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With temperatures forecasted to be above normal over the next few 
days, gardeners are likely to get a dose of spring fever.  If you are itching 
to get out to your garden and do something, go ahead, but choose 
wisely.  There are some things that you should hold off on, like removing 
winter mulch.  You do not want to start digging yet either, but there are 
plenty of other things you can do. 

 

The first thing you may want to do is wander around your yard and 
garden and see what early spring flowers may be blooming.  With the 
mild winter we have had, early spring bloomers are ready to pop.  Look 
for witch hazel and pussy willows.  In the perennial bed snowdrops, hellebores, winter aconite and snow crocus 
should be getting ready to bloom if they haven’t already.  It is also a good time to make a garden “to-do” list, 
especially if you did not last fall.  Jot down a list of jobs that will need doing once spring weather hits.  Then 
prioritize your list.  Having a list will help you be more efficient in the garden when you have limited time to 
spend outside.  Plus it is very satisfying to cross off a job when it is done. 

 
Early spring is a good time to inspect and clean out bird houses, especially if the mice decided to use them 
during the winter.  Bluebirds will be starting to scout out nesting areas and the boxes should be clean for their 
return.  Mass Audubon recommends scrubbing the house with a solution of one part bleach to nine parts water 
after removing any nesting material.  Thoroughly rinse with water and leave the box open to dry completely.  It 
is also a good time to put up new nesting boxes.  Consider using predator guards on poles to keep unwanted 
animals from crawling up. 

 

Summer or growing mulches are normally applied after the soil begins to warm in the 
spring, so hold off on adding new mulch.  Summer mulches are used to warm the soil 
(vegetable gardens), suppress weeds and conserve soil moisture.  Before adding more 
mulch to your flower beds, measure how much mulch is already there.  A two to four inch 
layer is ideal.  Over-mulching can suffocate plant roots and cause cankers to develop 
around the trunks of trees and shrubs.  Mulch that is over four inches deep can become 
water repellent - the rain runs off instead of soaking into the soil.  If you have a four inch 

layer of mulch on your beds but want to freshen up its appearance, you can stir up the 
mulch with a rake.  Or you can remove the top inch or two and add fresh.  You can then add 
the old mulch to your compost pile or use it elsewhere in the garden. 

 

Early spring is a good time to take care of any winter damage that may have occurred to trees and shrubs.  First 
make sure your pruning equipment has been sharpened and cleaned if you didn’t do it last fall.  Prune out any 
broken, diseased, dead, weak, or crossing branches.  Now is the time to prune apple trees and flowering 
crabapples.  Shrubs grown primarily for their foliage rather than their flowers, such as ninebark, should be 
pruned in spring.  Shrubs that bloom on new growth may be pruned in spring before new growth begins. 

 

Check your evergreens for winter burn.  During the winter evergreens will transpire some moisture from their 
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needles or leaves.  Water loss is greatest from strong winds and during periods of sunny, mild weather.  If the 
ground is not frozen, watering in March will help prevent further damage.  Give plants a deep soaking that will 
supply water to the entire root system. 

 

As you are walking around the garden, look for plants that may have heaved out of the soil.  Repeated freezing 
and thawing causes the soil to expand and contract, which can lift some perennials out of the soil.  Heaving 
exposes the plant’s crown and roots to cold temperatures and drying winds which may damage or kill 
perennials.  Shallow rooted perennials as well as perennials planted or divided late last season are susceptible 
to heaving.  You can try to put plants back into the ground.  Cover them with several inches of shredded leaves 
or compost to prevent further damage.  Then hope for the best. 

 

Repair arbors, fencing, or trellis work that was damaged over the winter.  Fix uneven steppingstones that may 
have heaved.  Stabilize and level them so they will be safe to walk on.  Scrub clay pots and other containers so 
they are ready for a new batch of annuals when nicer weather arrives.  Clean and sharpen garden tools.  Make 
sure they are ready to go when you are. 

 

Don’t forget your house plants.  Most houseplants stop growing or at least slow over the winter.  As days get 
brighter and longer they will start to wake up.  Mist or spray your houseplants to clean away the dust that has 
accumulated.  A good cleaning allows plants to better use the light they get.  Cleaning the windows inside and 
out, will also help plants get more sunlight.  Remove dead, dying or yellowing foliage.  As plants start to wake 
up, start fertilizing again, slowly.  Spring is a good time to repot plants that have become root bound.  Upgrade 
to a pot that is an inch or two bigger than the existing container and use a high quality, well-draining, soilless 
mix. 

 

You may not want to hear this, but it’s never too early to pull weeds.  It’s much easier to pull up seedlings than 
large mature plants.  March weather can be fickle so take advantage of any nice days to get a jump on spring 
clean-up. 

 

Resources:  Mass Audubon, Cornell University, North Carolina State University, University of Minnesota, Virginia 
Cooperative Extension, Iowa State University, and University of Illinois. 

  


