Ask a Lyon County Master Gardener

COLOR YOUR HYDRANGEAS

BY: DENEISE TEFFT, Master Gardener

Q.  The hydrangea I purchased had blue flowers, but they turned pink in my garden.  What can I do to restore their blue color and when should I prune them?

A.  The strikingly large and colorful blooms of Hydrangea macrophylla (commonly referred to as “Bigleaf” or “French” hydrangeas) grace many southern gardens in the summertime.  Bigleaf hydrangeas are divided into two groups based upon their flower shape.  “Hortensias” have large, globe shaped flower clusters while “Lacecaps” have a center group of flowers that do not develop.  

Bigleaf hydrangeas thrive in partial sun, preferably morning sun and afternoon shade.  They need moist, rich soil that is high in organic matter.  Water them frequently and deeply – do not allow the soil to dry out.  Fertilize them in spring when new growth begins. 

Hydrangeas grown in acidic soil with a pH range of 5.0 to 5.5 have blue flowers.  Soil with a pH range of 6.0 to 6.5 is less acidic (and more alkaline) and results in pink flowers.  If your soil pH is between 5.5 and 6.0 the flowers will likely be purple, which is a combination of blue and pink.  Since most garden soils have a pH level between 6.0 and 6.8, pink flowers are the most common.  Aluminum ions in the soil are what really determine flower color; and, soil pH determines whether or not these ions are “freed up” for root absorption.  Acidic soil allows the roots to easily absorb the available aluminum ions, creating a blue flower.  As the pH increases, the availability of these ions decreases, changing the flower color from blue to purple to pink. 

Adding sulphur powder will lower the pH and adding lime will raise it.  If you want blue flowers instead of pink, dissolve 1 tablespoon of aluminum sulfate in a gallon of water and drench the soil around the base of the plant in March, April, and May.  If you want pink flowers instead of blue, dissolve 1 tablespoon of hydrated lime in a gallon of water and drench the soil around the base of the plant in April and May.  Do not water the leaves with the lime solution.

Bigleaf hydrangeas form next year’s flower buds in late summer or early fall.  For this reason it is said that they bloom on “old wood”.  Shrubs that bloom on “old wood” should not be pruned in late winter or early spring.  Doing so would significantly diminish or eliminate summer flowering.  Instead, prune them just as the flowers begin to fade.  The earlier you do this, the quicker the shrub can recover, which results in more and larger blooms next season.  Be sure to prune no later than three weeks after flowering has ended.  (Several new varieties, such as “Endless Summer” and “Penny Mac” have been bred to bloom on both “old” and “new” wood.)

If you want to keep your shrub looking tidy, you may remove spent blooms just below the flower head.  You can also remove any wayward canes at the soil line.  If the shrub is old and woody, remove a few of the oldest canes at the soil line each year.  This will increase shrub vigor.  If the shrub has become too large, remove a few of the tallest canes at the soil line each year.  The pruning techniques used for Bigleaf hydrangeas are also appropriate for Hydrangea quercifolia (Oakleaf).  Popular varieties of Oakleaf hydrangea include  “Snowflake” and “Alice”.

The pruning techniques for Hydrangea paniculata (Panicle) and Hydrangea arborescens (Smooth) differ from those previously described.  Popular varieties of Panicle hydrangea include “Tardiva” and “Limelight”.  Popular varieties of Smooth hydrangea include “Annabelle” and “Grandiflora”.  These hydrangeas bloom on “new wood”.  They are not as demanding about pruning time – they ask only that you avoid pruning when the flower buds are opening.  Ideally, they should be pruned in late winter to remove spent flower heads, improve structure, and open up the shrub.  To get bigger flowers, cut them all the way back in late winter or early spring.  If your shrub’s branches flop over due to the weight of the flower heads, prune the stems back to a height of 18”-24”.  These stems will provide a framework to support the new growth.

Information sources:  U.K. College of Agriculture, Cooperative Extension Service, publication HO-61; Hydrangeas for American Gardens, Michael A. Dirr; Fine Living; Kentucky Gardener; and Southern Living magazines.

If you have gardening questions you would like to have answered by a local Master Gardener, e-mail your question to lyoncomg@bellsouth.net.  You may also call, mail or fax them to Susan Fox, Lyon County Extension Agent for Agriculture/Natural Resources, 231 Main St., PO Box 36, Eddyville, KY 42038, Phone: 270-388-2341, Fax: 270-388-4627.  

