
  

 
 
 
Master Gardener Corner: Trees and shrubs can add 
interest to garden in winter 
Originally Published: January 27, 2015 
 
When you look at your garden in winter, is it bare and blah?  It doesn’t have to be dreary.  Thoughtful 
plant selection can create a winter landscape that is beautiful.  There are many ways in which trees and 
shrubs can add interest to the garden during the months of winter. 
 
Evergreen conifers are often considered the backbone of the garden.  They vary in size, shape, color and 
the texture of their foliage.  They may have needle-like foliage such as pine, spruce, fir, or hemlock, 
whereas juniper and arborvitae have scale-like foliage.  Conifers may be tall, shrubby, or weeping which 
can add architectural drama to the garden.  They are a presence in  the garden every day, year in and 
year out.  
 
Green is great, but gold foliage evergreens add extra sparkle to 
the winter landscape.  ‘Golden Mop’ threadleaf false cypress 
(Chamaecyparis pisifera) adds a bright golden color to the 
garden.  It is a shaggy mop-like evergreen that forms a ground-
hugging mound.  Make sure to get ‘Golden Mop’ or one of the 
dwarf cultivars like ‘Gold Thread’ otherwise you could end up 
with a 20 foot tree in ten years.  ‘Polar Gold’ arborvitae (Thuja 
occidentalis) needs some space at 12 to 15 feet or it can be 
used for a bold hedge.  ‘Filip’s Magic Moment’ arborvitae is a 
bit smaller at 6 to 8 feet tall.  ‘Anna’s Magic Ball’ arborvitae is a 
cute little golden ball reaching 10 to 15 inches at maturity. 
 
There are also broad-leafed evergreens such as rhododendron, holly and boxwood which can add 
structure to your garden if you have the correct conditions.  Many of them require specific conditions to 
develop into attractive, long-lived plants.  Wide fluctuations in temperature, prolonged dry periods, 
drying winds and bright sunshine are not ideal conditions for most broad-leaved evergreens.  Locate 
broad-leaved evergreens subject to winter injury in areas where they receive protection from the wind 
and afternoon sun, especially in winter.  The north and east sides of buildings are ideal.  Wind and sun 
protection provided by fences or large plants will also help prevent injury. 
 
Blue holly (Ilex x meserveae) is a broad-leaved evergreen which has glossy dark blue-green foliage, 
reddish purple stems and dark red berries. It is hardy to Zone 4.  There are numerous cultivars such as 
‘Blue Boy’, ‘Blue Girl’, ‘Blue Prince’, ‘Blue Princess’, ‘Blue Maid’ and ‘Blue Stallion’.  Plants are male and 
female; plant mostly female plants because only they produce the attractive red berries.  Male plants 
are needed for pollination. 
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Without leaves deciduous trees get a chance to show off their wonderful branching structure, bark 
patterns and stem color.  Some trees have a unique form and structure, which can be striking during the 
winter.  Colorful berries make the branches of many shrubs sparkle in winter and add a pop of color to 
the winter landscape.  For maximum impact, plant shrubs in groups and trees where their bark can be 
seen and appreciated. 
 
Often grown as a multi-stemmed shrub, Japanese stewartia (Stewartia pseudocamellia) has bark that 
exfoliates in strips of gray, orange and reddish brown resulting in a patchwork of color.  The cinnamon 
brown bark of paperbark maple (Acer griseum) exfoliates on young to intermediate aged trees giving 
them a bit of a ragged look.  Usually grown for their unique and beautiful foliage Japanese maples in 
their leafless winter form can add a very graceful architectural feature to the garden. 
 

‘Arctic Fire’ red-osier dogwood (Cornus sericea, syn. C. stolonifera) has intensely red 
stems that add a burst of color to a dull winter landscape.  It has a compact, upright, 
non-suckering habit.  It is supposed to be deer resistant.  ‘Flaviramea’ is a yellow 
twig dogwood cultivar that boasts bright yellow winter stems.  The shrub grows 5 to 
6 feet tall by 5 to 6 feet wide with a spreading habit.  These dogwood shrubs need 
pruning every spring to ensure that a fresh crop of the bright colored stems are 
visible the next winter. 
 
Staghorn sumac (Rhus typhina) has burgundy, fuzzy fruit clusters which persist 
through the winter, providing interest and food for the birds.  Winterberry (Ilex 
verticillata) is a deciduous holly that puts on a showy display of bright red berries.  

Some cultivars to look for are ‘Sparkleberry’, ‘Winter Red’, or ‘Berry Poppins’.  Male and female plants 
are needed for berries. 
 
We do not expect to see plants in bloom around here during the winter, but witch hazel (Hamamelis) 
may bloom in late winter if it is mild.  Hybrid witch hazels (Hamamelis x intermedia) offer flower colors 
in orange, red, pink, purple and a range of yellows and some are even fragrant.  A blooming witch hazel 
should entice any gardener out into the garden. 
 
Plants are not the only way to add winter interest or color to your garden.  Brightly colored benches, 
chairs, arbors and other garden decor can all add a pop of color to a winter weary landscape.  When 
using garden art make sure the pieces can withstand the cold as well as the freezing and thawing that 
takes place through the winter.  Colored solar lights can also add a twinkle to the garden at night. 
 
When planning your garden do not forget to include trees and shrubs that will add interest to your 
landscape during the winter. 
 
Sources for this article include:  Virginia Tech, The Royal Horticultural Society, Missouri Botanical Garden 

and Proven Winners. 
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