
October is the gardening month for getting a jump on spring.  The advantage of October gardening is that the soil temperature remains warmer longer than the air temperature so root growth begins even if top growth is slower.  By spring plants will have established a good root system that will allow them to flourish next year.  

Prepare Soil: Before you begin your fall planting, you need to get a soil test performed by the Cooperative Extension Service to see if you need to add nutrients.  Beds benefit from the addition of organic matter such as compost, leaves, peat or composed manure because these materials add nutrients, improve drainage and allow tender roots to develop unimpeded. Till the soil when dry to a depth of up to one foot.  Tilling wet soil causes compaction and retards root development.  

Control Weeds:The secret to weed control is an application of pre-emergent lawn treatment in early October and again two months later.  You might follow up with a broadleaf weed treatment if you have weeds that escape the pre-emergent treatment.  These will help control cool season weeds such as henbit and annual bluegrass.  If you plan to overseed your lawn for the winter, do not apply pre- or post-emergents. Don’t put away your lawn mower; as long as your grass is growing, it needs to be mowed. Avoid cutting over 1/3 of the blade length when you mow.  This leaves enough blade for photosynthesis to occur.

Divide Perennials: Now that the days are cooler is a good time to dig, divide and transplant your perennials.  Irises, liriope, Shasta daylilies, daisies, lantana, cannas, coneflowers, hostas, and Mexican petunias are among perennials that flourish from dividing.  Cut tops of perennials back to the ground before transplanting.  When you transplant the divided clumps, add organic material to the soil and leave about one foot around each clump to allow for new growth.  Place 2” - 4” of new mulch around the transplanted flowers.  

Add Color: During cooler November weather is the ideal time to plant pansies, snapdragons, dianthus, parsley, dusty miller, ornamental cabbage and kale.  When planting these hardy winter flowers leave 8” of space between plants and give the them a drenching of water-soluble houseplant fertilizer.  Fertilize pansies again in a month’s time since they are heavy feeders.

Plant Spring Seeds: The secret to colorful spring flowers is to prepare your beds now and plant seeds that will become established during the winter months.  Select a sunny site and till the bed before scattering the seeds.  Do not cover the seeds with mulch, as this will retard their germination.  Seeds that need to be planted in October include bachelor’s buttons, dame’s rocket, larkspur, Icelandic and California poppies, bishop’s hat, sweet William, and baby blue eyes.

Good Time for Shrubs: Since root development continues during the winter, shrubs and trees can be planted during October or November and plants will be able to face our hot, dry summers better.  Foundation shrubs should be placed in a hole one half their mature diameter plus one foot away from the house.  So if a plant is four feet in diameter at maturity, it should be planted three feet away from the house’s foundation.  Trees should be planted in a hole equal to the depth of the root ball and two to three times larger in diameter than the diameter of the root ball.  Add mulch to a depth of 2 to 4 inches and water immediately after planting.  Keep the soil moist but not wet for the first six months for shrubs and for the first year for trees.  Trees and shrubs need an inch of water per week.  Winter rains will help with the watering.  Avoid excessive pruning and fertilizing, as this will encourage new growth that can be injured by winter frosts.
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