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FALL CARE OF THE PERENNIAL GARDEN

I. Planting in Fall

Autumn is an excellent time to plant.  The warm soil and cooler night temperatures provide perfect conditions for rapid root development.

a) Perennials

b) Roses

c) Trees & shrubs

d)  Bulbs

1) When – spring bulbs are planted in the fall as they need a cold season to bloom. They do best when planted in  mid to late October.

2) Where – spring bulbs need well-drained soil with at least 6-8 hours of sun when they are blooming. Some bulbs bloom early enough that if planted under a deciduous tree they will be bloomed out long before the tree gets any leaves.

3) How – dig a hole, in a bed prepared with compost, that is 2 to 3 times the height of the bulb. If the bulb is 2” tall then the hole needs to be 4-6” deep. Use bulb food as directed, add bulb(s) and back fill.

e)  Digging & storing summer bulbs

1) Bulbs such as dahlias, gladiolas, cannas, begonias, freesias, callas and caladiums must be dug up and stored over the winter.

2) Remove bulbs from ground before first frost.

3) Clean all dirt off of the bulbs with a brush (not water) and dust with a fungicide.

4) Place bulbs in a peat moss cube and store in a cold, dry place until spring (50º - 60º)…

5) Or treat these plants as annuals and re-purchase every year.

II. Plan & Assess

a) Add new beds

1) Autumn soil is much drier and doesn’t compact as much as wetter spring soil.

2) It’s a good time to plant!

b) Renew old beds

1) Plant new/young plants where older ones are beginning to fade.

2) Divide crowded plants.

3) Move struggling plants to a better area.

c) Assess

1) Take pictures and keep a garden journal to help you remember what worked and what didn’t for the following year.

III. Dividing/Moving Perennials (a.k.a. Multiplication by Division)

a) Time schedule 

1) Primrose divide best in June following spring bloom.

2) Iris should be divided in July through August.

3) Anything that blooms after mid-August should be left in place until early spring, i.e. Asters, Mums, Russian Sage.

b) Basic division – usually done if plants no longer bloom well or are overgrown.

1) Cut back excess top growth and dig up plant.

2) Check roots and make sure they are healthy and the plant pest free.

3) Using trowels, forks or spade, cut roots into divisions.

4) Replant immediately.

c) Iris

1) Same basic concept but plant the rhizomes closer to soil surface.

d) Peony

1) Peonies can live for 25 to 50 years without division so avoid if possible.

2) Dig up the tuberous root and when replanting make sure the bud eyes are no more than 1-1/2”  under the soil surface.

e) Daylily

1) Lift whole clump and separate.

f) Roses

1) Very difficult to move.  Best if they are left alone.

2) If you move one do so in early fall or in spring. Dig up as much of the root ball as possible and replant.

IV. Pruning

a) Trees & shrubs

1) Water thoroughly late October – early November.

2) Prune broken or damaged wood.

3) Deadhead any spent blossoms.

4) Mulch newly planted or tender plants.

b) Perennials

1) If it’s still green don’t prune!

2) After the plants are dormant evaluate the plant’s potential for winter interest. If you like it leave it!

3) All other plants should be cut back to 2-4” tall.  Compost or dispose of debris (diseased plant material should never be composted).

4) Remove spent annuals.

5) Prune Russian Sage and ornamental grasses in spring.

c) Roses

1) Clean all leaf debris from around rose plants

2) Tie canes – especially in windy, exposed areas.

3) Prune only those canes that may risk damage from heavy wind or snow. DO NOT PRUNE LOWER THAN THREE (3’) FEET!  Roses store a great deal of energy in their canes which they need to survive our harsh winters.

V. Mulching

a) Perennials

1) Use mulch to protect new or tender perennials.

2) Use 3-6” of mulch around the base of plants but never on crown.

b) Roses

1) Protect the crown areas with mulch – in a rose collar or a mound.

2) Don’t forget to water during the winter months.

c) Mulch – lots of choices of mulch are available from barks to inorganic varieties.  If the area is not mulched all the time if may be best to go with a shredded bark mulch that can be worked into the soil.

d) Evergreen perennials can be covered with evergreen boughs or a light leaf mulch. Examples: Dianthus, Iberis, Helianthemum, Heathers, Creeping Phlox, etc.

VI. Winterizing Your Aquatic Plants

1) Clean out any debris from pond.

2) Put netting over pond to keep leaves out.

3) Overwinter hardy bog plants in pond or burying them in the garden 18” below soil surface in their pots and mulch.

4) Overwinter hardy lilies either in the deepest part of the pond or in an area where they will stay 40º to 45ºF.

5) Frost tender plants such as cannas and tropical lilies will need to be stored in peat moss in a cool dry area until spring.

6) Never overwinter Japanese iris or Lobelia cardinalis in water. Bury these in the garden for the winter.  Wet roots over the winter are lethal to these plants.

VII. Winter Watering

1) The most important thing you can do for your plants over the winter is winter watering. This prevents plants from dessicating.

2) Winter water once a month as long as there is no snow on the ground and there hasn’t been 6” of snow in that month. Water on a day when the temperature is 40º or higher.

3) Water trees, shrubs, grass, perennials, roses, bulbs etc.

4) If ground freezes then skip winter watering until it thaws.

5) Water the ground around the plants not the crowns or bark. This could cause damage in freezing weather.
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