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Bigleaf or French Hydrangea, Hydrangea macrophylla 
 

ften called Bigleaf Hydrangea or French hydrangea, Hydrangea macrophylla are native to Korea and Japan.  
Known by some as Mopheads (Hydrangea hortensia) or Lacecaps (H. normalis), these are the most common of the 
hydrangeas found in the typical 

garden.  Most are blue or pink, with 
color variations between the two based 
on the acidity of the soil.  The white 
varieties and newer reds are the 
exceptions to the above.   
 
You will find that by varying soil pH you 
can create some very interesting color 
combinations.  Some can be adjusted 
from the purple/blue flowers of acid soil 
through white/dull green in neutral soil, 
to pink in alkaline soil.   
 
These plants bloom best in areas with mild winters, as buds set on last year‘s growth.  I have found they do best planted 
in morning sun, protected from the direct sun of the afternoon.  Like many plants, H. macrophylla prefers rich, moist, 
well-drained soil.  For many of us that means amending with good composted organic material.   
 
Pruning hydrangeas is a topic often debated, so I won‘t go 
into detail here.  For some excellent information particular 
to our area, refer to an article on the North Carolina State 
University website written by North Carolina resident and 
expert Dick Birr: 
http://www.ces.ncsu.edu/fletcher/staff/rbir/hypruning.ht
ml.   
 
Many of the most popular selections can be found at local 
garden shops or big box home improvement stores.   
 
There are way too many wonderful varieties to name, but 
here are several:  
 

 

 ‗Nigra‘ – This is a very interesting selection with 
blackish-purple stems and typical rose-to-blue flower heads. 
 

 ‗Glowing Embers‘ – Many consider this one of the 
best (pictured above right).   
 

 ‗Nikko Blue‘ – The most popular of the blues.   
 

 ‗Harlequin‘ – A must for that special location; 
blooms have two colors, pink to purple bordered with white.  
This one stays small.   
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 ‗Lemon Zest‘ – A golden-leafed variety, providing some interesting foliage contrast in the summer garden (pictured 
left).   

 
 
Panicle Hydrangea, Hydrangea paniculata 
 

anicle Hydrangea, as it is commonly known, is a vigorous, upright grower whose conical-shaped flowers suggest 
its common moniker.  Sometimes grown in tree form, some cultivars can reach 20-25 feet in height.  However, 
most choose to cultivate it in shrub form, where 

it is likely to get 8-10 feet high and wide.   
 
Like most hydrangeas grown in the Charlotte, NC, area 
of the Southern Piedmont, this one also prefers 
morning sun and some protection from direct 
afternoon exposure.  Moist, well-drained soil is 
appreciated, but Hydrangea paniculata will tolerate our 
clay better than many other flowering shrubs.  These 
tend to be late-summer to early-fall bloomers, which 
give you another reason to visit your garden at a time 
that little else is going on.  You now can have 
hydrangeas blooming from May (the Oakleafs) through 
September.   
 

Pictured Right: Hydrangea paniculata ‘Limelight’ 

 
Some common varieties follow: 
 

 ‗Grandiflora‘ – PeeGee hydrangea; very old variety. 
 

 ‗Pinky Winky‘ – A very large hydrangea with pink-to-white bi-colored flower heads; height 6-8 feet.   
 

 ‗Pink Diamond‘ – I have a couple of these.  The color is not as vibrant in the local heat of Charlotte, NC, but they 
are still nice plants.  They sucker, so you will have ―babies‖ to give your friends.   

 

 ‗Limelight‘ – Known for its bright, lime-green flowers, ‗Limelight‘ has been one of the most popular varieties of the 
past few years; flowers profusely and should grow to about 8 feet (pictured above).    

 

 ‗Unique‘ – Early-bloomer (June-July) and more shrubby than many others in this group; large rounded panicles of 
sterile white florets, which tend toward pink as they age.   

 

 ‗Tardiva‘ – Late bloomer (August); large blooms on thick stems; tends not to weep under the weight of the flowers 
as much as some; pleasant scent on newly opened blooms.   

 

 ‗Pee Wee‘ – 5x5 feet in size; perfect for a small garden; flowers white to pink.    
 
 
Wild or Smooth Hydrangea, Hydrangea arborescens 
 

ative to North Carolina as well as many other states, Hydrangea arborescens is sometimes known as Wild 
Hydrangea or Smooth Hydrangea.  A low-growing hydrangea with rounded habit, it is a shrub formed by 
numerous unbranched stems.  Generally wider than tall, H. arborescens tends to grow quickly to 3-5 feet.  Its 

dark green leaves have a coarse texture, turn a pale yellow in autumn, and then fall off.  Leaf color is not ornamentally 
significant.   
 
