Repairing Winter Damage To Your
Ornamental Garden

by Derek Thomas

T

he spring homes and gardens issue could not come at a
better time. We are experiencing a collective exhale after
two months of winter storms that brought 20-year low temperatures, sustained wind gusts, freezing rain and snow to
the region. As temperatures start to warm and spring bulbs
push up from their winter rest, we will be left with plants that have
been damaged by wind, ice, salt, temperature fluctuations and the
unforgivingly frigid polar vortex.

any plant that is marginally hardy to our
region, some of which will not recover.
However, spring is a time of rapid
growth and with a bit of organized planning mixed with a pampering hand,
many of the plants will recover. If they
are lost, we will have to replace or rethink as we rebuild our gardens and
prepare to regain garden greatness.

The Damage and Recovery
Plants acclimate to the region they have been growing in. For
the past ten plus years we have had warmer than average winters and
our plants have become accustomed to the warmer climate. Even the
winters that brought us large snowfalls did not bring us the frigid temperatures that we sustained this winter. The temperature fluctuation
this season was intense and extremely damaging to evergreens and

Nandina plants before this season’s winter storms
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Broad Leaf Evergreens
The damage that our broad leaf evergreens have sustained this winter will
require the removal of any wind and
salt damaged leaves, as these leaves will
not heal themselves. Some of the leaves

may have taken on a darker chocolate
coloring and are not burnt but just discolored. Depending on the extent of
damage these leaves could be left on
the plant. Check a leaf’s health by looking at the underside of the leaf. If it is
still in good condition the underside in
most cases will still be green and firm
not crispy brown. Leaves that are brown
and crisp are not going to recover and
should be removed. Some plants that
have composite leaves, (multiple leaves
on a singe stem with only one connecting point to the main branch), may have
partial or entire damage. The parts that
are damaged can be removed. In most

Composite leaves like this Nandina may have to be pruned back to the main stem. Badly burnt leaves will not regenerate.

cases the stems from these plants
will regrow at the nodes where
the leaf was connected.

Deciduous Trees
and Shrubs
These plants will begin to
show signs of damage later in
the spring. Younger tips may
have sustained the most “die
back” and you will be able to
prune off these tips as the new
growth emerges. Should you
have a tree limb or a deciduous
shrub that is heavily damaged,
do a renewal prune of the shrub,
or remove the entire limb of the
tree. Depending on the shrub,
many will recover from a harsh
pruning, and in fact thrive with
a flush of new growth. However many trees, particularly
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younger specimens that have experienced
hard die back may be best replaced. Pruning
a tree down harshly will give you a altered tree
which could be problematic as limbs grow
back in an unnatural manner. Another deciduous tree that may have dieback this year
is the Crape Myrtle. Most folks have forgotten
that these beauties of the late July and early
August garden were once considered tender
to our region. This spring may bring great
dieback on many of these cherished summer
flowering trees. These plants are some of the
last to emerge in spring, so be patient when

accessing if they have died back and need to
be pruned back harshly.

Tender Ornamental Plants
These plants are the ones we have come
to know as “cold hardy.” Many of these plants
are cold hardy to the 20’s and as we know we
had temps in the low teens and even some
days of single digits with the wind chill of minus zero. Some of these plants will recover and
regrow. Plants like hardy palms may lose all of
their leaves and regrow from the center crown.
Plants like bananas may take longer than norLEFT: The weight of snow and ice will damage hardy ornamentals like this windmill palm. Discoloration and brown
specks will not re-green on these palm leaves. Depending
on the damage complete removal may be needed.
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BELOW: The weight of snow and ice can break and
deform shrubs. Through proper pruning and nutrients
these shrubs will recover.

RIGHT: The mild chocolate
coloring on these viburnum
indicates a mild wind burn.
The leaves do not have to
be removed, as they are not
crisp and completely burnt.
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mal to emerge from the ground
or they may not emerge at all.
Hardy ornamentals planted in
low areas may succumb to winter root rot from the higher than
average moisture we have had
this year. The next few months
may take some reimagining of
the areas where we planted out
the hardy ornamentals in our
gardens. One lesson that can
be learned from this winter is,
if you want to have these tender ornamental plants you have
to be prepared for failure and
enjoy them as temporary additions to the landscape in our
region. It may be years before
we have a winter like the one
we are emerging from and the
beauty of a hardy tropical or
west cost sage in the summer
garden outweighs the loss during a harsh winter.

Root Damage and the
Effect of Salt
The application of salt
and chemicals to our roads and
walkways is potentially harmful
to our soil and plant root health.
To counteract this, put down a
heavier than normal application
of compost and manure to help
build the organic content of
your soil. Prior to applying this
treatment wait till the soil dries
a bit to see if there is a white
residue on the top of the soil.
Should you see this residue, remove the top inch or two of the
area affected as this indicates a
high concentration of salt and
will be harmful to the plants
tender new roots. Our best defense this year to build back our
plants health from this harsh
winter will be the soil amendments we add throughout this

Now that spring is here,
let us chase out the dust bunnies
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growing season. Compost, manure and organic fertilizers will
help plants rebound and thrive.
Root ball heaving will also
be a problem this spring. The
repeated freezing and thawing of
the soil can cause plants to heave
up and leave their roots exposed.
If this has happened to some of
your smaller plants take the time
now to replant them before the
active growth begins. Should this
be the case with a spring flowering bulb or plant that flowers in
the spring, mulch the exposed
roots until the plant has flowered, then replant immediately
after bloom in spring. Keep in
mind some bulbs may be set
back from this spring replanting
and next years blooms may be
lackluster or nonexistent. Larger
trees that have heaved should
have an expert access the damage to the roots and tree.

The Garden Eternal
Don’t let this winter discourage you from the craft of gardening; spring is a time of renewal in our gardens and our lives.
Soon this winter will be a distant
memory as we walk through the
streets and avenues of Capitol
Hill and the scents of hyacinths
and tulips waif through the air
and revitalize our gardening
mind, body and soul. Enjoy.
Derek Thomas is principal of
Thomas Landscapes. His garden
designs have been featured on
HGTV’s Curb Appeal, and Get It
Sold. His weekly garden segment
can be seen on WTTG/Fox 5 in
Washington. He can be reached
at www.thomaslandscapes.com or
301.642.5182. You can find and
friend us on Facebook at Facebook/Thomas Landscapes. Follow
us on Twitter @ThomasGardenGuy
For Great Garden Tips. u
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