[image: ]Putting your yard and gardens to bed

Garden clean down this fall can have a huge impact on the next year’s success and it’s great to work outside on these beautiful, dry and colorful days – also no black flies and very few mosquitoes now! 

What should be done:

Water, water, water!  Seriously, water any tree or shrub that you care about.  This absolutely includes any rhododendrons or other plants damaged during the past year.  Be sure to include any new trees and shrubs that you've added.  Make sure that they get about 1" of water per week (10-15) gallons per tree etc. at a minimum) until the ground comes close to freezing.

If you've had problems with insects or diseases this year, be sure to thoroughly clean your gardens down.  Many pests and diseases will over winter in garden litter and the top of the soil.  Often, putting a clean layer of mulch down after cleaning the garden will ease pest pressures.

Make a garden map for any veggies or annuals that gave you trouble this year.  That way, you won’t plant them back in the same place and recreate your current problems.

Get a soil test done NOW!  Good soil management means letting your soil adjust through time.  Especially true if you need to add a lot to bring it up to speed.

What might be done:

This is the time to work on your lawn.  Again, you may have to irrigate before starting work if it is really dry. Your lawn tells you a story about how healthy it is, all you have to do is read it.  Most weeds tell you that the soil is compacted, acidic and/or low in nutrients. Think about core aerating, over seeding, adding compost and fertilizing. Once the lawn stops growing, you can use a winter turf fertilizer to help the grass crowns come strongly through the winter and in to good growth next spring.

Use the time before mid-October to make changes in your perennial gardens.  The later you work in the garden, the more critical protective mulching becomes.  Don’t use protective mulches until the ground has frozen.  The trick is to keep the ground frozen, not to keep it from freezing.  It’s the freeze/thaw cycle that causes the damage to new roots planted late.


What can be skipped (but doesn’t have to be!):

Now is the time to plant spring bulbs like tulips, daffodils, crocus etc.  If you have a big problem with rodents, plant daffodils or wait until late October and early November to plant.  


Cleaning down perennial gardens can be a conundrum.  
Most people want a clean yard to look at so removing the dead leaves and stalks is part of “cleaning up” and a no brainer.  For most gardeners with close to the home gardens, this is essential for peace of mind.  It also allows for late weeding of winter annual weeds that have germinated by now and it allows for the removal of diseased material and a potential clean start next year.  

Here are the conundrums though…  
*Many plants winter as a tight crown against the ground and if it’s removed with too heavy a cleaning hand then the plant is gone for good.  
*There’s also the issue of seed heads and winter birds.  Many of our local overwintering birds count on the seed heads left from the summer’s flowers to be a critical part of their food supply. All you have to do is leave some anise hyssop stalks up for the winter to see a huge collection of finches show up and entertain you.
 *And finally, there’s the problem of overwintering good guy bugs – they often tuck themselves along or actually in to stems to get safely through the winter.


Winter protection:

Plants that might need protection include hybrid roses, newly planted perennials and shrubs/trees, shrubs exposed to salt and/or snow damage along with any weak plants that you care about that needs a little extra TLC.

Whatever plants you decide need protection, the biggest point is DON’T PUT ON THE PROTECTION TOO SOON!  The key to success is to WAIT for the season to send the plants into dormancy – let them harden off and settle for winter and let the ground tighten and possibly freeze – and THEN AND ONLY THEN add the protection!  If you add the protection too soon, you’ll cause more damage than the winter would on it’s own.

Moving plants indoors:

If you’re planning on moving some of your plants indoors, make sure you do it before they get so chilled that they’ve started to go dormant.  You basically want to move them in when they’re slowing but still responsive.  That way, the plant can respond to its new environment smoothly.  It also helps if you can move them to a “halfway house” of bright light, high humidity and fresh air before moving them into your house.  Modern houses in particular are very tight, dry spaces and it can be hard for plants to make the adjustment.
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