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Perhaps the m
ost beguiling of w

inter-flow
ering shrubs, w

itch hazels are 
loved for their often deliciously perfum

ed bloom
s in a range of fiery hues;  

the increasing range of selections is highlighted by a recent R
H

S Plant Trial 
A

uthor: C
hris Lane, m

em
ber of the R

H
S W

oody Plant C
om

m
ittee and ow

ner of W
itch H

azel N
ursery in K

ent.  
Photography: Tim

 Sandall
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 W
itch hazels are a harbinger of spring; 
for m

any gardeners these shrubs 
eclipse all others during the short, 
cold days of w

inter, a sentim
ent I 

w
holeheartedly share. !

eir spidery 
flow

ers, consisting of four strap-shaped petals, are fully 
frost hardy, a claim

 no other w
inter-flow

ering tree or 
shrub can m

ake, and on m
ild days the w

onderful scent  
is w

afted delightfully around the garden. 
Plants m

ost com
m

only seen in gardens are selections 
of the hybrid H

am
am

elis x interm
edia, a cross betw

een 
C

hinese H
. m

ollis and Japanese H
. japonica. 

O
ff

spring inherit good characteristics from
 both 

parents: hardiness, large flow
er size, often 

delicious fragrance and a colour range from
 

pale yellow
 to deep red (and all shades in 

betw
een) but, m

ost of all, profuse flow
ering. 

Plants can be in flow
er from

 three to five 
w

eeks depending on how
 cold w

inter is.

R
eliable perform

ers
!

e R
H

S conducted a Plant Trial of 
H

am
am

elis at W
itch H

azel N
ursery in K

ent, 
w

hich holds a Plant H
eritage N

ational Plant 
C

ollection, w
here selections are planted in 

row
s for easy assessm

ent and com
parison. 

!
ese w

ere assessed by a Trials Forum
 over 

three years from
 2014 to 2016. !

e plants, 
betw

een 10 and 20 years old, are w
ell 

established. Judges w
ere looking at flow

er 
quality, both in colour, size and shape (som

e 
have curled flow

ers, others are m
ore open 

and flat w
ith straighter petals, giving a m

ore 
im

pressive appearance), am
ount of flow

er and length of 
flow

ering season. !
e overall grow

th habit of the plants 
w

as also taken into account.
In all, 126 nam

ed cultivars w
ere assessed and a further 

The R
H

S  
P

lant Trial of 
H

am
am

elis took 
place at W

itch 
H

azel N
u

rsery  
in K

ent (above), 
w

here w
ell-

established 
plants of  
m

any di!
erent 

selections are 
grow

n in row
s, 

allow
ing easy 

com
parison.

12 un-nam
ed plants considered for  

the R
H

S Aw
ard of G

arden M
erit  

(AGM
). A

bout 36 w
ere cultivars of 

H
. japonica and H

. vernalis and,  
w

hile appealing to som
e on the forum

, 
they could not com

pare to  
the beauty of the others. A

s a result 
som

e 90 diff
erent cultivars of 

H
. m

ollis and H
. x interm

edia w
ere 

given serious consideration. !
e 

judging forum
 m

et four tim
es in 2014 

and 2015 and five tim
es in 2016 so as 

to cover the flow
ering period of 

diff
erent plants from

 January through to M
arch.

!
e follow

ing selections of w
itch hazel w

ere agreed to 
be the finest of all and earned AGM

s or had their existing 
AGM

s reconfirm
ed as a result of the 2014–16 trial.

»

‘T
heir spidery 

flow
ers are fully 

frost hardy…
 

on m
ild days the 

w
onderful scent is 

w
afted delightfully  

around the garden’
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3
years and 13 m

eetings  
to assess trial plants

17
R

H
S A

w
ard of G

arden M
erit 

given or reconfirm
ed as a 

result of the R
H

S Plant Trial

138
  

cultivars assessed  
in the trial itself 

C
u

t stem
s of H

am
am

elis collected  
at W

itch H
azel N

u
rsery, K

ent. The 
flow

ers of m
any selections have a 

delightfu
l fragrance and w

ill last 
w

ell in w
ater for a few

 days.
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W
itch hazel trial

Aw
ard-w

inning H
am

am
elis

'
 H

am
am

elis x interm
edia ‘A

dvent’ A
 plant of bushy 

habit, flow
ering early (usually in January) but not before 

C
hristm

as as the nam
e suggests. !

e bright yellow
 flow

ers 
are prolifically produced and faintly tinted red at the base, 
w

ith som
ew

hat curled petals.
'

 H
. x interm

edia ‘A
ngelly’ !

is late-flow
ering (February) 

selection form
s a com

pact bush; it has good-sized  
citron-yellow

 flow
ers producing a w

onderful fragrance. 
AGM

 reconfirm
ed.

