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TAXONOMY 

Plant Family  
Scientific Name Bignoniaceae 

Common Name Trumpet-creeper family 

Species Scientific Name  
Scientific Name  Catalpa bignonioides 

Varieties  N/A 

Sub-species  N/A 

Cultivar Catalpa bignonioides cv.: Aurea, Nana 3 

Common Synonym(s)  Catalpa catalpa 14 

Common Name(s) catalpa, southern catalpa, katalpa, American catalpa, 

eastern catalpa, catawba, bean tree, Indian bean, Indian 

cigar tree, Shawnee wood, caterpillar tree, worm tree, 

fish bait tree, fisherman’s tree 3 

Species Code (as per USDA Plants 

database) 

CABI8  

GENERAL INFORMATION 



Geographical range  
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Native to mostly South-eastern North America. First 

encountered in Florida, Georgia, Alabama, Mississippi, 

and Louisiana. Established in areas east of the Rocky 

Mountains, California, and Oregon.3 It is also planted 

as an ornamental species in Washington. Pictured 

below are the specimens located on the University of 

Washington Seattle campus, indicated by the dark 

circles.  

 



 
Image Credit: UW Trees Database 

Ecological distribution  Floodplains, moist soils near streams and rivers in 

wetlands and low woodlands. 9,10,14  

Climate and elevation range Hardiness zones 5 to 9 where winter temperatures are 

~0-30°F 3 

Local habitat and abundance  Catalpa trees are the only known host for the native 

sphinx moth (Ceratomia catalpa). It is recommended to 

source seeds from trees that have supported moth 

larvae.1 

Plant strategy type / successional 

stage  

This hardy species is both drought and flood tolerant.8 

Once established, it can grow in a variety of soil pHs 

and types.5 However, its growth can be inhibited by 

competition and shading from other species. This may 

indicate it is a seral species.1 It can be weedy in some 

regions of the U.S. if not managed properly.3 

Plant characteristics  Perennial deciduous tree with mature heights from 25 

to 40 feet. Lives from 40 to 50 years on average, but 

can reach 70 years of age. Bark contains fissures and 

reddish-brown scales. Winter twigs have identifying 

leaf scars arranged in whorls of 3 per node that 

resemble suction cups.3 

 

Simple leaves have a heart base and soft pubescence on 

the underside. Flowers from May to July. Seed capsules 

emerge green during summer and grow from 6 to 24 

inches long, resembling a cigar. In autumn, they 

mature, turn brown, and split to release seeds. Capsules 

can remain attached over winter or drop.3 

 



PROPAGATION DETAILS 
Ecotype  N/A 

Propagation Goal Plants 

Propagation Method  Seed 

Product Type  Bareroot 

Stock Type  

Time to Grow  1-2 years1 

Target Specifications  18 inches1 

Propagule Collection Instructions  Capsules split and disperse seeds from winter to 

spring.14 Germination rate is higher in seeds collected 

after winter than during fall.3 Gather entire pods.12 

Propagule Processing/Propagule 

Characteristics  

2-3 pounds of seed containing ~40,000 seeds are 

expected from 10 pounds of dried fruit capsules 

collected. Seeds remain viable for up to 2 years in cold, 

dry storage.1 

Pre-Planting Propagule Treatments  Catalpa seeds have no dormancy and require no 

pretreatment such as stratification or scarification.4 

Cold, dry storage over winter is recommended.14  

 

Gibberellic acid may be used to shorten germination 

time, but is not necessary in achieving high germination 

rates.6  

Growing Area Preparation / Annual 

Practices for Perennial Crops 

Prepare a garden area or nursery bed with fine seeding 

media that has high moisture capacity and receives full 

sun exposure.2,12   

Establishment Phase Details  Sow the seeds after frost, during spring or early 

summer when daytime temperatures are 70-85°F.13 

Sow under 1/8 – 1/2 inch of soil with a thin layer of 

mulch.1,7 Pine needle mulch is recommended to keep 

seeds moist.7,13 

 

After germination, gently rake the surface of the soil, 

careful to not disturb the seeds. This will help break up 

the compacted soil and promote sprouting through the 

soil.12  

Length of Establishment Phase  Within 2 weeks with a 90% germination rate 1,13 

Active Growth Phase  Protect young seedlings from herbivory by using a 

cloth or mesh screen fence. Reduce competition and 

shading by weeding and relocating seedlings spaced 

closer than 6 inches apart.1  

 

Water every day during growing season.7 

Length of Active Growth Phase  4 – 5 months from spring to late summer or early fall 
7,12 

Hardening Phase  During early fall (e.g., September), allow the plant to 

dry out completely between watering and reduce 



watering frequency overall. Undercut the taproots to 

encourage a more fibrous root system that will establish 

well during outplanting. Natural seasonal cooling will 

also prepare the plant.7    

Length of Hardening Phase  ~ 3 months during fall and early winter 7 

Harvesting, Storage and Shipping  Before transplanting, seedlings are sorted into grades 

based on size. Grade 1 includes those from 18 inches 

up. Grade 2 includes 12-18 inches. Grade 3 are those 

under 12 inches. Those in grade 3 are considered cull 

seedlings and often fail to survive the first year, so they 

are discarded.12 

 

Seedlings can be transplanted from garden after 1-2 

years of growth and during winter when they have 

reached a minimum height of 18 inches1, but preferably 

below 24 inches.7  

 

If bareroots are not planted immediately, they can be 

kept in moist, cold storage.7 

Length of Storage  1-2 weeks7 

Guidelines for Outplanting / 

Performance on Typical Sites  

Ideal height for mature trees is 25 feet with crown 

spread of 35 feet1, but can reach more than 40 feet.9 

They live up to ~70 years with a maximum diameter of 

3 feet. Flowering usually occurs within 7 years of age 

and can produce quality seeds by age 10.1  

Other Comments  May be considered a pest in some parts of the U.S. 

where it escapes cultivation, but is not formally 

recognized as an invasive species.3  
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