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Water GardensWater Gardens66
Winter is the time of the year when your pond and its inhabitants go to sleep.  
Fish, frogs and plants all seem to become drowsy as the days grow shorter 
and the temperatures become cooler.  Special care must be taken to insure 
the pond inhabitants make it through the winter and come back to provide 
their spectacular glory next season.

GENERAL POND CARE
It is important to keep leaves and debris out of the pond (use pond netting) 
as decomposing organic matter will foul the water.  Remove older, yellowing 
leaves from Lilies and Perennial Marginals once frost has killed them.  Do 
not drain the pond.  If the pond is emptied, freezing and thawing can crack 
or warp the pre-formed pond liner, or frost could heave it out of the ground.  
Leave the water in soft lined ponds so they retain their shape.

PUMPS AND ELECTRICAL EQUIPMENT
When ice starts to form on the edges of the pond, remove pumps and 
electrical equipment.  For best results, store the pump in a bucket of water so 
the seals will not dry out.

FISH, FROGS AND SNAILS
Fish will indicate when they have had enough food before going into a 
resting period - a semi-hibernation for the winter.  Stop feeding fi sh when 
water temperatures drop to 50-55º.  They will fi nd enough food to sustain 
themselves during the winter.  Fish can generally be overwintered in the 
pond successfully if the pond is at least 18” deep, 24” is preferred.  (The 
colder the climate and the more exposed the site, the deeper the pond must 
be.)  Oxygen in the pond must also be continually replenished for the fi sh to 
survive.  This can be done with an air stone or by simply maintaining a hole 
in the ice with a pond heater or by keeping a pump running just under the 
surface.  A larger surface area may be kept open by covering the hole with 
wooden planks and then covering the planks with straw or evergreen boughs 
and clear plastic.

WinterizingWinterizing

TROPICAL MARGINALS
These will not survive outdoors in the pond in our climate.  They 
are native to more tropical regions and cannot withstand freezing 
temperatures.  These plants must be removed from the pond and 
brought indoors.  Some Tropical Marginals can make nice houseplants, 
others form bulbs or rhizomes that can be stored, while still others can be 
kept growing in water.  Tropical Marginals should be removed from the 
pond prior to a killing frost.

Umbrella Palm and Papyrus can be grown as houseplants.  Cut back 
older or yellow leaves.  Place them in a sunny window and keep moist.  
They do not need to be kept in water.  Fertilize as you do with other 
houseplants. When pond water temperature reaches 65º return them to 
the pond.

Canna and Taro can both be dried out and stored for the winter.  Remove 
the plants from the pond and let them dry down naturally.  After the 
foliage has died back, cut it off just above the rhizome or bulb.  Store in 
the pots, checking to see that they don’t dry out completely or remove 
the rhizome from the pot and rinse off any soil.  Store in a slightly moist 
peat moss as described under PERENNIAL WATER LILIES.  These 
plants can also be overwintered by keeping them in tubs of water as 
described in the PERENNIAL WATER LILIES section.

Other Tropical Marginals should be kept in a small tub of water in a 
location with bright sunlight and temperatures of 55 to 75º (60 to 65º is 
ideal).  In some cases, it may be easier to treat these plants as annuals 
and obtain new ones each year.

We have offered several different ways to overwinter your pond plants.  
Experiment and you may fi nd one way works better for you than another.  
There are many good books on water gardening with excellent chapters 
on overwintering.  With proper care, your water plants can provide years 
of enjoyment.

This care sheet and more information available on 
our website at www.bordines.com



If the surface of the pond does freeze solid, do not attempt to break a 
hole in the ice.  (The shock of the blows could kill the fi sh.)  Instead, 
place a pot of boiling water on the surface until it melts a hole in the ice.  
Tadpoles, frogs and snails will bury themselves in the soil of plant pots or 
in mud at the bottom of the pond.  For preformed ponds that are at least 
18" deep, a dishpan of sand placed in the bottom of the pond will provide 
a bed for these animals.

FLOATERS
Water Hyacinths and Water Lettuce are extremely diffi cult to overwinter 
and should be treated as annuals and replaced each year.  Remove 
them as soon as frost has hit them; do not let them decompose in the 
pond.

