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We all love a clear, cloudless night when the starts are oh so bright and the constellations are as obvious to us as they were to the Greeks that named them.  In the winter months the native plants snuggle in their dormant states and peacefully rest.  But the introduced, exotic plant species shiver and quake in their jeweled flip-flops as they await the dreaded RADIATION freeze; the freeze that sneaks in on their human caregivers who are woefully unprepared to protect these valuable, exotic landscape plants from a few hours of below freezing temperatures for a few nights each year.  After all, isn’t this the tropics?  It surely is warmer than Minnesota or Michigan.

The Coastal Bend gets freezing temperatures in two meteorologically different ways, the Arctic cold front and radiation losses.  The Arctic cold front sweeps down the prairie from Canada usually with a week or more of advanced notice from the weatherman.  If we wish to prepare our plants we have time to do it during relatively pleasant weather in the daytime.

But the sneaky radiation freeze usually occurs during the night following a chamber-of-commerce day:  very clear bright sunny day with low humidity and no breeze; the perfect day for fishing, or golf or bird watching.  You get home after dark, have dinner, and watch TV.  Then at 10:15 the weatherman says, “Looks very likely we’ll have a freeze tonight.  Better cover those tender plants.” This just after he said it was a record high that day.  How can it be? What should you do?  You’ve only had two ripe tomatoes from the fall garden so far.

A radiation freeze is defined as the rapid loss of heat from the earth to the atmosphere.  With low humidity there is no water vapor to absorb heat.  There are no clouds to reflect heat back to the earth and no breeze to stir the air layers.  As the sun sets, there is no further gain in heat.  However much accumulated during the day is free to radiate directly into the infinite atmosphere.  During the short days of winter there is not enough daylength to accumulate enough heat to last all night when conditions are right to radiate it into outer space.

An even worse situation is when the sky clears late afternoon following several cold, cloudy, overcast days when very little heat can accumulate, as after an Arctic front has passed.  The few accumulated degrees of heat are rapidly lost and the cold, freezing period will be even longer, creating even more plant damage.

Plants are rated to cold tolerance by the words cold hardy through varying adjectives to tender.  Tender plants are those native to low-land equatorial (tropical) regions.  Temperatures in the 50 degree F. range may damage them.  Cold hardiness increases with increasing latitude and altitude until end of the plant zone is reached.  In these zones of increasing cold, plants have developed many diverse mechanisms to withstand the freezing temperatures, such as being low growing and covered with insulating snow.

Most plants of varying hardiness accumulate increasing tolerance to falling temperatures as daylength and temperature decrease during the fall.  Many gardening cultural practices are used to increase this hardening.  The wrong practices may reduce hardening and increase tenderness.  For example we don’t fertilize or prune borderline or tender plant materials during mid to late summer because we don’t want tender new growth.

So what can be done to protect our “tender” plant materials from that unplanned for radiation freeze?  The simple answer is trap as much heat radiating from the soil as you can around your plants.  This means create a barrier that the radiating heat will strike and be reradiated back to our plants instead of escaping into space.

The well-prepared gardener will have planned his landscape with these events in mind, grouping those most tender, expensive plants in containers on his flagstone patio which would be on the southwest side of his house.  Just moving the plants closer to the heat absorbing walls will help a lot.   That awning that you installed so you could reduce the heat and glare during the summer will serve as an excellent ceiling to trap heat during the winter if you open it during the day and close it at sunset.

Cover plants out in the open, creating a wide based tent.  Stake the edges close to the ground.  Don’t pull the bottom into the base of the plant and just wrap the plant up.  Plants do not produce heat.  You have to use the heat stored in the soil.  You may suffer a little leaf damage where your tent lays on the top of the plant, but who cares.  The object is to keep the plant alive.

If you hadn’t gone fishing or golfing, for the price of the greens fees you could have bought plastic pipe and fixtures and constructed a frame and ordered frost protection covers from an on-line garden or greenhouse supply store.  It’s a lot cheaper than new blankets and sheets for the beds.  But since you procrastinated on this honey-do, you’ll know what to get Honey for Christmas, satin sheets to cry on.

The nice thing about a radiation type freeze is there is usually no breeze so you don’t have to tie your covers on to keep them in place.  Your frame can be pushed together like Legos, no need to glue them, quick up and down.  Remember, if the following day is like the previous day, bright, sunny, and no breeze, you have to take the covers off before you go golfing again.  The temperatures can get high enough under your covers to cause heat damage and or pre-mature bud break.

So after going out in the dark and putting the covers up with a flashlight, you have to go out in the cold, wet grass in the morning and take them down or the next honey-do will be new landscaping.  If so, come get our booklet, “IN OUR COASTAL GARDENS, Native and Adapted Plants for the Coastal Bend.”
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