Pruning Hydrangeas

                I get a lot of questions about pruning hydrangeas. When is the best time to prune? How much should be removed? 

                These are difficult questions to answer. There are several species of hydrangea and these are divided into hundreds of cultivars. Each has a different schedule for producing flower buds. Some produce flower buds for in late summer and fall on older stems for the following year. Some produce buds on new wood in the spring. Pruning at the wrong time can remove flower buds and prevent flowering for that season.

                One good practice to follow is to pay attention to the mature size of a hydrangea before it is planted. Most plants purchased from a nursery, garden center, or retail outlet will have a tag attached to them that gives important information about sunlight requirements, water needs, and mature sizes of the plants. If the hydrangeas are planted in a  location where they have enough room to reach their mature size without interfering with other plants, walkways, etc. they may never need to be pruned. Most cultivars will have a natural shape that is desirable in most gardens. The flower heads, after they have faded, can be removed at any time regardless of the cultivar, this practice will not prevent flowers the next year.

                If pruning is needed, the gardener will need to know exactly which species and cultivar they are dealing with. Bigleaf and oakleaf hydrangeas are among the more common species planted in this area but others such as climbing hydrangea and smooth hydrangea are also planted. 

                Bigleaf hydrangeas (Hydrangea macrophylla) are the most common in the Danville area. Cultivars include ‘Nikko Blue’, ‘Pia’, ‘Blue Wave’, and ‘Variegata’. Lacecap and Teller Series hydrangeas are also in this collection. There may be as many as 500 cultivars of bigleaf hydrangea according to The Manual of Woody Landscape Plants by Michael Dirr, 1998, Stipes Publishing L.L.C.

                Bigleaf hydrangeas set their flower buds for the next year at the end of the current year, in late summer and early fall. Pruning from July through May will remove the flower buds and prevent the shrub from blooming. Bigleaf hydrangeas should be pruned immediately after flowering. Remove no more than 1/3 of the live branches in any year, if more than that need to be removed plan to take out more next year. Remove older branches first to favor the more vigorous younger stems. 

                Oakleaf Hydrangeas (H. quercifolia) – ‘Pee Wee’, ‘Snowflake’, ‘Alice’, ‘Roanoke’, et al – are similar to the bigleaf hydrangeas in that they set their flower buds at the end of the growing season. Oakleaf hydrangeas should also be pruned just after they flower. 

                Climbing hydrangea (H. anomala subspecies petiolaris) is a slow growing clinging vine. It is also similar to the Japanese Hydrangea-vine (Schizophragma hydrangeoides). These vines grow so slow that pruning should never be necessary. They are not very common in this part of the country. 

                Smooth hydrangea (H. arborescens) – ‘Annabelle’, ‘Grandiflora’, ‘Eco Pink Puff’, et al - is rare but there may be a few around. These plants produce flower buds on new growth so they can be pruned in the fall, winter, or early spring before new growth begins. Michael Dirr recommends pruning with a mower in late fall or early spring. 

                Before anyone asks, an acid soil will produce the blue color in ‘Nikko Blue’ and other bigleaf hydrangeas. If the soil is right for azaleas, very acid, the shrubs will produce blue flowers. If the soil is right for grass, slightly acid, the flowers will be pink. This is a good plant to include in gardens that feature azaleas and rhododendrons. 

