Week of November 21, 1999


The Fall Garden ‘Not to Do’ List

Willie Chance

Do you have a ‘to do’ list?  Most of us do.  Gardeners need a ‘not to do’ list also.  Our eagerness overruns our gardens sometimes when we do the right things at the wrong time.  Here are a few garden jobs you should refrain from at this time of year.

Fall is not the time of year to prune.  As deciduous trees and shrubs (ones that lose their leaves in the fall) begin to go dormant, they are withdrawing nutrients from the leaves and storing them in their roots.  These nutrients will be used next year as the plant begins to grow.  Pruning before this process is finished removes nutrients the plant could use to begin growth next year.  This may slow growth of the plant.

Save most of your pruning until next year.  Prune most shrubs and trees in February before they bud out.  These include hollies, cleyera, junipers and many other shrubs, as well as most trees.

The exception to February pruning is shrubs and trees that bloom before the end of May.

For those spring flowering plants prune immediately after they bloom.  The reason is simple.  If you prune them before they bloom, you will cut off most (if not all) of the flowers.  Spring flowering shrubs and trees that should be pruned after flowering include dogwoods, redbuds, azaleas, crabapples, spiraea and others. 

Although most fruit trees bloom in spring, they should be pruned before they bloom, in February.  The reason for this is that many fruit trees set too much fruit anyway, so proper pruning will often increase fruit size and quality.  Does this mean they will die if you prune them now?  No, just later is better.  For some plants, like grapes and peaches, we think they become more cold sensitive if pruned too early.

Another job best left to spring is fertilization.  Fertilizing plants makes them grow and growth is not what we want at this time of year.  New growth is often very tender and frosts may damage growth thereby damaging the plant.  So save your fertilizer for the spring.  

There are some exceptions to this rule, of course.  Winter rye and fescue can be fertilized now.

Cool season annuals and perennials, like flowering kale and cabbage, pansies, dianthus (pinks) and calendula can also be fertilized in the fall, if necessary.  Even with these, do not over-fertilize since this can lead to cold weather damage.  It is also okay to fertilize fall vegetables (cabbage, collard, onion, kale, turnip, broccoli and cauliflower).  In other words, it is usually okay to fertilize cool season crops in the fall, since this is when they begin to grow.  Do it monthly, if necessary.

It is also too late in the year to seed warm season lawn grasses, like bermuda, centipede, zoysia, St. Augustine or carpetgrass.  We can begin seeding these again next year in late April or May.  Also, do not de-thatch or vertically mow lawns this late in the year, as they will not recover enough before winter to be able to survive well.  Wait until next February or until after they have greened up in the spring.

You can sod lawns now, though it is riskier than when you do it April through July.  Make sure sod is in good shape, the soil is well prepared and that it remains moist, but not overly wet.  Call for details.  Some people just plant winter rye now and wait for better conditions in the spring. 

There are many good fall garden chores.  Composting, planning for next year, cleaning tools and the garden and planting cover crops.  Fall is the best time to plant many woody plants and perennials.  However, there are some jobs to avoid this fall and now that you know what they are you can save yourself some trouble and improve your garden by not doing these things now.

For more information contact the Houston County Extension Service at 542-2020 or check out our website at www.griffin.peachnet.edu/ga/houston.