Best grown in medium to moist, well-drained soil, Hydrangea arborescens appreciates partial shade protected from direct 
afternoon sun.  If left alone, it will become somewhat weedy, and then sucker, forming colonies.   
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Confusion often arises as to how and when to prune various hydrangeas.  However, pruning H. arborescens is very straight 
forward.  Since it only blooms on new wood, you can prune immediately after flowering, and sometimes get a re-bloom! 
Alternatively, cut back in winter and have flowers the next season.  According to Dick Bir, ―How far you cut them back 
is strictly personal preference.  Unless you live in a restricted community with pruning covenants, there are no pruning 
police.‖   
 
Pictured right, the most common variety of Hydrangea arborescens is ‗Annabelle‘, 
the popular selection with the huge, rounded flower heads consisting of white, 
sterile florets.  This plant is considered superior to ‗Grandiflora‘ (also known as 
‗Hills of Snow‘).  Unfortunately, ‗Annabelle‘ is often mislabeled in the trade, 
resulting in many people getting an inferior plant.  My experience with 
‗Annabelle‘ is mixed.  Large blooms, but in my garden, the bush is floppy.      
 
That leads me to the new cultivars that hold much promise.  I have not tried 
either of these, but plan to add both to my garden this fall:   
   

 ‗Incrediball‘ – the new, improved ‗Annabelle‘ with much larger blooms and 
strong stems to reduce flopping 

 

 ‗Invincibelle Spirit‘ – the first pink ‗Annabelle‘, which is supposed to re-
bloom.  This plant was developed by Dr. Tom Ranney at NC State 
University‘s Mountain Horticultural Crops Research Station.   

 
 
Oakleaf Hydrangea, Hydrangea quercifolia 
 

y introduction to Oakleaf Hydrangea, Hydrangea quercifolia, was a specimen that came with the purchase of our 
home.  To this day, I am not sure whether it is species or a cultivar—but I do know it is large, standing 6-7 
feet tall and wide, and tough as nails.  It has been transplanted a couple of times, pruned severely, and always 

responds well.   
 
Panicle of Oakleaf Hydrangea of unknown variety; 6/3/09; 
Debbie Moore Clark.  Used with permission.   

 
Hydrangea quercifolia derives its name from the big, 
leathery leaves whose shape reminds many of the 
leaves of an oak tree.  In the fall, many of these 
leaves will turn orange or crimson, giving you three 
seasons of interest.  Some will say four seasons, as 
they count the dried, spent blooms and exfoliating 
bark as ―winter interest.‖   
 
Grown in sun to partial shade, this hydrangea is a 
vigorous grower.  The more sun you give your plant 
the more you should mulch its roots.  The root 
system prefers cool, moist, well-drained soil.   
 
If major shaping is required, pruning is best done 

immediately after flowering.  Dick Bir, writing for the Mountain Research & Extension Center, recommends removing 
older mature stems all the way to the ground (no more than one-third per year).   
 
The most common cultivars are:   
 

 ‗Alice‘ – the largest of the cultivars, often reaching 15 feet; flower panicles can reach 1 foot in length.   
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 ‗Snow Queen‘ – one of the most common varieties in the stores, growing to 6 feet and wider than tall.   Flower 
heads mature to pink with age.   

 

 ‗Snowflake‘ – known for its double flower heads; often flowers so heavily that branches are weighed down.   
 

 ‗Pee Wee‘ and ‗Sikes Dwarf‘ – two dwarf cultivars (4-6 feet), both good for smaller gardens.    
 

 ‗Little Honey‘ – a popular selection (3-4 feet) that arrived from England a few years ago; its chartreuse leaves turn a 
bright red in fall.     

 
If you enjoy bold landscape accents, an oakleaf hydrangea could be what you need to buy this season.  TN   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
_______________ 
 
Four non-copyrighted pictures were gleaned from the Internet to illustrate this article.   
 

Tom Nunnenkamp is an Extension Master Gardener with Mecklenburg County, NC, 
whose beautiful garden, Maple Walk, is planted with many specimen hydrangeas.  His 
four articles on hydrangeas, appearing here in combined form, were first published in 
The Thymes: Master Gardener News, Issues 6-9, June, July/August, September and 
October/November 2010, respectively.   
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