'
 H

. x interm
edia ‘A

nne’ D
eveloping a fairly upright 

habit, this plant flow
ers late in the season w

ith pure,  
light sulphur-yellow

 flow
ers. !

e individual petals are 
held out quite straight, w

hich gives the im
pression of  

a large individual flow
er. 

'
 H

. x interm
edia ‘A

phrodite’ Flow
ering late in the 

season on a rather spreading plant, the individual  
bloom

s of this cultivar are large and striking burnt  
copper in colour. AGM

 reconfirm
ed.

'
 H

. x interm
edia ‘A

rnold Prom
ise’ A

 popular and late-
flow

ering cultivar, sim
ilar to H

. japonica in grow
th habit 

and flow
er shape. It flow

ers prolifically w
ith highly scented 

lem
on-yellow

 flow
ers featuring slightly curled petals. 

U
nusually for a yellow

-flow
ered cultivar, it develops  

quite good orange-red autum
n foliage colour.  

AGM
 reconfirm

ed.
'

 H
. x interm

edia ‘A
urora’ A

 plant that develops a vase-
shaped grow

th habit, w
ith im

pressive flow
ers that are 

graced by the largest petals of any hybrid trialled, up to 
32m

m
 (1¼

in) long. !
ese are pale yellow

 at the tip, light 
red at the base and exquisitely scented. !

e plant is 
floriferous, late-flow

ering and develops good autum
n 

foliage tints. AGM
 reconfirm

ed.
'

 H
. x interm

edia ‘B
arm

stedt G
old’ A

 vigorous plant 
developing upright to bushy grow

th, this is one of the 
m

ost reliable of all cultivars for floriferousness, the bloom
s 

being of good flow
er size, golden-yellow

 in colour, and 
appearing from

 m
id to late w

inter (January–February).  
AGM

 reconfirm
ed.

'
 H

. x interm
edia ‘B

rim
stone’ W

hile the true H
am

am
elis 

x interm
edia ‘Pallida’ form

s a spreading plant, there is a 
sim

ilar selection in cultivation know
n inform

ally as 
‘Pallida’ (upright form

) that has been in m
y collection  

for 15 years. !
e Trials Forum

 w
ere able to m

ake close 
com

parisons betw
een these cultivars. !

e flow
ers of the 

upright plant are slightly later, a shade paler in colour 
w

ith a distinct but equally good fragrance. !
is plant’s 

origin is not know
n, but it w

ill I am
 sure becom

e popular 
as its habit m

akes it adaptable to sm
aller gardens. It 

perform
ed so w

ell in the trial that it earned an AGM
, so a 

new
 nam

e w
as needed for the plant. !

e forum
 cam

e up 
w

ith ‘B
rim

stone’, as the colour of the plant’s flow
ers are 

sim
ilar to that of a brim

stone butterfly.

'
 H

. x interm
edia ‘B

urning D
esire’ D

istinct in 
appearance from

 other cultivars, this late-flow
ering 

selection is a striking bicolour w
ith flow

ers of orange  
and yellow

, held profusely on a vase-shaped plant.  
It has a pleasant scent.
'

 H
. x interm

edia ‘C
hris’ Form

ing a m
edium

-sized  
shrub, this m

id- to late-flow
ering selection has golden-

yellow
 to orange-yellow

 flow
ers, borne in great profusion 

w
ith an appealing scent. 

'
 H

. x interm
edia ‘G

ingerbread’ !
is fine cultivar  

bears deep burnt-orange flow
ers w

ith curled petals, 
producing som

e scent, appearing late in the season, 
prolifically on a spreading bush. Young grow

th is also 
attractively purple-flushed. 

'
 H

. x interm
edia ‘Jelena’ A

 w
ell-know

n selection w
ith 

lovely copper-orange flow
ers that glow

 on a sunny cold 
day in w

inter, as if you could w
arm

 your hands against 
them

. !
e plant has a spreading habit and is early 

flow
ering. N

o scent. AGM
 reconfirm

ed.
'

 H
. x interm

edia ‘M
aurice Foster’ A

 late-flow
ering 

selection w
ith deep acid-yellow

 flow
ers on an upright 

plant w
ith nice fragrance.

