
The tree is rather rare in the wild and is said 
to be native to only the states of Oklahoma, 
Texas, Arkansas, Missouri, Alabama and 
Tennessee. Despite its southern distribution 
it is surprisingly hardy and can be seen as far 
north as New York State, where plants grow 
in gardens and public parks. In nature the 
species mainly occupies warm south-facing 
slopes in rather dry and poor soils. There 
it is a pioneering species that specialises 
in tolerating very exposed conditions.

It mainly develops into a multi-stemmed 
tree of 3–5m in height, but in the United 
States it can reach over 10m. Early on it has 
a rounded habit but with age it develops 
a somewhat more upright, oval shape. 
The relatively large leaves (6–13cm) are a 
beautiful light green during summer and 
take on stunning autumn colours in yellow, 
orange and purple. A beautiful detail is the 

new growth which is usually pinkish in hue, 
creating a fine colour scheme in summer 
in contrast to the older green leaves. The 
flowers, which appear during July, also have 
a pink tone, creating a beautiful contrast 
to the fresh green foliage. The flowers are 
a lot scarcer than on the traditional smoke 
bush, which in turn results in fewer but 
slightly larger seed heads, 15–30cm high.

In addition to having beautiful foliage with 
crackling autumn colours and an interesting 
flowering and seed display, the tree’s 
winter appearance is also beautiful. 

The sparse, and over time rough, branch 
structure makes the tree very useful and 
interesting when it is planted with shrubs 
and perennials as it creates a strong 
contrast. The species is best used as a 
solitary tree because its growth is less 

attractive under poorer light conditions and 
it should be avoided in more shaded sites.

In cultivation, the American smoke tree 
has shown good growth in hot and dry 
environments, which makes it very 
suitable for more challenging plantings 
in paved environments or on green 
roofs, etc. However, it is very sensitive 
to dense and poorly drained soils. 

The species may be considered a bit slow in 
its establishment and early development, 
but then it has an impressive growth 
rate of between 0.5m and 1m a year. 
It needs heat and develops especially 
well in warm microclimates where 
growth can be astonishingly strong.

Unfortunately the tree is rare and can be 
hard to get hold of, especially in larger 
sizes and numbers. By presenting it in this 
article we hope that we can create a greater 
interest in this species because of its high 
tolerance for some of the most challenging 
urban habitats and its amazing seasonal 
qualities. We hope to see it produced 
and used more widely in the future.  

The flowers, which appear during July, have a pink tone, creating a beautiful 
contrast to the fresh green foliage.

develop beautiful trunks as the outer bark 
flakes off in irregular plates, leaving a beautiful 
mosaic of yellow, red, purple and green.

Although the Persian ironwood grows  
naturally in a mild climate with a warm and 
long summer, the species has a surprisingly 
good cold-hardiness. In colder climates larger 
nursery stock should be procured as they have 
a better cold-hardiness than younger plant 
material. As its natural range would suggest, 
the species favours warm environments so 
provides an excellent choice for warm inner-
city planting sites. In contrast to the majority 
of witch-hazels, the Persian ironwood is highly 
tolerant of sites with neutral to alkaline soils. 
It is proven to have good tolerance for dry 
conditions but inevitably will develop more 
effectively where soil moisture is plentiful.

The cultivar ‘Vanessa’ (syn. ‘Select’) is a  
tree-growing variety that develops a more  
or less upright trunk. Its side branches also  
have a clear upward angle, giving the tree a 
narrow ovoid to columnar habit, 6–10m high  
and 2–4m wide. As with the more shrubby 
forms, ‘Vanessa’ is clothed in beautiful dark 
green leaves during summer before the 
autumnal hues emerge later in the year.  
Without doubt, Persian ironwood is a  

worthy candidate for a wide range of  
amenity scenarios and a particularly good 
candidate where space for broad-crowned  
trees is limited. It is still relatively rare in  
Sweden and the UK in public plantations  
but has proved tolerant of a range 
of urban sites in the United States, 
Germany and the Netherlands. 
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ARB Magazine readers may remember that Rhod Taylor,  
Curator of the Lovell Quinta Arboretum, is also an advocate of 
Parrotia persica. You can read his article in issue 156 (spring 2012).
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If you choose the pure species of Persian ironwood you may 
get an individual plant intent on becoming a large shrub, or 
one that wants to become a tree. For this reason, a variety 
of cultivars of known habit are now available in many 
nurseries. (The two photographs above are from Westonbirt, 
The National Arboretum, courtesy of Dan Crowley)

The autumn colours of 
the Persian ironwood are 
outstandingly beautiful 
with a mix of green, 
yellow, red and purple. 
(Henrik Sjöman)

A free growing Persian ironwood (Parrotia persica) at New York Botanical Garden. (Henrik Sjöman)

72 scIence & oPInIon

the Plantsman’s choice 
Presenting promising urban trees

american 
smoke tree
The big cousin from the West

henrik sjöman and andrew hirons

 
The American smoke tree (Cotinus obovatus) is a rather rare plant in 
comparison to the popular and significantly more well-known smoke 
bush (Cotinus coggygria), but it certainly deserves greater attention.  
It is suitable for both private and public planting situations and has 
fantastic seasonal qualities.



The beautiful detail is the new growth that is usually pinkish in its tone, creating a 
fine colour scheme in summer, in contrast to the older green leaves.

The relatively large leaves (6–13cm) are a light green during summer.

The American smoke tree.
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