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Now that spring is officially here, many of us are overwhelmed with the urge to plant things. Adding 
spring color to the landscape is a planting motivator for many folks. Others are impatient to get the 
vegetable garden started and show off the first tomato in the neighborhood.  
 
I recommend resisting the planting urge until after 
April 15. Soil stays cold longer than air 
temperature suggests, and planting into cold soil 
can damage plants. For example, tomato plants 
transplanted outside too early may turn purple 
because cold soil limits the availability of 
phosphorous. A late frost can also be devastating 
to plants. Our last frost is usually around March 30, 
but we’ve recently had a hard freeze as late as 
April 16.  
 
You don’t have to twiddle your green thumbs 
while waiting for the weather to cooperate with 
your gardening plans. Instead, wander about your 
landscape and identify different environments, 
such as wet or dry, sunny or shady, and windy or 
sheltered. Use this knowledge, along with information on plant labels, to select the right plant for those 
niche environments around your yard. Here’s an explanation of some terms you’ll see on plant labels: 
 

 Plant hardiness zone – This indicates the cold tolerance of a plant. Forsyth County is in USDA 
hardiness zone 7. 

 Full sun – These plants need a minimum of 6-8 hours of unfiltered sun. Think wide open fields 
where shadows from trees and buildings don’t intrude into growing spaces. 

 Partial shade – Plants of this type perform well in areas where sunlight filters through leaves of 
taller plants before reaching the ground. They also do well on the eastern or northern side of 
your home, where they’ll receive full morning sun but shift into shade as the sun moves to its 
afternoon position. 

 Well-drained soil – This means soil that is rich with organic matter, like soil in undisturbed, 
wooded areas of your yard. Adding compost and peat moss to heavy clay soil improves 
drainage, but only do this if you can amend the entire planting area. 

 Mature size – This is how tall and wide the plant will be 10 years down the road. Long-lived 
plants continue to grow beyond that size. 

Planting too early in spring soil may cause purple colored 
leaves because phosphorous is not available in cold soil. 
Photo courtesy of UMD Extension. 

http://planthardiness.ars.usda.gov/PHZMWeb/Default.aspx
http://planthardiness.ars.usda.gov/PHZMWeb/Default.aspx


 
No matter what our garden goals are, the plants we choose are of interest to creatures other than just 
ourselves. Flowers have a language of their own, which they use to advertise their menu of nectar and 
pollen to bees, butterflies, and birds. Color, fragrance, and shape form the basis of this vocabulary. 
Different types of pollinators respond to different signals. 
 

 Flowers with strong, sweet scent and red, 
orange, yellow, pink, and purple petals 
attract butterflies. Flat flowers provide a 
landing pad where they can rest to feed. 

 Hummingbirds zero in on red petals. They 
hover and sip nectar from tubular or bell-
shaped flowers. 

 Bees respond to sweet fragrances and 
gravitate toward flowers in the blue to 
purple spectrum, but you’ll see them on 
yellow, pink and white flowers, too.  

 Moths rely on fragrance and pale petals 
that show in moonlight to find flowers 
after dark. 
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Marigolds and zinnias provide a place for butterflies to 
rest as they feed. Photo by H.N. Kolich 

Assess your 
landscape before 
selecting plants 

Home landscapes may 
have several 
microenvironments. 
Identity the conditions 
of the planting site 
before selecting the 
type of plant to install 
there. Putting the right 
plant in the right place 
minimized disease 
problems and helps 
ensure the plant will 
thrive. 
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