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Witches, spiders and magic might conjure up thoughts and images of Halloween, but when it comes to 
witch hazel, those words take on a slightly different meaning.  

The word “witch” in this case alludes to the Angelo-Saxon word, “wych,” meaning pliable or bendy. 
Because of witch hazel’s pliable forked limbs, the branches were used by early settlers for finding 
underground sources of water. Known as “dowsing,” this method was used into the 20th century to find 
water and the best places to dig wells.  

The flowers, which appear from mid to late fall, are bright yellow with very slender petals, hence the 
spider reference.  As for magic, witch hazel’s bark and leaves were boiled down by Native Americans 
into “magic water” and used for treatments of a variety of ailments ranging from sore muscles and skin 
ulcers to coughs and colds. In addition, its astringent qualities helped to stop bleeding.   

You can find witch hazel (Hamamelis virginiana) growing throughout the eastern United States from 
Nova Scotia to Florida and from the Great Lakes to eastern Texas. It is a large deciduous shrub admired 
for its colorful flowers that bloom during late fall.  As a bonus, the flowers exude a pleasant spicy 
fragrance.   

Witch hazel prefers rich, moist soil and, since it is shallow rooted, requires regular watering. However, it 
doesn’t like to be waterlogged and so also requires good drainage.  The shrub is tolerant of an acid or 
alkaline soil, is hardy in zones 5-8, and does best in full sun or filtered shade with protection from the 
wind.    

Witch hazel is a slow grower but once established, it is relatively maintenance free and resistant to most 
pests and diseases.  When young, however, the plants might need to be protected from deer with 
chicken wire or a deer repellent.   

Most varieties reach a height of 10-20 feet high and wide. If you need to control growth, you can keep it 
in check by pruning.  Prune after it has finished blooming but before summer so that the next year’s 
buds can develop.  Once new flower buds appear, branches can be cut and forced to bloom inside.  
Witch hazel requires a winter chill to attain full flowering.   

In terms of placement, for maximum enjoyment of the wintertime beauty of witch hazel, put them 
where they can be backlit by the sun in the afternoon.  In order to best enjoy the scent, place them near 
a doorway or well-used pathway.   

If you have limited yard space, witch hazel can be grown in containers.  Since they are slow growers, 
they can remain in pots for years, although they will need to be transplanted eventually.  

With a little patience, you can enjoy the colorful, fragrant, “spidery magic” of witch hazel in your home 
or garden.   


