The Winter Blues Aren’t Fun


Two months of this new year have disappeared.  Did their gray wet days leave you with the winter blues?  Were you getting desperate to see some fresh, bright colors?  Were any of those colors you so desperately wanted to see in your garden?  If not, how come?  For it is possible for you to have them.  You really don’t have to go through another blah, bleak winter if you take the time right now to begin planning a garden designed to bloom into a colorful display during the winter months.


There are many trees, shrubs, perennials, and a few bulbs and annuals that bloom during the shorter days of winter.  “Oh really?”, you might question.  There sure is!  Think back over the past few months to the times when you were out driving in your car.  How many times were there when you exclaimed, “Oh, look at that tree!  It has flowers on it already!”  Your usage of “already” indicates that you are assuming that the tree is blooming before its normal time of flowering.  But are you sure that is true?  If you had continued to observe as you drove around, you should have noticed that there were a number of the same types of trees blooming in other yards.  The autumn cherry is one of these trees that seem to be flowering out of season, but actually it blooms off and on from October to March.  The same is true of shrubs.  There are a number of them that have wonderful blossoms during the winter season.  So check out some of the early flowering rhododendrons.


Are you convinced yet?  You should be. So the next question is, “How do I make that happen in my yard?”


Begin now by planning how you are going to achieve that new vision that has begun to develop in your mind and start with books.  There are many in the libraries in this county that have wonderful color photos in them.  Pick out the types of trees and shrubs that attract you and then start the research part of this new engrossing project.  Read the specifics on each species and find those that bloom in the winter and then consider if they will survive in our climate.


Another part of your planning needs to include a decision on whether you are going to designate a particular part of your garden space specifically to a winter garden or if you are going to integrate your new purchases throughout your present landscaping.  That is an important decision to make early on, because if you need to move some of your current plantings then you will want to find out when is the best time to move them.  Should it be done in the spring, summer or in the fall?  Find out for best results.


Consider a few additional suggestions in this planning stage.  There are many shrubs and plants that don’t blossom in the winter, but are still attractively covered instead with beautiful and colorful over wintering berries and seeds, many of which will attract hungry birds.  There are also some fairly plain looking trees that only come into their prime after losing their leaves, exhibiting remarkable red and yellow bark, others proudly showing off unusual bark textures, and those with unusual corkscrew branches, which all add interest and texture to a winter garden.  And don’t forget to consider the wide varieties of evergreens as backdrops to your new winter showpieces.


Some books like the Western Garden Book by Sunset, Color Garden by Malcolm Hillier, and Color in the Winter Garden by Graham S. Thomas have lists or chapters of plants that flower in the winter.  Other books will also help, but you will have to search them more diligently to find suggestions.  Again, remember to check your climate zone in each of the books you consult.  They don’t all use the same climate zone designations.


If you are vacillating a bit at this point, maybe not really sure you want to start a winter flowering  garden or maybe because research really isn’t your thing, then check out these possibilities that others in the Skagit area have successfully grown: autumn cherry (Prunus subhirtella ‘Autumnalis’); Chinese witch hazel (Hamamelis mollis); Rhododendron mucronulatum; winter jasmine (Jasminum nudiflorum); or a winter honeysuckle (Lonicera fragrantissima).  Try also the early blooming heathers and camellias, holly, snowdrops (bulb), red or yellow twigged dogwood, hellebores and of course the more traditional kale and primroses so commonly grown in this area.


And last, but very importantly, when you go to your nursery to purchase those plants on your list, ask the sales person’s advice concerning your choice.  They know which plants grow well in Skagit County and may have an alternate suggestion that will grow even better in the winter than the one you have chosen.

