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Hydrangeas are a popular summer flowering shrub.  Most 
people think of the large pink or blue puffball blooms, but 
hydrangeas come in a range of shapes, sizes and varieties.  
Smaller hydrangeas have been introduced that are easier to 
fit in the landscape.  Some hydrangeas can be a challenge to 
get to bloom in Western New York due to our cold winters.  
Knowing which will do best under your garden conditions is 
the first step to success with this beautiful summer bloomer. 
 
Generally, hydrangeas can be grown in a wide range of soils 
but they prefer a rich, moist soil with plenty of organic 
matter.  They are not very drought tolerant.  Hydrangeas 

need about one inch of water a week, but during hot, dry weather they may require up to 2 inches of 
water per week to keep from wilting.  Most species can be grown in either fu ll sun or partial shade.  They 
have few insect pests or diseases.  Pruning hydrangea shrubs varies by species, as some flower on old 
wood and some on new. 
 
There are approximately 23 species of Hydrangea, but only five are widely cultivated in the U.S.  The most 
popular species is probably Hydrangea macrophylla, which is commonly called bigleaf, French, garden or 
florist’s hydrangea.  It produces those large puffball blooms of blue, pink or white flowers in early summer.  
This Japanese native is rated as zone 6 hardy, a few may be zone 5 hardy.  During cold winters it will die 
back to the ground and it is late to leaf out in spring.  Bigleaf hydrangeas flower on old wood (it grew last 
year) which means the flower buds have to survive the winter.  Unfortunately, these buds have a low 
survival rate in colder climates like ours.  An early or late spring freeze may also damage them.  This is the 
main reason this type of hydrangea fails to bloom.  Try growing Hydrangea macrophylla in a protected area 
where they get good snow cover to help protect those flower buds. 
 
Bigleaf hydrangeas have two types of flower heads.  The Mophead (Hortensia) group which look like large 
globes and the Lacecap group which has flowers in a flat-topped cluster.  Mophead and many lacecap 
hydrangea blooms are sensitive to soil pH.  In acidic soils (pH 5.5 and lower), flowers tend to blue.  In 
neutral to alkaline soils (pH 6.5 and higher) blooms tend toward pink.  Between pH 5.5 and pH 6.5, the 
flowers may be purple or a mixture of blue and pink flowers will be found on the same plant.  So if you 
want to change the color of your hydrangea blooms, add sulfur to make them more blue and lime to make 
them more pink. 
 
While bigleaf hydrangeas are usually grown for their showy flowers, some also have stunning foliage.  ‘Sun 
Goddess’ (also known as ‘Lemon Zest’ and ‘Yellow Leaf’) features bright golden-green leaves that will light 
up the shade garden.  ‘Lemon Daddy’ also has golden foliage.  ‘Light-O-Day’ and ‘Variegata’ both feature 
rich green foliage edged in white with lacecap flowers.  One advantage to these plants, if the flower buds 
are killed over the winter you can still enjoy the colorful foliage. 
 
Smooth hydrangea (H. arborescens) is native to the eastern U.S. where it grows as a woodland under-story 



shrub.  It prefers part shade and plenty of moisture and grows as a rounded shrub 3 to 5 feet tall and wide.  
It blooms reliably in late June to early July, producing white flowers in clusters 4 to 6 inches in diameter.  
‘Annabelle’ has long been a popular cultivar.  It has large flower heads, up to 12 inches across.  
‘Incrediball’® is considered to be an improved version of ‘Annabelle’ as it has larger flower heads plus 
much thicker upright stems that do not flop when in flower.  ‘Incrediball® Blush’ has pale pink buds that 
open into blush pink flowers that slowly darken to a deep pink and fade to chartreuse in fall.  If you want a 
relatively trouble free, deer resistant hydrangea, try one of the H. arborescens varieties.  Hardy to zone 4 
they may die back to the ground in the winter, but will still bloom the following year. 
 
Blooming later in the season are the Panicle hydrangeas (H. paniculata).  Another 
hardy species they can be grown and will flower in zones 4 to 7.  Of Asian 
heritage, it is pretty adaptable as it is tolerant of dry spells (but not drought) and 
full sun.  Many will grow 10 to 15 feet tall although shorter varieties have been 
introduced.  It produces creamy white, 6 to 18-inch long panicles which bloom in 
mid-summer.  Depending on the variety, flowers may turn a shade of pink as they 
mature.  Panicle hydrangeas bloom on new wood, so prune in late winter or early 
spring if needed.  Paniculata hydrangeas tend to form a woody trunk and some 
are grown in a tree form.  ‘Limelight’ may be the best known variety but there are 
many others to choose from. 
 
Oakleaf hydrangea (H. quercifolia) is native to the southeastern U.S.  Its large, 
lobed leaves resemble oak leaves.  Oakleaf hydrangea grows with upright stems, 
reaching a height of 8 feet.  It blooms in July, when the large, white conical flower 
heads appear.  The flowers dry to a pink-mauve as they age and remain attractive in to the fall.  The foliage 
can be spectacular in autumn, changing to shades of crimson, burgundy and purple plus the exfoliating 
bark adds winter interest.  Make sure to provide excellent drainage for oakleaf hydrangeas as they do not 
like wet feet.  Oakleaf hydrangea is hardy to zone 5.  ‘Snow Queen’ has large clusters of white flowers that 
become rose pink in fall.  ‘Snowflake’ shows off large heads of double white flowers that turn rosy-pink.  
‘Ruby Slippers’ is a compact oakleaf with white flower clusters that gradually change to pink and then red. 
 
Hydrangeas provide color and beauty throughout the summer and into the fall.  They can be used in the 
shrub border, mixed with perennials, or as a specimen plant. 
 
Resources for this article include University of Rhode Island, University of Massachusetts, U.S. National 
Arboretum, University of Georgia, Missouri Botanical Garden and “Hydrangeas in the North” by Tim 
Boebel. 

 

Panicle hydrangea “Limelight” 
Source: provenwinners.com  


