the eastern United States. 

The yellow flowers exude a pleasant 

spicy fragrance. Photo by Larry Stritch. 



established feature of well-digging into the 20th century 

American witchhazel is adaptable to home landscaping situations. It 

should be planted on the north side of homes and north-facing slopes 

where semi-shaded habits are more common. It prefers rich moist soils 

and requires regular watering when being established. If planted in the 

full sunlight it may suffer, occurring in nature as an understory plant. 

Many gardeners have been abandoning the planting of American 

witchhazel and are now selecting a number of the Asiatic hybrids. 

However, there flowers have no fragrance. American witchhazel can be 

grown from seeds that have been cold stratified. Seeds should be planted 

in pots and generally grown in them for up to two to three years before 

they are mature enough to transplant. Flowering does not start until the 

plants are at least six years old. 

 

 

 

Fruits of the witch hazel from last autumn's 

flowers are readily visible among the bright 

green leaves of spring. Photo by J.S Peterson, 

USDA NRCS PLANTS Database. 

To the unwitting hiker, to come upon the flowering witch hazel in late autumn is an unexpected treat as the rest of the 

forest's plants prepare for a long winter's nap. Photo by Larry Stritch. 



 
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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