Adding Interest to the Winter Garden

November 18, 2004

The fall 2004 frost appeared to be on schedule. We expect the first frost about mid-November. That is when I noticed the frost at my house. Now we shift our gardening interest to the winter garden.

A few brave marigolds are hanging on in my flower beds. The frost has not gotten to them yet, but it is only a matter of time. I should have replaced the marigolds already with winter annuals but my wife loves marigolds – so they get to stay. What should I do after the marigolds die?
When should I replace summer annuals with winter annuals like pansies? Pansies and other winter annuals probably do best planted from October 15 through November 15. This does not mean we cannot plant annuals now. This does mean that as temperatures decrease, later planted annuals may not root in as quickly as earlier planted annuals. Later planted annual flowers may establish more slowly and may never catch up with ones planted earlier.
What are some things I can do to help later planted annuals to get started?
Use larger plants which should get established more quickly and easily.

Plant more closely so plants can grow together more quickly. For instance, plant pansies eight inches apart as opposed to twelve inches apart.
Prepare the soil well. Till it deeply, adding lime and fertilizer as needed. After planting, fertilize the plants well with a liquid fertilizer containing a high proportion of phosphorus. A phosphorus deficiency can more easily limit growth in cold weather.

Remove dying and dead flowers. This may encourage the plant to put more energy into getting established and producing new blooms.

Although these suggestions work well for late planted flowers, they should be beneficial for other flowers as well.

Are there other winter flowers I can enjoy besides pansies? There are quite a few annuals or perennials you can enjoy in the winter. Consider using Dianthus, calendula, snapdragon and Lenten rose. Some plants have beautiful or interesting foliage even in the winter. Several include Ajuga, Dianthus, foxglove and ornamental grasses.
You can grow many vegetables in the winter. Some can be quite ornamental. Plant flowering kale and cabbage. These are meant to be looked at – not eaten! They can have frilly or flat leaves and come in green, white and red.

With some vegetables, you can eat them as well as enjoying their looks. These include curly mustard, red mustard, red and green leaf lettuces, kale, parsley and Swiss chard. There is a very colorful Swiss chard called ‘Bright Lights’. It has beautiful leaves and large stems that come in an array of colors from yellow and gold through pink to scarlet or purple.
What about other plants to give the winter garden some color and interest? Winter is a good time to look around the garden and see if you need to add some woody plants for winter interest. If you have a lot of deciduous plants (ones that lose their leaves in the fall) adding some evergreen plants will help to add color and brighten up the garden.

Winter daphne is a delightful plant. The blooms can perfume an entire winter garden. It requires extremely good drainage and will not abide wet feet. Also consider using winter honeysuckle in your garden. 

Consider adding plants with colorful berries. These show up well in the winter and may also feed the birds! Hollies are nice but not all hollies produce berries well. Hollies are dioecious. This means they have male and female flowers on separate plants. Only the plants with female flowers produce berries and then only if they are close enough to a male plant to get pollinated. If you want berries without having to do any ‘matchmaking’, plant Burford holly. This holly can produce berries without pollination from a male plant.
Other berry or fruit producers include pyracantha, grape holly (Mahonia), Aucuba, dogwood, beautyberry, some viburnums and nandina. Plants with interesting bark can also add winter interest. Consider using crape myrtle, beech, Chinese elm and river birch.
Do not let the frost signal an end to your gardening for the year. With a little planning and work you can have an interesting winter garden this year.

