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Forsythia is an 8-10’ shrub that has a tendency to get a bit gangly, 
so regular pruning is a good idea. To keep forsythias looking as 
good as possible and flowering well, they should be pruned every 
few years by the renewal method. Each spring after flowering, use 
loppers to prune out the largest stems to the ground to stimulate 
new growth from the crown and remaining stems. The remaining 
stems can then be shortened to shape. Remove 1/4 of the plant 
starting the fifth year after planting to encourage new basal 
shoots. 

You may be unfamiliar with Witch Hazel 
(Hamamelis virginiana.) Our Witch Hazel is located right beside 

the Vegetable 
Garden. This large 
shrub will grow to 
6-10’ tall and 6-
12’ wide. It fea-
tures fragrant 
bright yellow 
strappy shaped 
flowers with very 
narrow petals in 
early spring. Once 
the flowers fade, 
the leaves appear. 
It has elliptical 

coarse toothed leaves with prominent veins with a finely hairy 
texture on the underside of the leaf. These leaves remain late in 
the season, turning bright reds, oranges and yellows in the fall. 
Once the leaves drop, two shiny black seeds appear and remain 
through the winter. Witch Hazel prefers moist, well-drained soil, 
but it will tolerate wet sites. 
Native Americans used Witch Hazel in poultices for painful swel-
lings and tumors. Today, Witch Hazel is used to contain bleeding 
and excessive mucous discharge from the alimentary canal. It 
may be applied topically for external hemorrhoids, varicose veins, 
bruises, sprains and localized inflamed swellings, spots and blem-
ishes. It can also be applied to insect bites and minor burns such 
as sunburn. It is most  well known in the form of distilled Witch 
Hazel, which may be used externally and internally, wherever 
there has been bleeding. It is a common ingredient in eyedrops, 
aftershave lotions and cosmetic preparations.

Websites for more information:
Pussy Willow (Salix caprea:) 
http://www.arborday.org/treeguide/TreeDetail.cfm?ID=224

Forsythia (Forsythia ovata ‘Spring Glory’:)
http://www.urbanext.uiuc.edu/shrubselector/detail_plant.cfm?PlantID=394

Witch Hazel (Hamamelis virginiana:)
http://www.urbanext.uiuc.edu/shrubselector/detail_plant.cfm?PlantID=398

The Harbingers of Spring - Pussy Willow, 
Forsythia and Witch Hazel
If you look forward to early spring color, you must plant at least 
one of these shrubs! All three are excellent candidates for very 
early spring color and for beautiful fall foliage. You can even 
force the branches indoors if you are one of those who just can’t 
wait for the calendar. Each of these three shrubs are in our garden. 

Our pussy willow (Salix caprea) is located in the Bulb 

Garden. This 
shrub’s most well 
known feature is 
the purplish-brown 
catkins that appear 
in central Illinois 
in early to mid 
March. The Pussy 
Willow is an oval 
shaped shrub (or 
small tree) that 
will grow to be 15-

25’ in height with a spread of about 12-25’ at full maturity. 
The Pussy Willow is a very fast grower and prefers acidic, loamy, 
moist, rich well-drained soils. It grows best in full sun to partial 
shade. Pruning pussy willows will control their size and promote 
vigorous new branches that yield larger catkins. Winter is an 
excellent time in which to prune many plants, taking advantage of 
their dormancy. However, in the case of plants that bloom on 
shoots produced during the previous growing season, winter prun-
ing robs you of this spring’s blooms. Fortunately, this is not a 
problem with pussy willows. For although the catkins do appear 
on last season’s shoots, they arrive in late winter. Simply harvest 
the pussy willows, then complete your pruning of the bushes. 

When the forsythias bloom you will get an over-

whelming urge to 
plant one. What 
would spring be 
without these  
vibrant yellow 
blooms? We have 
two forsythias in 
our garden 
(Forsythia ovata 
‘Spring Glory’,) 
one on each side of 
the Pussy Willow.  



arrangements. Floral preservatives may increase the “vase” life of 
the branches. Keep stems in bright, but indirect, light. Moving 
arrangements to a cool location at night (40 to 60 degrees F) will 
help them last longer. Cut various branches, at various times, for a 
succession of blooms and color indoors during our long winters. 
It’s one way to help spring come early.

In January, consider the Cornelian Cherry (yellow flowers, 2 
weeks to force into bloom), Forsythia (yellow flowers, 1-3 
weeks), Witch Hazel (yellow flowers, 1 week), Poplar (long last-
ing, drooping flowers called “catkins,” 3 weeks), and Willow (cat-
kins, 2 weeks).

In February, consider these same plants plus the Red Maple 
(pink to red flowers followed by leaves, 2 weeks to force), Alder 
(catkins, 1-3 weeks), Birch (long lasting catkins, 2-4 weeks), 
Quince (red to orange flowers, 4 weeks), Cherries (white and pink 
flowers, 2-4 weeks), Rhododendrons and Azaleas later in the 
month (many colors, 4-6 weeks), and Pussy Willow (well-known 
furry flowers, 1-2 weeks).

