
AESCULUS AND CARYA TREES 
DESERVE SECOND CONSIDERATION 
By Douglas Chapman. Horticulturist, Dow Gardens, Midland, Ml 

Horsechestnut , Ohio Buckeye , and hickory are 
trees that may have been overused in the past but 
d e s e r v e a s e c o n d l o o k ; two f o r l a r g e a r e a 
l a n d s c a p e s a n d t h e o t h e r f o r r e s i d e n t i a l 
landscapes . 

C o m m o n H o r s e c h e s t n u t (Aesculus 
hippocastanumj is a large upright, oval tree. Com-
monly, the landscape e f fec t ive height is 50 to 75 
feet , but it has been reported to reach 100 feet in 
height. This tree is striking when in full bloom dur-
ing late May with showy yellow and red f lowers 
borne on panicles , f ive to eight inches long and 
four to six inches wide. Normally, it is a b iennia l 
b loomer . T h e fruit can be a m a i n t e n a n c e problem 
during the fall but chi ldren e n j o y col lect ing and 
making pipes (fruit is not edible) . T h e foliage is in-
itially light green turning a rich dark green for the 
summer . T h e palmately compound leaves with the 
seven leaf le ts add a somewhat coarse texture to the 
plant. When the leaves first unfold, they are light 
green turning a good dark green for the summer . 
Fall color is not d e p e n d a b l e , but when develops, it 

Large Common Horsechestnut normally blooms every other 
year with showy yellow and red flowers. 

ranges from a poor brown to a light yel low. This 
fall color, which d e p e n d a b l y develops on a few in-
dividual trees, may be a reason to se lect and in-
troduce a new cult ivar into the trade. 

Although Common Horsechestnut is usually pro-
pagated by seed, we have b e e n ab le to propagate it 
by cuttage. Cuttings should be taken as soon as 
elongation is six to eight inches (before f lowering) . 
T h e s e cuttings are treated with Hormodin No. 3 
mixed with Benla te and placed under intermit-
tent mist. Within six weeks , one can expect 80 to 
9 0 % rooting. T h e young trees, with their well -
developed, yet coarse root system, should be potted 
into half-gallon containers , grown for the rest of the 
summer . This young tree can then be planted out 
the following spring af ter being overwintered in 
control led storage. 

Horsechestnut is a large tree which can be used 
as a landscape spec imen in institutional grounds, 
golf courses , or parks. It thrives in wel l -drained, 
fer t i le soil. T h e reported insects or d iseases of 
Common Horsechestnut aren' t catastrophic . In 

Flowers of Ruby Red Horsechestnut are bright red contrasted 
against a dark green leaf. 

Southern Illinois, leaf blotch is a problem, but in 
Northern Il l inois and throughout much of Michi -
gan, leaf blotch need not be a concern . M a n y have 
reported Common Horsechestnut to be somewhat 
weak wooded, but during the most s e v e r e ice storm 
of the century to hit Centra l Michigan (1975), this 
tree was least damaged. Nino Mauro , Fores ter , City 
of Saginaw, reported that Common Horsechestnut 
showed little damage, whi le oak, e lm, and Sugar 
M a p l e w e r e b r o k e n a p a r t due to the s torm. 
Aesculus hippocastanum thrives in urban con-
ditions and, b e c a u s e of its density, grass does not 
thrive under its canopy. Leaving these lower l imbs 
on the tree d e c r e a s e s main tenance , whi le pro-
tec t ing the trunk f rom lawn m o w e r d a m a g e . 
Further , leaving the lower b r a n c h e s on e n h a n c e s 
the form of these trees. 

