Week of December 12, 1999


Winter Garden Care

Willie Chance

The cool weather lately makes me want to curl up with some hot cider and a book.  My wife likes beef stew when temperatures fall.  Others like to hunt, hike, garden, shop or just rest in cooler temperatures.

Like people, plants differ in their response to cooler weather.  How they handle cold weather depends on the type plant they are.

Warm season plants grow best in spring and summer.  They die, go dormant or slow down in winter.  Examples of warm season plants are most of our lawn grasses, most trees (especially the ones that lose their leaves) most shrubs and many vegetables like tomato, corn and sweet potato.

Cool season plants are “snowbirds”.  They grow best in fall and winter.  They die or slow

growth in the summer.  Examples include pansies, collards, turnips, mustard, snapdragons and winter weeds like chickweed, annual bluegrass, and Florida betony.

Many warm season plants are slowing down or going to sleep now.  This is what they are created to do.  So don’t fight it.  How can we help them and prepare for next spring?

Winter is a good time to clean up the rose bed.  Cut out dead, damaged and weak canes, but wait until February to do most of your pruning.   Also, remove any limbs that look diseased.  Remove old leaves and mulch under plant and discard.  Replace with fresh mulch.  This will remove much of the blackspot that is in the garden and may lead to healthier roses next year.

Doesn’t your vegetable plot look bare and cold?  Pull the cover up over it!  Use a ‘cover’ crop!

Cover crops are plants grown in bare areas to control weeds, to reduce erosion and to add organic matter and nutrients to the soil.  Plant ryegrass, rye, wheat, oats, Austrian winter pea or clover as soon as possible.  Ryegrass is probably easiest to find.  Till in the cover crop 3 to 5 weeks before you plant.  Call for more details on putting the cover on your garden.

Adding compost and tilling it in also has a similar effect.  There are several local sources of cheap compost.  Call for a list.  Adding compost can help the soil by increasing earthworm and soil microbe numbers, making the soil easier to work, preventing soil crusting and providing nutrients for plant growth.

Have a geranium that you would hate to lose to a hard freeze?  Over-winter it by potting up in ground plants, taking cuttings and rooting them or storing bare root plants in a cool dry spot.  Call for more details.

Most turfgrasses are going dormant now.  Expect them to look brown.  Keep leaves raked up and composted.  Wait until April to fertilize.  Some gardeners call about lawn problems now, but there is little we can do to diagnose problems now.  Take a soil sample, install an irrigation system and keep the lawn raked but leave most of the problem diagnosis until next May when the lawn is green.

The winter garden can be dull, but does not not have to be.  Give your plants what they need now and they should give you what you want next year.  For more details see our website at http://www.griffin.peachnet.edu/ga/houston or E-mail us at uge2153b@uga.edu
You can also call us.  Our number is listed under Houston County Government, as the Cooperative Extension Service.