'
 H

am
am

elis x interm
edia ‘Pallida’ !

e m
ost w

ell-
know

n cultivar of w
itch hazel and deservedly so; the 

original plant still grow
s on B

attleston H
ill at R

H
S  

G
arden W

isley. Early to m
id-season flow

ering w
ith  

lovely sulphur-yellow
 flow

ers having an exquisite citrusy 
scent on a spreading bush. If you only have room

 for 

H
am

am
elis grow

ing advice
'
�O

verview
: hardy, deciduous, 

w
inter-flow

ering shrubs to sm
all 

trees, usually vase-shaped, som
e  

w
ith good autum

n colour.

'
�R

H
S hardiness rating:  

H
5 (−15 to −10

°C / 5 to 14°F). 

'
�W

ater requirem
ents: w

itch hazels 
like plenty of w

ater in sum
m

er; keep 
m

oist at this tim
e, particularly for the 

first couple of years to ensure they 
establish w

ell. In w
inter, how

ever, 
good drainage is im

portant.

'
�Siting

/garden position: in the w
ild 

these are w
oodland-edge, understorey 

plants, so they w
ill grow

 happily in 
light shade in the garden, perhaps in 
a w

oodland border. In m
ore open 

positions, how
ever, they are free 

flow
ering and rem

ain m
ore com

pact. 

'
�Soil: w

itch hazels grow
 happily in 

all w
ell-drained soil types except  

poor, shallow
, dry soils overlying 

chalk and lim
estone.

'
�G

arden care: pruning is not vital 
(sim

ply cut out any dead w
ood) but  

it is possible to keep w
itch hazels 

com
pact w

ith annual pruning. 
Im

m
ediately after flow

ering cut  
back all shoots of the previous  
year’s grow

th to tw
o buds. This w

ill 
encourage short spur grow

th w
hich 

w
ill bud up w

ell for a m
ore densely 

flow
ered plant. A

 good annual m
ulch 

of organic m
atter such as garden 

com
post or w

ell-rotted m
anure w

ill 
be of great benefit.

'
�Pests and diseases: plants seldom

 
su#er from

 pests or diseases, 
although root rots can occur, usually 
as a result of poor drainage.

»

The Trials Foru
m

 
(above left) 
exam

ining 
flow

ers of 
H

am
am

elis on 
trial. Som

e w
itch 

hazels, su
ch as 

H
. x interm

edia 
‘A

u
rora’ (above), 

develop su
perb 

fiery au
tu

m
n 

foliage colou
r, 

extending their 
season of interest.

H
am

am
elis 

x interm
edia ‘A

dvent’
H

. x interm
edia 

‘B
arm

stedt G
old’

H
. x interm

edia 
‘A

rnold Prom
ise’

H
. x interm

edia ‘A
ngelly’

H
. x interm

edia 
‘A

phrodite’

TGC / FP / MARTIN HUGHES-JONES

H
. x interm

edia 
‘A

lexander’
H

. x interm
edia 

‘B
urning D

esire’
H

. x interm
edia  

‘C
hris’



Corner signpost
W

itch hazel trial

one w
itch hazel, this is it, as it is so reliable and profuse in 

its flow
ering. AGM

 reconfirm
ed.

'
 H

. x interm
edia ‘R

ubin’ !
e only red cultivar that 

earned an AGM
 in the trial form

s a bushy plant w
ith 

tw
iggy grow

th. It is floriferous w
ith good red bloom

s; 
plant it w

here w
inter sun can shine through the branches, 

not against a dark background w
here the flow

ers are lost.  
M

id to late season; little scent;AGM
 reconfirm

ed.
'

 H
. x interm

edia ‘Vesna’ W
ith an upright habit and  

w
ell-scented yellow

-orange flow
ers appearing early to 

m
id season. O

ne of the best selections of H
. x interm

edia 
for autum

n foliage colour. AGM
 reconfirm

ed.
'

 H
. m

ollis ‘W
isley Suprem

e’ A
 selection w

ith lovely 
clear light yellow

 flow
ers, sw

eetly scented on a m
oderately 

vigorous plant w
ith a bushy grow

th habit. Early flow
ering; 

AGM
 reconfirm

ed.

O
ther selections to consider

A
lthough the follow

ing plants did not earn an AGM
  

after the trial, they are w
ell w

orth planting in  
gardens, particularly those w

ith distinctive and  
desirable characteristics. 
'

 H
. x interm

edia ‘A
lexander’ !

is is one of the best 
selections for a sm

all garden because of its upright yet 
com

pact, tw
iggy grow

th habit. It is also floriferous, 
producing bloom

s of a good orange colour that appear 
m

id season but sadly they have little scent.
'

 H
. x interm

edia ‘H
arry’ !

is cultivar has pale orange 
flow

ers w
ith petals up to 3m

m
 (⅛

in) w
ide providing a  

large flow
er that stands out w

ell in the landscape; flow
ers 

m
idw

inter but produces little scent.
'

 H
. x interm

edia ‘O
stergold’ A

 late cultivar w
ith golden-

yellow
 flow

ers, bloom
ing over a long period, w

ith the 
bonus of attractive, purple-flushed young foliage in 
spring. !

e flow
ers have no scent.

