
By Lori Robinson, Master Gardener Volunteer,  

       and Sue Gwise, Horticulture Educator 

Sick of seeing winter gray? Longing for the signs of spring to return? Then, keep an eye out for these early 
blooming flowers, shrubs, and trees.  
 
The earliest flowers of spring are produced by bulbs or tubers. One 
of the earliest to appear are the delicate, pure white blooms of the 
Snowdrop (Galanthus nivalis, Amaryllidaceae Family). Also known as 
the Common Snowdrop or Fair Maid of February these flowers 
prefer cool, moist, partially shaded areas with well-drained alkaline 
soil and grow up to 6” tall. Hardy in zones 3-9, these beauties are 
native to Europe. The plants are not considered invasive, but the 
bulbs do spread to form large clumps. They should be planted or 
divided in early fall.  Varieties include Flore Pleno, Lutescens, Pusey 
Green Tips, and Scharlockii. 

 
Crocus hybrids (Crocus sp.; Iridaceae Family) follow the 
snowdrops. These 3-4” plants, in shades of purple, white, yellow, 
and orange, begin to appear in March as our snow is melting 
away. Hardy in zones 3-8, they require well-drained soil and 
prefer full sun. Each crocus stands upright with grass-like, fine, 
medium green foliage. Blooms can be a single color, bicolor, or 
marked with striping or mottling and are sweetly fragrant. 
Varieties include Blue Pearl, Dutch Yellow, Ladykiller, and 
Zwanenburg. 

 
Crocus bulbs are a product of horticultural breeding. Plant and divide the same as the snowdrop bulbs. Some 
people plant the bulbs right in their lawns to create a blanket of color. If this is done, wait until the plant has 
completely died off before mowing your grass. Look for daffodils and tulips soon after the crocuses appear. 
 
What about shrubs? While we all look forward to beautiful, 
yellow, forsythia blossoms, the Pussy Willow (Salix discolor/
caprea) comes first. Also known as Goat Willow, these shrubs or 
multi-stemmed trees are hardy in zones 2 to 7, prefer full sun, 
and are native to marshy, low ground, stream banks, or other 
wet sites. They grow 6’ to 15’ tall and spread 4’ to 12’. They can 
be kept smaller with proper pruning. Pruning should be done in 
late winter or early spring, and the plant can be cut back every 3 
to 5 years to maintain a shrub appearance. 
 
The attraction of pussy willows is the catkins. The silky, pearl-gray flowers of our Eastern North American 
pussy willow (Salix discolor) emerge in early spring and then turn yellow-green. The Northern European 
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species (Salix caprea) has larger catkins, including one with a weeping habit (Pendula). Some other varieties 
have pale rosy catkins and one native to China, Korea, and Japan has black catkins with red anthers. 
 
Pussy willows may be a great addition to your landscape as they provide early resources for songbirds, 
waterfowl, and small mammals, and attract butterflies, and honey and bumble bees. However, they are 
susceptible to numerous pests and diseases, including blights, powdery mildew, gray scale, aphids, borers, 
and more, and can also be damaged by deer.  
 
You can also follow the progression of spring by keeping an eye on our native hardwood trees.  A tree can be 
grey and barren one day and the next day it may show a slight tint of yellow or green. This tree is beginning 
to come out of winter dormancy and the color will grow deeper as the days move ahead. ‘Leaf-out’ is species
-dependent and is triggered by warming air and soil temperatures and by longer days. If we have a cold 
spring trees may leaf out a bit later.  If spring is warm, expect to see an earlier and faster green-up. South 
facing slopes will leaf-out earlier than north facing slopes because they are warmer.  Isolated, low-lying areas 
tend to leaf out later because they are colder. Trees in an open field will break bud earlier than trees in a 
forest due to more warmth. 
 
Keep an eye on maple, cherry, poplar, birch, 
and willow. These species will be the first to 
show color in the spring. Species like oak, elm, 
hickory, walnut, and ash are the last to leaf out. 
All other species fall somewhere in between. Of 
course, timing varies from year to year as our 
temperatures vary. And let’s not forget the 
effects of climate change. In general, trees are 
leafing out earlier than in the past. 
 
So keep an eye out for these signs of spring as you travel around town or take a walk along the many trails in 
Jefferson County. 
 
Source: Cornell Garden Based Learning 
 

 

 