In March, choose Hawthorns (white, pink or red flowers, 4-5 
weeks), Honeysuckle shrub (white to pink flowers, 2-3 weeks), 
Apples and Crabapples (white, pink and red flowers, 2-4 weeks), 
Mockorange (white flowers, 4-5 weeks), Oaks (catkins, 2-3 
weeks), Lilacs (many colors, 4-5 weeks), and Spirea (white flow-
ers, 4 weeks).

Source: Dr. Leonard Perry, Extension Professor 

University of Vermont

Forcing Flowering Branches

Trees and shrubs, which bloom in spring, form their flower buds 
the previous fall. After at least eight weeks of cold outdoors 
(under 40 degrees F), the branches can bloom with the right con-
ditions. To make sure they receive enough cold, don’t cut 
branches until after January 1 in a “normal” year or after January 
15 in a “mild” year.

Carefully prune out branches so not to injure the plant or ruin its 
shape. Cut branches at least 12 inches long with a large number of 
flower buds (often younger branches. Flower buds are usually 
larger and rounder.)

The best method to aid water uptake is to make a slit or two in the 
bottom of the stem before placing in the water, such as in a cross 
or star pattern. Place the stem ends immediately in water. In a 
bucket, mist branches frequently the first few days. If possible, 
submerge the whole stems in water, such as in a bathtub, over-
night to allow buds and stems to quickly absorb water.

Keep branches in a bucket of water in a cool area (60 to 65 
degrees F). Warmer temperatures cause them to develop too rap-
idly and not open properly. Low humidity, common in many 
homes in winter, also may cause buds to fall off. Try to keep 
branches near a humidifier, or misted. Direct sunlight also may 
cause buds to fall, so keep in bright but indirect light.

Once the flower buds show color, the branches can be used in 

Quick Reference for Forcing Branches:

Branch.............................................................When to cut..............................................................................................weeks til bloom

Forsythia.........................................................cut branches in mid January...................................................will bloom in 1 to 3 weeks

Witch Hazel.....................................................cut branches in mid January...................................................will bloom in 1 to 3 weeks

Cherry.............................................................cut branches inearly February................................................will bloom in 2 to 4 weeks

Rhododendron.................................................cut branches in late February.................................................will bloom in 4 to 6 weeks

Azalea.............................................................cut branches in late February.................................................will bloom in 4 to 6 weeks

Pussy Willow..................................................cut branches in late February.................................................will bloom in 1 to 2 weeks

Magnolia.........................................................cut branches in early March...................................................will bloom in 3 to 5 weeks

Redbud ...........................................................cut branches in early March...................................................will bloom in 2 to 3 weeks

Dogwood.........................................................cut branches in mid March.....................................................will bloom in 2 to 3 weeks



Cathy Bandeko, Master Gardener home:383-4802 cell:208-6518 e-mail:cbandeko@multiad.com
Linda Simpson, Teacher home:699-0280 cell:696-9587 e-mail:tlsimpson@mchsi.com

Websites and Resources 

Pussy Willow websites:

http://www.solutions.uiuc.edu/content.cfm?series=4&item=352

http://www.borealforest.org/shrubs/shrub44.htm

Forsythia websites:

http://web.extension.uiuc.edu/macon/palette/

http://www.urbanext.uiuc.edu/shrubselector/detail_plant.cfm?PlantID=394

http://www.urbanext.uiuc.edu/shrubselector/detail_plant.cfm?PlantID=393

Witch Hazel websites:

http://www.urbanext.uiuc.edu/shrubselector/detail_plant.cfm?PlantID=398

http://www.urbanext.uiuc.edu/shrubselector/detail_plant.cfm?PlantID=341

http://www.urbanext.uiuc.edu/shrubselector/detail_plant.cfm?PlantID=340

Forcing branches websites:

http://web.extension.uiuc.edu/champaign/homeowners/050203.html

http://web.extension.uiuc.edu/edwardswabash/news/news5652.html

Please feel free to contact either Cathy or Linda with your garden questions and comments. We encour-
age you to use the garden as the valuable educational resource that it can be.

Literature Link:
Do you know how the Pussy Willow got its name?  

 “Once there was a farmer who had a cat. One spring, the cat gave 
birth to a litter of kittens. The kittens were too many for the cat to 
nurse. The farmer decided to throw the kittens into the river, since 
there were too many to feed. The mother cat, however, was dev-
astated by the loss of her kittens. The cat went to the riverbank to 
rescue her children, but she was not strong enough or able to res-
cue them all. She began wailing in grief, and her cries were car-
ried by the wind throughout the river valley. The kittens also cried 
in their struggles to survive in the torrent. The willow trees along 
the bank heard the cries of mother and children. Each willow 
dropped its branches to the water. As the kittens washed through, 
the willows scooped them up into their saving branches. Today 
we see each spring the reminder of their saving ways. The image 
of the kittens nestles in the bows of the pussywillow.”


