Winter Chores

By Joan Howie

Holidays and undependable weather make gardening a low priority in December, but some jobs need to be done this time of year.  Having a successful landscape requires keeping up with each season’s projects.  Here are some Extension horticulturists’ suggestions for this season.


During good weather, vegetable beds which are no longer producing can be prepared for spring planting.  Fresh organic matter should be added and soil turned.  Peat moss, leafmold, pine bark and animal manures are all suitable.  Organic matter helps sandy soil retain moisture.  Any leftover garden debris must be removed to get rid of material in which fungus spores and insects over winter.  Roots harbor nematodes, so even they should be dug up.


Compost is also an excellent soil additive and dead garden plants, fallen leaves, clippings and kitchen scraps such as vegetable peels can be used to add to, or start a new compost pile.


Rose beds, too, can be made ready for planting in January and February.  Add composted manure, pine bark and similar material to mix with existing soil in individual holes.  When roses are ready to be set out, the weather is often cold, so it saves frosty hands if holes are ready.


Continue to pick up fallen twigs and branches that have been cut by twig girdler.  These should be wrapped and discarded.  The cut ends are where the twig girdler lays her eggs and provide a source of destructive beetles for the season.


After tulip bulbs have chilled for 60 days, they can be planted.  Remember that in our climate, tulip bulbs are treated as annuals, normally blooming only one season.


November through February are peak months for planting trees and shrubs.  When bare rooted specimens are transplanted, tops should be trimmed back about a third to compensate for roots lost in digging.


Don’t prune tropical trees which may put out new growth susceptible to freezing, except for diseased branches or ones that are over long and gangly.


Seeds should be ordered now for spring planting.  Gardening catalogs will be crowding mailboxes once the holiday catalog season is over.  Reading seed catalogs and studying gardening books is a pleasant way to pass cold winter days and to get useful landscape ideas.  Also check the gardens at Green Acres, our Aransas county Extension office at the corner of Mimosa and Pearl Streets, to see landscape plants suitable for Aransas County.


Hardy bedding plants can still be set out to provide winter bloom.  These include pansies, snapdragons and dianthus.  Ornamental kale is also a good choice.


Larkspur seeds planted now will provide tall stalks of color in spring.  They need a sunny, well-drained moderately fertile bed.  Thinning seedlings to 8 to 10 inches apart will result in taller plants.  Since they grow in a cool season, larkspur don’t require much additional water, but when first planted the seeds must be kept moist.  Any kind of seedling that dries out is a dead seedling.


Continue planting other spring blooming wildflowers such as Drummond phlox, rubeckia and coreopsis.


In dry periods, keep evergreen plants moist.  Adequate soil moisture is the best protection you can give plants against winter cold injury.


Christmas plants make popular gifts.  To prolong their life, be sure the drainage holes aren’t plugged with the pot wrap.  Don’t allow the plant to dry out, don’t overwater it and don’t fertilize the first few months.  Keep away from heat sources, drafts and open doorways.

