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Plan for a Winter Garden

I recently attended a program at the J.C. Raulston Arboretum in Raleigh, North

Carolina. The training program was excellent but strangely enough one of the things that

I picked up while at the arboretum had nothing at all to do with the designated topic.

Instead, I made a discovery that made me rethink some of my ideas about landscaping. I

hope it will stimulate a little creative thinking on your part as well.

The arboretum is a sprawling area with a number of interesting plant collections,

specialized gardens, and meeting facilities. During our lunch break I had a chance to skim

through a brochure about the arboretum and select an area for a quick visit. Of course,

they had a Japanese garden, perennial gardens, a water garden, a conifer collection and

many other interesting sights. The thing that caught my eye, however, was a “Winter

Garden.” What a novel idea! I gobbled down a quick lunch and rushed outside to check

out that corner of the arboretum.

You see, like a lot of other gardeners, I have too often written off winter time in

the garden. I fell into the trap of too easily resigning one quarter of the year to brown

leaves and ash gray bark. Too many of us think of plants with “year-round interest” in

terms of only three seasons, spring, summer, and fall. Fortunately, the “Winter Garden”

visit woke me up to the possibilities for livening up a winter landscape.

“Ok,” you may say, “What has you so fired-up about winter gardens? What can

we do to add color and interest in that drab season?” Well, there are a number of plants

and techniques that were used at the arboretum.

One way to add interest is to incorporate plants that bear brightly colored berries

in the winter landscape. A great example would be Callicarpus or “Beautyberry.” The

bare limbs of this plant are festooned with purple berries that really attract attention.

These shrubs are also available in white fruited forms. Of course, you can also use the old

standards like hollies, nandina and dogwoods that bear bright fruit.

Plants with colored foliage can help brighten the landscape as well. For example,

I saw some interesting examples of variegated Chinese holly in the winter garden. Some

varieties of Japanese Maples hold their leaves rather late as well. Japanese barberry is

another purple-leafed plant that could be incorporated into the landscape.

Evergreen plants can be used to overcome the bleak dead appearance of a winter

landscape. The winter garden I visited used many common hollies, Osmanthus , plum

yew and other evergreens very effectively. The green foliage really helped to overcome

the dead and dormant feel you might otherwise experience in the landscape.

There are also plants that will flower in the winter months. Witch Hazel bears

bright yellow blooms on it leafless branches. Member of the Helleborus or Lenten Rose

family also bloom during the winter months. Of course, old favorites like pansies work

well too. Osmanthus or “tea olive” is a shrub that bears fragrant flowers in late fall and

early winter.

This year, don’t resign yourself to sitting by the fire dreaming of spring and

summer gardening. Brighten up those drab areas of your landscape by using plants with

winter interest. With a little planning your landscape can truly have year-round beauty.

