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Eastern Redbud Provides Spring Color

I have always been taught to respect my elders. Sometimes, however, I have to

wonder what some of the old time naturalists were thinking when they named certain

plants and insects. For example, why did they name the caterpillar the “Orangestriped

Oakworm” when it obviously has bright yellow stripes? Why do they call the plant

“Spotted Wintergreen” when its leaves are obviously striped? It makes you wonder if

they were color blind or maybe they just had a sick sense of humor like my neighbor that

named his white dog “Blackie.” This week I have had a number of calls from folks

wanting to know the identity of the beautiful purple flowering tree they see around town.

Well folks, in spite of the purple flowers they are known as Eastern Redbud trees.

The Eastern Redbud, Cercis Canadensis, is a wonderful flowering tree for our

area. Redbuds are known for the beautiful flowers that appear on bare stems and branches

prior to leaf development in the spring. The swelling flower buds on the tree do have a

reddish appearance but the open flowers range from pink to lavender in color. At a time

when pears, dogwoods, and other trees are filled with white blooms the Redbud makes an

interesting alternative with its showy purple flowers in late March to early April.

Redbud grows rapidly in the landscape. It is a relatively low-growing tree and

reaches a mature height of only 20 to 30 feet. A fully grown Redbud can develop a rather

broad crown with a spread of from 15 to 30 feet. Their smaller size allows them to fit

nicely into many landscapes without interfering with utility lines. They grow in sun or

shade but on hot dry sites they would benefit from some afternoon shade.

Eastern Redbud trees bear distinctive heart-shaped leaves. The broad leaves of a

mature specimen provide excellent shade for picnic tables or outdoor seating areas. As a

bonus feature, the leaves turn bright yellow in the fall.

The Redbud tree also has value as a food source for wildlife. The tree produces

seed pods that are two to three inches long. These dry brown pods attract several species

of birds. This can be one of the few drawbacks of the tree as well. Eastern Redbud trees

do reseed in many landscapes. Fortunately, these seedlings transplant well if you would

like to share them with gardening friends.

There are several recommended species of Easter Redbud trees. ‘Forest Pansy’ is

a popular cultivar. It bears purple-red leaves in the spring that fade to green by late

summer. “Appalachian Red’ has reddish foliage. ‘Alba’ bears white flowers in the

spring. Now that can be really confusing! Imagine telling the salesman at the garden

center “No I don’t want the purple flowering Redbud I prefer the white flowering

Redbud.”

Redbud trees are versatile in the landscape. They add color near a deck or patio.

They make wonderful street trees. They also work well in parking lot islands and buffer

strips. The bark of Redbud trees is relatively thin and easily damaged by string trimmers.

The tree also benefits from structural pruning when young. Eliminating narrow branch

crotches will make the tree much more resistant to limb breakage.

Regardless of whether they flower red, pink, purple or white, the Eastern Redbud

makes a great addition to the landscape. Add a little color to your home with Redbuds!