Ruby Red Horsechestnut fx Aesculus carnea 
'Briotti ' ) has many of the des i rab le charac ter i s t i cs 
of Common Horsechestnut , but lacks fruit which 



Shagbark Hickory Leaflets are bright yellow-green during 
late fall. 

can be a m a i n t e n a n c e problem. Ruby Red Horse-
chestnut has the same oval habit but is s ignif icantly 
smal ler , reaching only 30 to 50 feet in height. T h e 
red f lowers are outstanding, being contrasted by an 
e x t r e m e l y dark g r e e n l e a f . T h i s t r e e s h o w s 
res is tance to leaf blotch and isn't a f fec ted by leaf 
s c o r c h (a p h y s i o l o g i c a l d i s e a s e w h i c h o f ten 
defol ia tes Common Horsechestnut) . If a medium-
s ized t ree , w h i c h a d a p t s w e l l to r e s i d e n t i a l 
landscapes as well as parks, is desired, Ruby Red 
Horsechestnut is a good a l ternat ive . 

Ohio Buckeye (Aesculus glabraJ is an e f fec t ive 
spec imen tree in res ident ia l or park landscapes . Its 
habit is a dense , broad oval, reaching 30 to 40 feet 
in height. T h e palmate ly compound leaf , with f ive 
leaf lets , is striking as it is one of the first to unfold 
in the spring. T h e yel low-green f lowers are borne 
during mid-May on four to seven- inch long by two-
inch wide terminal panic les . T h e f lowers are ex-
citing upon close inspect ion but add little to the 

Fruitless Ruby Red Horsechestnut is smaller than the com-
mon horsechestnut, exhibits resistance to leaf blotch and 
scorch, and has bright red flowers. 

overal l landscape. T h e summer color is a sh immer-
ing bright green fol lowed by a d e p e n d a b l e yel low 
to orange fall color. This medium-sized tree can be 
e f f e c t i v e w h e n u s e d in n a t u r a l s e t t i n g s or 
s p e c i m e n s for res idential or large area landscapes . 

T h e r e are no catastrophic insects or d iseases of 
Ohio Buckeye . Leaf scorch (a physiological d isease 
often during late summer) causes defol iat ion of 
Common Horsechestnut , but rarely af fects the 
Ohio Buckeye . Although leaf blotch, powdery 
mildew, and anthracnose can affect the foliage, 
they rare ly cause severe defol iat ion or damage re-
quiring control. Insects are numerous, but annual 
spraying isn't needed. A plantsman can watch in-
sect populations, spraying only when necessary . 

Shagbark Hickory (Carya ovatol is a large tree 
reaching 60 to 85 feet in height, with a narrow oval 
habit of growth. T h e f lowers are inef fec t ive . T h e 
fruit is edib le but adds little to the landscape . It has 
pinnately compound leaves which are a bright 
yel low-green ear ly in the spring with the f ive 
leaf le ts showing a bri l l iant yel low to brown color 
during late fall . T h e bark b e c o m e s charac ter -
istically shaggy in long platelets af ter the stems 
reach six to eight inches in diameter . 

Hickory is a good companion plant for oak or 
horsechestnut . It thrives in fert i le , yet wel l -dra ined 
soil, although it can adapt to many soil types. 
Although there are some insects and diseases that 
af fect Shagbark Hickory, none are catastrophic . 
Hickory is diff icult to transplant as it has a very 
d e e p taproot — this fact l imits its avai labi l i ty in the 
trade. Landscape use is restr icted to institutional 
grounds, parks, golf courses, or large natural 
plantings. 

In g e n e r a l , C o m m o n H o r s e c h e s t n u t , O h i o 
Buckeye , and Shagbark Hickory are most e f fec -
tively used in large area or golf course landscapes , 
whi le Ruby Red Horsechestnut and, in some in-
s t a n c e s , O h i o B u c k e y e fit i n t o r e s i d e n t i a l 
landscapes . All of these trees thrive in fert i le , well -
drained soil. In native situations, hickory and oak 
are c l imax forests. T h e y require only correc t ive 
pruning when young; therefore , are re lat ively low 
maintenance . For urban conditions, Ruby Red 
Horsechestnut is most tolerant, fol lowed by Com-
mon Horsechestnut , Ohio Buckeye, and lastly, 
Shagbark Hickory. T h e s e trees can be outstanding 
addit ions-variat ions to the landscape, whi le requir-
ing re lat ively little m a i n t e n a n c e . WTT 


