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Originally Published: Week of November 1, 2016 
 
Some of us have already experienced our first snow fall of the season.  Take it as a warning sign that winter 
is on the way and it’s time to finish up things in the garden.  Any chores you can get done now will help 
shorten your “to do” list in the spring.  Cleaning up disease or insect infected debris will save you some 
headaches next year.  If your soil is sandy or lacking organic matter, now is a good time to add aged 
manure or chopped leaves to the garden.  Improving the organic matter in your gardens will help control 
erosion and make it easier for rain to enter the soil. 
 
Roots continue to develop as long as the soil is warm.  Continue watering any plants you added to the 
garden and landscape this year until the ground freezes.  You don’t want the plants to go into winter dry.  
Many plants die during their first winter due to lack of moisture.  Add mulch after the ground freezes.  
Mulch will help limit swings in soil temperature, which can prevent frost heaving.  This happens when the 
freeze-thaw cycle pushes plants right out of the soil leaving the roots exposed to the cold weather. 
 
The drought this summer left many gardeners with a stash of potted plants that never made it to the 
garden.  Or maybe you couldn’t resist the end of the season sales and ran out of time.  You can salvage 
those plants by heeling them in to the ground for the winter.  Look for empty spaces in your garden that 
are somewhat sheltered.  The vegetable garden may be a good spot once it has been cleaned up.  Dig a 
hole deep enough to bury the whole pot.  If you have more than 1 plant, you can dig a trench and set the 
potted plants inside the trench.  Cover the pots with soil and then water thoroughly.  You can also add a 
layer of mulch for some added protection.  Once plants start to grow next spring, dig up the container and 
plant them in a permanent home. 
 
Bring in breakable items, like terra-cotta pots, garden art or plastic rain gauges before freezing weather 
settles in.  Empty, clean and store hanging baskets, window boxes and other containers.  Scrub plastic and 
clay pots then dip them in a solution of half a cup of bleach to 3 gallons of water.  Rinse thoroughly and 
store upside down.  Put the used potting soil in your compost pile.  Terra-cotta will over winter in an 
unheated shed or garage, but make sure pots and saucers are dry before putting them into storage.  Don’t 
forget to drain and store garden hoses. 
 
If your houseplants took a vacation outside for the summer, keep an eye on them for insect pests.  
Catching a problem early will give you a better chance of controlling pests before they get out of control.  
Look on the underside of leaves and watch for honeydew, a shiny, sticky substance secreted by aphids and 
scale insects.  You’ll find it on the upper surface of leaves, as well as on table tops and other items under 
the plant.  Many houseplant insect problems can be controlled using nonchemical methods, particularly if 
the infestation is light.  Use a soft cotton cloth dipped in a mild detergent solution (half a teaspoon per 
quart of lukewarm water) to wipe small numbers of pests off plants with smooth leaves. 
 
While it may be late to plant bulbs, it’s not too late.  As long as the soil is soft enough to dig in, you can 
plant bulbs.  Take advantage of stores clearing out daffodil and tulip bulbs.  Always select large, firm, 
healthy bulbs.  Avoid small, soft, or damaged bulbs.  Hardy spring-flowering bulbs should be planted in 



well-drained soils in partial to full sun.  The sooner you can get them planted, the more time they have to 
develop a root system.  The bigger the root system, the better next year’s flowers will be. 
 
If you have a small ornamental pond or water feature they need annual cleaning.  You can cover a small 
area with bird or deer netting to help keep falling leaves out of the water.  Plan to clean after the pond 
plants have died back and all the tree leaves have been cleared away.  Send discarded annuals to the 
mulch pile.  Dying organic matter will decay in the water, producing toxic levels of gases that can harm fish 
and plants. 
 
November is a good time to start putting up windbreaks around evergreen plants, especially those in 
windy locations.  A barrier of burlap or similar material on the south, southwest, and windward sides can 
help prevent winter injury.  If plants have exhibited injury on all sides in previous years, surround them 
with a barrier.  Leave the top open to let in air and light. 
 
Now is a good time to inventory your herbicides, pesticides and fungicides.  The safest place to store them 
is in a locked cupboard, in their original containers, where they will be out of reach of children and pets.  
Check the pesticide label for storage requirements.  Generally granular formulations should be stored in a 
cool, dry location.  Store liquid formulations away from direct sun and where temperatures stay above 
freezing; otherwise they may deteriorate.  Do not store pesticides with or near animal feed.  Next year buy 
only the amount of pesticide that you need for a specific job or for the current growing season.  While 
smaller volume containers may be more expensive, they may be the “best buy” in the long run as you will 
be eliminating waste. 
 
If you enjoy watching birds at your feeders during the winter, consider joining Cornell’s Project 
FeederWatch.  The new season begins November 12 and runs until April 8.  More than 20,000 participants 
count birds at their feeders and send their weekly observations to scientists at the Cornell Lab of 
Ornithology.  Find out more at http://feederwatch.org/. 
 
Resources for this article include:  Cornell University, Iowa State University, University of Minnesota and 
“Gardening in New York” by Andre and Mark Viette. 
 

 


