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D
  ogw

oods (C
ornus) have long been loved by 

gardeners for their dram
atic w

inter stem
 

colours that create dazzling e"ects, especially 
planted en m

asse or beside w
ater. Increasingly, they are 

enjoyed in sm
aller gardens, adding easy colour to w

inter 
borders or even short-term

 container displays. 
Three species of dogw

ood are prim
arily grow

n for 
w

inter-stem
 colour. N

ative to Siberia, northern C
hina 

and K
orea, C

ornus alba grow
s in thickets, especially in 

dam
p places such as stream

sides. Its N
orth A

m
erican 

counterpart, C
. sericea, is often found in river valleys 

and w
etlands, from

 N
ew

foundland to A
laska and south 

to C
alifornia. N

ative to Europe including southern and 
central England, C

. sanguinea grow
s in hedgerow

s and 
scrub lim

estone. O
ver the years, selections have been 

m
ade w

ith im
proved stem

 colour, ideal for grow
ing as  

a coppice to ensure brightest young grow
th; som

e are 
valued for their colourful foliage. 

R
H

S Plant Trial
To #nd the best garden selections, an R

H
S Trial took 

place at R
H

S G
arden H

yde H
all, the entries planted in 

the W
inter G

arden. Plants w
ere assessed betw

een 2018  
and 2020 w

ith A
G

M
s rati#ed by the R

H
S W

oody Plant 
C

om
m

ittee in 2021. Som
e C

. sanguinea cultivars w
ere 

planted late, so the #nal assessm
ent of these w

ill take 
place in 2022. In all, 62 entries w

ere judged, nine 
cultivars earning an A

w
ard of G

arden M
erit. 

P
L

A
N

T
 P

R
O

F
IL

E

Cornus 
A

 recent R
H

S Plant Trial has revealed 
dogw

ood selections that are a delight in 
w

inter for their vivid stem
 colour, and 

others that bring joy to sum
m

er w
ith 

their colourful foliage 

A
uthor: C

hris Lane,  
nurserym

an and V
ice C

hair of the  
R

H
S W

oody Plant C
om

m
ittee.

The dazzling stem
s of  

Cornus sanguinea ‘Anny’s 
W

inter O
range’ underplanted 

w
ith variegated H

edera (ivy)
and green O

phiopogon.

MARIANNE MAJERUS
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With thanks to RHS Gardens Hyde Hall, 28th Janaury 2021 photographed; RHS / Tim Sandall

The follow
ing dogw

oods have an R
H

S hardiness rating of H
7 

(colder than −20°C/−4°F) unless stated. A
pproxim

ate size assum
es 

plants are coppiced annually. Som
e have #ne autum

n leaf tints. 

A
G
M

 selections from
 the trial

1
  C

ornus sanguinea ‘A
nny’s W

inter O
range’ A

G
M

: selection w
ith 

bright red coppiced stem
s that glow

 in the w
inter sun; not  

too vigorous. Selection introduced by D
utch nurserym

an  
A

ndre van N
ijnatten. Size: 1.4m

 high x 1.5m
 (4½

 x 5ft). A
G

M
 

recon#rm
ed. R

H
S hardiness rating H

5 (−15 to −10°C/5 to 14°F). 
2

  C
. sericea ‘Bud’s Yellow

’ A
G

M
: sim

ilar to C
. sericea ‘Flaviram

ea’ 
w

ith greenish-yellow
 stem

s; this selection is m
ore vigorous and 

m
arginally brighter in the landscape – I think it has the edge.  

G
reat w

ith red-stem
m

ed selections. Size: 1.5 x 1.2m
 (5 x 4ft) .

3
  C

. sericea ‘Flaviram
ea’ A

G
M

: selection popular in cultivation for 
120 years, w

ith bright greenish-yellow
 stem

s; excellent w
ith red-

stem
m

ed cultivars. Size: 1.4 x 1.2m
 (4½

 x 4ft). A
G

M
 retained. 

O
ther interesting selections w

ith bright stem
 colour

4
  C

. alba Baton Rouge (‘M
inbat’): selection w

ith bright red stem
s  

but it w
as noticed in the trial that after a couple of years of 

coppicing tw
o shoot colours em

erged, so possibly unstable.  
Size: 1.6 x 1.6m

 (5¼
 x 5¼

ft).
5

  C
. sericea ‘Isanti’: com

pact selection w
ith deep red stem

s and 
brick-red autum

n leaf tints. Size: 1.25 x 1.5m
 (4 x 5ft).