'
 H

. x interm
edia ‘R

obert’ !
is selection is one of m

y 
favourite of all w

itch hazels, w
ith w

ell-scented, copper-
orange flow

ers early in the season. It has a bushy habit 
and good autum

n foliage colour.

D
azzling autum

n foliage
C

ultivars of H
. japonica and H

. vernalis cultivars do not 
produce flow

ers that com
pare in size and presence w

ith 
those of H

. m
ollis and in particular, H

. x interm
edia. 

H
ow

ever H
. vernalis selections have a range of flow

er 
colours from

 yellow
 through to purple-red, delicious 

spicy scent and im
portantly m

any also display fine 
autum

n foliage colours; indeed som
e H

. vernalis hybrids 
(often w

ith H
. x interm

edia) can reliably produce autum
n 

colour to rival that of any A
cer, Fothergilla, C

ornus or 
other tree or shrub cultivated for this quality.
'

 H
am

am
elis ‘D

ishi’ !
e w

ord ‘dishi’ (dišeč) is Slovenian 
for fragrant, and this selection is certainly in the top rank for 
that quality. !

e plant’s flow
ers are sm

all, copper-orange 

and appear m
id-season, but in autum

n this plant also 
excels w

ith brilliant orange-yellow
 foliage colours finally 

turning to vivid scarlet. 
'

 H
. ‘Philippe’ !

is selection has yellow
-orange flow

ers 
w

ith good spicy fragrance, but above all it provides great 
autum

n colour: the foliage starts off
 dark purple, gradually 

turning to crim
son until the bush looks as if it is on fire.

!
e 10 H

am
am

elis cultivars that had AGM
s reconfirm

ed 
after the trial are all w

idely cultivated, w
ell-know

n 
selections that are freely available and have long proved 
them

selvesexcellent choices for gardens. !
e seven 

exciting cultivars to earn new
 AGM

s (four subject to 
availability) m

ay not be com
pletely new

 but are certainly 
less w

ell know
n, and their distinctive characteristics 

broaden diversity am
ong these first-rate selections. A

s they 
becom

e m
ore w

idely available in the future, these plants 
w

ill, I am
 sure, becom

e equally popular in bringing their 
delightful qualities to our w

inter gardens.}

FU
R

TH
ER

 IN
FO

R
M

A
TIO

N
M

any of the w
itch hazels in this article are available from

 
nurseries listed in R

H
S P

lant Finder 20
16

.
'

 5 Feb, 10
am

–4pm
: C

hris Lane’s N
ational Plant C

ollection of 
H

am
am

elis open day; other tim
es by appointm

ent. W
itch H

azel 
N

ursery (w
holesale only), C

allaw
ays Lane, N

ew
ington, K

ent 
M

E9 7LU
; 0

1795 8430
98; w

w
w

.w
itchhazelnursery.com

The spidery 
bloom

s of 
H

am
am

elis 
x interm

edia 
‘Jelena’ (above 
left). O

range 
H

. x interm
edia 

‘V
esna’ (above) 

w
ith red 

H
. x interm

edia 
‘D

iane’, an old  
bu

t still popu
lar 

red-flow
ered 

selection.

Yellow
-flow

ered 
H

am
am

elis 
x interm

edia 
‘Pallida’ (above) 
rem

ains a 
su

perlative 
selection, here 
w

ith pu
rple 

R
hododendron 

dauricum
 

‘M
id-w

inter’.

R
ead about G

raham
 R

ice’s  
10

 favourite w
inter-flow

ering A
G

M
 plants w

ith good 
fragrance at w

w
w

.rhs.org.uk/agm
-w

inter-scent

M
ore from

 the R
H

S

TGC / FP / DEREK HARRIS

MARIANNE MAJERUS

TGC / FP / NICOLA STOCKEN

H
. x interm

edia  
‘R

ubin’
H

am
am

elis 
x interm

edia 
‘G

ingerbread’

H
. x interm

edia  
‘H

arry’
H

. x interm
edia 

‘O
stergold’

H
. x interm

edia 
‘Pallida’

H
. x interm

edia 
‘R

obert’
H

am
am

elis m
ollis 

‘W
isley Suprem

e’
H

. x interm
edia 

‘Vesna’