PERENNIAL WATER LILIES
If your pond is at least 18" deep, it is safe to overwinter Perennial Water 
Lilies.  They should be placed in the deepest part of your pond.  As the 
foliage yellows at the end of the season, remove the old leaves so they 
do not decompose in the pond.

If the pond is less than 18" deep or is likely to freeze solid, the Lilies must 
be removed from the pond as they cannot freeze solid.  They may be 
kept in a tub of water in a cool area.  The temperature should be 40 to 
55º (a cool basement is ideal).  They will not be actively growing, but will 
maintain a few small leaves under the water surface.

An alternate way to store your Lilies is to remove them from the pond 
after the frost has killed the leaves.  Remove the Lily from the pot and 
rinse all the soil off the tuber.  Cut off any remaining leaves.  The tuber 
should be kept in damp peat moss or sand.  If the tuber is too wet, it will 
rot; if it is too dry, it will dehydrate.  The media should be damp to the 
touch, but not dripping wet.  Place the tubers and media in a plastic bag.  
Store the Lilies at 40 to 55º.  Be sure to label the variety of your Lily so 
you know what you have in the spring.  Repot the tubers in spring and 
place in the pond after the ice has melted.

PERENNIAL MARGINALS AND BOG PLANTS
If your pond is at least 18" deep, Perennial Marginals and potted Bog 
Plants can be overwintered in the pond.  After frost has killed the foliage, 
set the plants in the deepest part of the pond.  As a general rule, it is best 
to leave hardy water plants in the pond during the cold of winter.  Hardy 
Bog plants that are planted in a bog garden should be left there all year.  
Do not cut back the stems of Cattails, Rushes, Reeds or other plants 
with hollow stems.  (If these are cut back, the hollow stems will fi ll up with 
water and the crown of the plant is likely to rot).  Remove foliage from 
other Perennial Marginals.

In the spring after the ice has melted, return the Marginals to their place 
on the shelves.  Cut back Cattails, Rushes and Reeds to just above the 
water level in spring.

If your pond is less than 18" or is likely to freeze solid, bring the plants 
indoors and place in a tub of water following the instructions under 
PERENNIAL WATER LILIES.  Cardinal Flower, Pickerel Rushes, 
Houttuynia and Lizard’s Tail cannot be allowed to freeze solid.

ANNUAL WATER LILIES
These Lilies will not survive outdoors in the pond in our climate.  They 
are native to more tropical regions and cannot withstand freezing 
temperatures.  They must be kept actively growing or induced into 
dormancy.  To keep the Lily actively growing, it must be placed in a 
tub of warm water with suffi cient light and warmth.  A minimum water 
temperature of 70º should be maintained.  A greenhouse or sunroom is 
ideal for this.  Fertilize sparingly to maintain plant vigor.  Return the Lily 
to the pond when the water temperature reaches 65º (usually in early 
June).  This method is diffi cult for most people because they do not have 
a location sunny enough or cannot maintain a suffi ciently high water 
temperature.

An alternative method is to dry down the tuber similar to what is 
described under PERENNIAL WATER LILIES.  These plants naturally 
have the ability to go dormant under drought conditions.  Keep the 
Lilies in the pond until after a killing frost.  The cold water will induce the 
formation of the tuber.  Examine the area just below the crown of the 
plant for a small, black, grape-size tuber.  (Older or pot-bound specimens 
may have produced additional tubers).  Gently rinse all the soil from the 
tuber.  Float the tubers in lukewarm water for a day.  Viable tubers will 
sink and spoiled ones will fl oat.  Discard the spoiled ones.  To insure 
complete dormancy, leave the viable tubers in water for up to two weeks, 
rinsing them daily; or air-dry them for a few days in a cool room.  Either 
technique works well.  Store the tubers in damp peat moss as described 
in PERENNIAL WATER LILIES.  Around the fi rst of May, check to see if 
sprouts have emerged.  If they haven’t, place the tubers in distilled water 
on a sunny windowsill to get them going.  Pot them up in a heavy garden 
soil about 1/4" deep when roots are 1/2-1" long.  Submerge the pots in 3" 
of water.  Maintain a 65º minimum water temperature.  After the leaves 
have emerged and the pond is at least 65º, move them back to the water 
garden.
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