6
  C

. sanguinea ‘M
agic Flam

e’: has yellow
 stem

s from
 the base of 

the shoots graduating to red in the upper half, m
aking a superb 

contrast. It has nice am
ber-yellow

 autum
n leaf tints. A

nother 
from

 A
ndre van N

ijnatten. Size: 1.3 x 1.4m
 (4¼

 x 4½
ft).

7
  C

. sanguinea ‘Sifa’: selection w
ith yellow

-orange w
inter stem

s 
and yellow

 autum
n leaf tints. Size: 1.5 x 1.4m

 (5 x 4½
ft).

8
  C

. sericea ‘C
ardinal’: plant w

ith attractive salm
on-coloured 

stem
s, quite vigorous and tall so good for the back of a border. 

A
lso has good autum

n foliage tints. Size: 1.7 x 1.6m
 (5½

 x 5¼
ft).

9
  C

. sericea ‘C
oral R

ed’: selection w
ith dark red stem

s and good 
w

arm
, pinkish red autum

n leaf colour. Size: 1.5 x 1.4m
 (5 x 4½

ft).

Still a w
orthw

hile favourite?
A

lthough its A
G

M
 w

as rescinded due to variability betw
een entries 

in the trial, judges w
ere im

pressed by popular C
ornus alba ‘Sibirica’ 

plants grow
ing nearby at H

yde H
all. A

 m
ini trial of this cultivar 

w
ith plants from

 a few
 sources is being arranged for the future.

Cornus for w
inter stem

s

H
ow

 to prune for the best stem
 colour

The best w
ay to grow

 dogw
oods for stem

 colour is by annual  
coppicing in the spring, just after bud burst, w

here stem
s are cut  

to 2–3cm
 (¾

–1¼
in) above the ground. O

ne-year-old w
ood is the  

m
ost vivid, and the strong grow

th that results from
 annual coppicing 

w
ill have good colour from

 the base of the shoot to the tip.  
If a plant is left w

ithout being pruned, annual grow
th gets shorter  

year after year, and older w
ood gets less colourful. 

Do not cut stem
s straight after planting, but w

ait until plants  
are established; at least a year for C. alba and C. sericea cultivars,  
tw

o years for C. sanguinea cultivars. Plants of C. sanguinea are  
rather prone to late frost dam

age, so w
ait to coppice until frost risk 

has passed then cut stem
s hard dow

n to delay tender regrow
th.

Cut Cornus stem
s 2–3cm

 (¾
–1¼

in) above ground.

The RH
S Plant 

Trial of Cornus 
judged plants in  
the W

inter Garden 
at RH

S Garden 
H

yde H
all (above).

Appealing Cornus 
sericea ‘Bud’s 
Yellow

’ (right) 
glow

s in w
inter.

1
2

3

4
5

6

7
8
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G
ardeners’ notes

O
verview

Dogw
oods for colourful w

inter stem
s or 

im
pressive sum

m
er and autum

n foliage.
Fam

ily
Cornaceae.
Species and cultivars
M

ostly selections of Cornus alba,  
C. sanguinea and C. sericea. 
In the garden
Plant in an open, sunny site for the best 
stem

 colour; w
ind shelter is beneficial. 

Selections grow
n for stem

s are best 
coppiced regularly.
Propagation
Easy from

 hardw
ood cuttings taken in 

autum
n and w

inter.
G

row
ing requirem

ents
Plants thrive on acid or alkaline soil, be it 
sandy, loam

y or heavy clay. Add organic 
m

atter and m
ulch to help w

ith m
oisture 

retention. Tolerant of w
et conditions, but 

excessive w
aterlogging in w

inter can 

cause root death. Feed in spring after 
planting w

ith general-purpose fertiliser  
or organic feed to stim

ulate grow
th. 

W
ater in dry spells to aid establishm

ent.
RH

S hardiness rating 
M

ost rated H7, a few
 H

5. Plant C. sanguinea 
cultivars after frost risk – they are prone 
to dam

age if not established.
Availability 
M

any selections m
entioned here can be 

found online at rhs.org.uk/findaplant

Cornus for sum
m

er foliage
The dogw

oods below
 are great for sum

m
er foliage; som

e 
have good stem

 colour. Plants w
ith variegated leaves are 

prone to reverting to green if annual coppicing is carried 
out: only prune if plants get too large. Size assum

es plants 
are unpruned. A

ll have an R
H

S hardiness rating of H
7.

A
G
M

 selections from
 the trial

1
  C

. alba ‘A
urea’ A

G
M

: one of the best yellow
-foliage plants, 

it does not scorch in full sun, and can be coppiced, 
although its red stem

s are less bright than som
e.  

