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Garden Checklist for December

By Kitty Angell

Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardener

Wake up gardeners! It’s not time to hibernate for the winter. Believe it or not, gardening is a year-round hobby. Along with maintenance on your garden equipment, there is also the winterizing of your plants and yard, as well as looking at your garden journal and bringing it up-to-date. Of course, holiday color is high on any gardener’s list. We’ll visit it first. 

Poinsettias are not your only choice for holiday color. Consider kalanchoe, cyclamen, bromeliads, euphorbia, Christmas cactus, orchids or even blooming mini-cactus. Pot up your amaryllis, paperwhites or pre-chilled hyacinths and you’ll have indoor blooms for the holidays and beyond.

If you are set on poinsettias, look for ones that aren’t wilting, and are being displayed in the store with sleeves. This is for transporting only. Once you are home, remove the foil liner or at least poke holes in it so potentially root-rotting water doesn’t back up in the pot.

Take time from your holiday frenzy and assess how your gardens fared this past year. Jot down in your journal what plants you liked and which you didn’t before you forget. Make note of plants that need to be moved and think about improvements and changes you’d like to make to your landscape plan. These notes will prove invaluable when it comes to seed and plant buying time. 

Winter is the perfect time to take measures to prolong the life of your tools, mower, hoses, and other garden paraphernalia. Clean tools with a wire brush, then sharpen them using a sawing motion in a bucket of sand mixed with oil. Tune up your lawn mower; Run the engine dry, drain and replace oil, and replace the oil filter. If blades need sharpening, take them to a lawnmower shop while they’re not needed.

Since we do not always have a hard freeze, you don’t need to drain the hoses, except when we are warned of a deep freeze. Then they will need to be drained. 

This is a good time to straighten up your utility area or garden shed for a fresh start in the spring.  You will want to store pesticides and other hazardous materials in a locked cabinet and out of the reach of children.

Your compost pile doesn’t need much attention right now, but it does need to be covered. It will benefit from an occasional turning. Be sure to have extra soil available so that each 6 inch layer of leaves may be covered with several inches of soil. Always wet the layer of leaves thoroughly before adding the soil. Add about one pound of a complete lawn or garden fertilizer to each layer of leaves to provide the necessary nitrogen for decomposition. 

You can still set out cool-season bedding plants such as dianthus, snapdragons, pansies, violas and stock. If you’re tired of planting annuals, use our many days of good weather to prepare your garden beds for spring planting.  Be sure to work in extra organic matter, and your beds will be ready to plant early in spring.

Also, prepare beds and individual holes for rose planting in January and February.  Use composted manure, pine bark, and similar materials mixed with the existing soil.

If you have berrying plants, such as holly, yaupon, and pyracantha (a more invasive plant), they may be pruned now, and the cut branches can be used in the house as holiday decorative material.

Lastly, if you want to start cuttings of your favorite Christmas cactus: Wait until it has finished blooming, select a cutting with four or five joints, break or cut it off, and insert the basal end into a pot of moderately moist soil. Place it on a windowsill or other brightly lit area. The cuttings should be rooted within three to four weeks. Next year you can surprise your fellow gardeners with gifts of this beautiful blooming Christmas plant!

So, now we’re coming to the end of another hardworking, frustrating, exciting, fulfilling year of gardening. My Christmas gift to you is a quote from Charles Dudley Warner (1871) “To own a bit of ground, to scratch it with a hoe, to plant seeds, and watch their renewal of life, ~this is the commonest delight of the race, the most satisfactory thing a man can do.”
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