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Plants and 
Cold Weather
 
The New Year got off to a cold start, and cold weather remains in the forecast. I don’t mind the occasional snowfall in Memphis because it makes the landscape look clean and pure. Despite its beauty, snow and frost can be a major problem for gardeners, damaging new growth and killing tender plants.

Prolonged spells of severe cold when the soil becomes frozen can damage hardy plants and tough evergreens. Plants die from lack of moisture because the roots are unable to absorb water. Cold, frosty weather during April and May can also kill blossoms and damage fruit.

Cold weather, more specifically frost, causes the water in plant cells to freeze, damaging the cell wall.  It is easy to spot when your plants are damaged by frost.  Their growth becomes limp, blackened and distorted. The leaves of tender plants take on a translucent appearance and evergreen plants often turn brown. Frost problems are made worse where plants face the morning sun which causes them to defrost quickly, rupturing their cell walls.  

Here are a few things that you can do to minimize and protect your plants from the damaging effects of cold weather:

         Choose plants that are reliably hardy for this area (zone 7a).

         Avoid high-nitrogen fertilizers in the winter months as they encourage plants to put on leafy growth that is susceptible to damage, especially early and late in the year.

         Make sure that tender vegetation is planted in a sheltered location. Placing delicate plants under large trees and shrubs or against walls offer them some heat and protection during the winter.

         Cold air and frost always descend to the lowest point in the garden so avoid planting tender plants in these locations.

         Tender bulbs, corms and herbaceous plants should be protected with mulch to prevent the soil from freezing.

         Evergreen plants also benefit from a layer of mulch around their bases to keep the soil frost-free.  This will allow them to take up moisture.

         Tender plants can also be grown in pots and moved inside during cold weather.

         Choose outdoor containers that are frost-proof to prevent them from cracking.

Nothing says wintry weather in the South like snow and a hard frost. Snow is not only picturesque; it acts as an insulator protecting plants from the harsh temperatures and frost. In situations where we have a significant snowfall, shake the excess snow from the branches of small trees, shrubs and hedges to prevent them from breaking under the weight of the snow. You should also avoid walking on snow-covered grass as it will damage the turf beneath and leave unsightly marks on the lawn.  Compacting the soil during cold damp conditions may encourage the growth of fungal diseases.

Protecting your garden now from the harsh affects of winter will prepare your garden to flourish in the springtime!

Until next time, happy gardening!
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