Brings #ne autum
n colour as leaves fall.  

Size: 2.5 x 2m
 (8 x 6½

ft). A
G

M
 recon#rm

ed. 
2

  C
. alba Ivory H

alo (‘Bailhalo’) A
G

M
: variegated selection 

w
ith leaves that are attractively m

argined w
ith cream

y 
w

hite; young shoots dark red in w
inter. G

ood autum
n 

foliage tints. Size: 2 x 2m
 (6½

 x 6½
ft). 

3
  C

. alba ‘Sibirica V
ariegata’ A

G
M

: this plant has variegated  
leaves that feature a broad cream

y w
hite m

argin. It has 
good autum

n colour and dark red stem
s. N

ot too 
vigorous. W

hite fruits in late sum
m

er. Size: 2 x 3m
  

(6½
 x 10ft). A

G
M

 recon#rm
ed.

4
  C

. sericea ‘H
edgerow

s G
old’ A

G
M

: vigorous variegated 
selection w

ith leaves that have a yellow
 m

argin w
hen 

young, ageing cream
y w

hite. G
ood autum

n colour.  
Yellow

-green stem
s w

ith reddish tips. Size: 3 x 2.5m
  

(10 x 8ft). A
G

M
 retained.

5
  C

. sericea Kelsey’s Gold (‘R
osco’) A

G
M

: dw
arf selection  

w
ith bright yellow

 leaves that are bronze-tinted w
hen 

young. G
reen-yellow

 w
inter stem

s w
ith red tips. 

Size: 0.6 x 1m
 (2 x 3ft).

6
  C

. sericea ‘W
hite G

old’ A
G

M
: variegated selection, the  

leaves w
ith a w

hite m
argin and green-yellow

 w
inter 

stem
s. A

 com
pact grow

er good for a sm
all garden.  

Size: 1.5 x 1m
 (5 x 3ft). 

O
ld favourites fail to m

ake the grade
A

 pair of w
ell-know

n selections w
ith variegated foliage had 

A
G

M
s rescinded after the trial: C

. alba ‘Elegantissim
a’ w

as 
found to be too variable in the trade, and C

. alba ‘Spaethii’ 
is susceptible to reverting even if never pruned.

Cornus  
in the garden 
Selections grow

n for sum
m

er foliage are 
versatile shrubs useful for creating contrast, 
bringing long-lasting and dram

atic colour  
to plantings. U

se them
 in m

ixed borders, to 
brighten lightly shaded corners or even in 
exotic schem

es w
here their bright foliage 

can m
ake a useful foil to 'ow

ers and 
architectural shapes. 

Plant dogw
oods grow

n for w
inter-stem

 
colour in groups of three or #ve to increase 
the im

pact, if you have room
, and spacing 

plants 1–2m
 (3¼

–6½
ft) apart, depending  

on vigour. C
hoose an open, south-facing 

spot. Stem
 colour is enhanced if plants  

are exposed to w
inter sun, as can be seen 

by com
paring colour on the sunny side to 

the shady side of a stem
. C

old tem
peratures 

boost colour, w
hich im

proves as the plant is 
slow

ly exposed to m
ore cold. W

hen planting 
them

 rem
em

ber that you need space to 
access your plants to coppice them

 in spring.
W

inter stem
s of dogw

oods associate  
w

ell w
ith sim

ilar plants grow
n for stem

s; 
w

illow
s such as Salix alba ‘G

olden N
ess’  

or S. alba var. vitellina ‘Yelverton’, w
hite-

stem
m

ed R
ubus cockburnianus ‘G

oldenvale’ 
and R

. thibetanus or golden A
cer negundo 

‘W
inter Lightning’. H

erbaceous perennials 
such as hellebores and evergreen euphorbias 
sit w

ell w
ith yellow

-stem
m

ed dogw
oods, 

w
hile w

inter-'ow
ering bulbs are ideal for 

underplanting – snow
drops and w

inter 
aconites com

bining perfectly w
ith red-

stem
m

ed dogw
oods. 

W
hether you only have room

 for one 
dogw

ood or can plant m
any m

ore, they  
help really brighten w

inter days. 
Red-stem

m
ed dogw

ood 
w

ith snow
drops. 

Dogw
ood stem

s form
 part of a surprisingly colourful 

display w
ith w

hite Betula (birch), ferns and Epim
edium

.

Golden-leaved Cornus alba ‘Aurea’  
am

id a sea of blue Geranium
.
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