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Here is it, early December and we’ve already “weathered” the second cold spell of the season!  Plants that are native to the area are not bothered-they are either cold hardy, or it is part of their natural life cycle to die back when it gets cold.  Other plants growing in Coastal Bend gardens were not very happy about it.  

Unfortunately, we will likely get more cold weather, and the possibility of a freeze is always around the corner.  The first thing to do when we get a forecast of an approaching frost or freeze, or even just unusually cold weather, is to thoroughly water any plants—whether in pots or in the ground—that won’t be brought inside.  The reason to do this is that moist soil holds more heat than dry soil that has a lot of air spaces. Ideally, water deeply a couple days before the frost arrives, but it will help at any time.  

In case of a hard freeze, it will be necessary to protect tender plants to keep them from being damaged or killed.  Use large cardboard boxes, bed sheets, blankets, plastic sheeting, or anything similar.  Since the land is warmer than the air at this time of year, and heat rises, the goal is to trap the heat from the earth under the cover with the plant.  It is very important that the covering material goes all the way to the ground and is held down with bricks, rocks or something heavy.  It may only make a few degrees difference, but that can be the difference between the plant surviving or not.   

The more ground that is included under the cover, the more heat that can be trapped and the better chance the plant has.  Just wrapping a covering around a plant doesn’t really protect it, except from drying winds, since the plant is not producing heat.  If it is really cold, or plants are particularly sensitive, put water-filled jugs under the cover for an additional source of some heat.  
Don’t worry too much about the cover touching the plants; although a few leaves touching it may be damaged, most of the plant will not be.  It’s more important to get the plant covered.  Push a tomato cage into the ground over plants that are small enough, particularly if they are fragile, and drape the covering over the cage to keep the material from resting on the plant branches.  

If plants can’t be covered, putting them under something that will keep even a little heat from escaping up into the sky will offer some protection.  A few things that plants can be put under are tables, other plants (especially if they have a lot of leaves), and the house eaves (and the west and south sides of the house provide a bonus).  

Load up on mulch in cold weather.  It will hold in soil moisture and heat, protecting the roots, though not the branches and leaves, from extreme changes in temperature.  Apply a layer several inches thick (up to 4”) around as many plants as possible.  Many products can be used including organic material such as ground up plant matter, bark, compost, leaves, and grass clippings; or inorganic materials like gravel, larger rocks, woven plastic or other landscape cloth materials.  

The most important thing to remember about mulch is to keep it from touching the stems or trunks of your plants.  It’s a double whammy; the constant contact of the mulch with the bark or stem makes a perfect environment for rot to occur since most mulch materials hold moisture; also as organic mulches decompose they produce heat which damages the bark and opens the plant to entry by disease-causing organisms. Just keep any mulch a few inches away from stems, and several inches from trunks.   

Leave some of the dried leaves and grass in the lawn or garden beds.  If not so thick that they shade the lawn, they are beneficial as they may trap some soil heat and improve the soil by adding organic matter and nutrients when they decompose. 

Some plants will die back to the ground and then regrow next Spring, others will be lost to a hard freeze.  But most will survive, and if a few are lost it opens a spot in the garden for something new.  
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