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Hemlock—a versatile conifer 
by Douglas Chapman, Dow G a r d e n s 

Hemlock is one of the most versa t i le 
na t ive nar row-leaf eve rg reens for t he 
l andscapers ' pale t te . 

Hemlock is u n i q u e a m o n g the con-
ifers in tha t it wil l grow in s h a d e or in 
par t ia l sun . It m u s t be g rown on cool, 
mois t sites. It can be f o u n d growing in 
glacial rocky soil, fer t i le clay loam, or 
moist s andy soils. T h e opt imal pH is 
f rom 4.0 to 6.5. Th i s p lant grows best 
on moist , yet, we l l -d ra ined soils. 

Hemlock is one of the most cold-tol-
erant plants, reported hardy to -76 de-
grees F. Hemlock should be transplanted 
balled and burlaped spring or fall. 

C a n a d i a n hemlock is very sha l low-
rooted, t h u s in to le ran t to changes , f re-
q u e n t l y dy ing if p lan ts a r o u n d it a re 
r e m o v e d or the grade is changed . If 
u n d i s t u r b e d , it is a long- l ived t ree . 
C a n a d i a n h e m l o c k , a f i n e - t e x t u r e d 
conifer , is most wide ly avai lab le in 
t h e t r a d e . T h e n e e d l e s , w h i c h last 
t h r e e to f o u r years , a re da rk g reen 
wi th a s i lver-green on the u n d e r sur -
face. T h e leaves a re very sens i t ive to 
sal t sp ray , r e s u l t i n g in d e f o l i a t i o n 

and , in severe cases, dea th . It has a 
py ramida l habi t of growth , be ing 40 to 
70 feet in he ight and 25 to 35 feet in 
w id th . 

T h e b r a n c h e s a re p e n d u l o u s and 
v e r y r e s i s t a n t to ice a n d / o r s n o w 
damage . Hemlock can be used as a 
hedge or in na tu ra l p lant ings . 

C a n a d i a n h e m l o c k is not su i t ed as 
a f o u n d a t i o n plant . It is wel l su i t ed for 
large a rea l andscapes , golf courses , 
pa rks , or t h e h o m e l andscape . It is 
most ef fec t ive in groups of t h r ee or 
m o r e a n d not as a spec imen . 

On ly a f ew c lones are avai lab le in 
t he t rade , bu t one repor t no tes a great 
deal of var ia t ion in C a n a d i a n hemlock 
w h i c h s h o u l d l e a d to m a n y n e w 
cu l t ivar in t roduc t ions . 

T h e t w o c u l t i v a r s a v a i l a b l e a r e 
Coles Pros t ra te a n d Sargenti i . 

Coles Prostrate hemlock is more cor-
rectly a ground cover, being six inches in 
height and three to six feet in width. It 
should be used w h e n a landscape archi-
tect is looking for a shade-tolerant ever-
green ground cover. 

Weep ing hemlock (Sargentii) is ex-
t r eme ly u s e f u l in the h o m e landscape 
as a spec imen in p ro tec ted locations. 
It wil l r each six to eight feet in height 
a n d 12 to 25 feet in wid th . T h e largest I 
h a v e seen is on Long Island at P lant ing 
Fie lds A r b o r e t u m . 

Carolina hemlock is nat ive to the 
southeastern United States, Virginia to 
Georgia. It is not readily available in the 
trade, but I have seen it being grown at 
Weston Nurseries in Hopkinton, Mass. It 
is more dense, due to the fact that it 
holds needles one year longer. The habit 
is ve ry g race fu l . Caro l ina h e m l o c k 
reaches 40 to 60 feet in height and 20 feet 
in width. 

Carolina hemlock is more difficult to 
transplant than Canadian hemlock, but 
o n e r epo r t sugges t s it g r o w s m o r e 
rapidly once established. We have it 
g rowing in Dow Gardens in cent ra l 
Michigan. 

It is repor ted to grow be t te r in ur-
b a n l a n d s c a p e s t h a n C a n a d i a n 
hemlock . It can be p lan ted in the s ame 
l a n d s c a p e s i t u a t i o n s as m e n t i o n e d 
above, and is especial ly wel l sui ted as 
a hedge plant . We are a n x i o u s to see it 
f ru i t ; t he cones are larger t h a n Cana-
d ian hemlock , t h u s more effect ive. 

Japanese hemlock is a small, compact 
tree, reaching only 20 to 25 feet in height. 
The short needles radiate out in all di-
r e c t i o n s . T h e y a r e l i g h t g r e e n 
underneath . 

Th i s is a t ree that is difficult to find 
in the n u r s e r y t rade, bu t it could be a 
u n i q u e a d d i t i o n to sma l l h o m e or 
c c u r t y a r d l a n d s c a p e s . T h e l a rges t 
p l a n t I h a v e s e e n g r o w i n g is in 
C a m b r i d g e , M a s s . a t Mt . A u b u r n 
Ceme te ry . Japanese hemlock has the 
most d e n s e appea rance , ho ld ing onto 
t he need l e s for eight to 10 years . 

Hemlock is a genera that dese rves a 
p r o m i n e n t place in the landscape . It 
h a s f e w d i s e a s e p r o b l e m s u n l e s s 
w e a k e n e d or pred isposed . T h e most 
s ignif icant pest is mi tes w h i c h a re not 
m u c h of a p rob lem if p lan ted on a wet , 
cool si te . It to le ra tes p r u n i n g wel l , 
t h u s is a good hedge. 

H e m l o c k s h o u l d b e g r o w n in 
g roups for na tu ra l p lan t ings and not as 
a s p e c i m e n excep t for weep in g Cana-
d i an h e m l o c k . It g rows wel l in t he 
s h a d e or on pro tec ted sites. Hemlock 
r anks high as a low m a i n t e n a n c e , high 
q u a l i t y l a n d s c a p e t r e e . C h a r l e s 
Sprague Sargent and Donald W y m a n 
b o t h r a n k C a n a d i a n a n d C a r o l i n a 
h e m l o c k as the best of the narrow-leaf 
evergreens . LM 
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