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We could probably best describe the weather in March and April as frustrating.  However, the temperature 
outlook from NOAA is predicting warmer than average weather through the week of St. Patrick’s Day.  The 
calendar says that the first day of spring this year is March 19, but winter will try to hang around.  If you 
are getting that itch to be out in the garden there are some early spring chores you can start working on, 
but there are also some things you should hold off on. 
 
A walk around the yard invariably gives you a “to-do” list.  Look for winter damage on trees and shrubs.  
Damaged branches and dead wood can be pruned now.  Sticks can be picked up off the lawn.  Even winter 
annual weeds that sprouted last fall can be pulled, as long as you don’t have to step into the flower beds.  
Walking on wet soil leads to compaction.  Garden art can be righted.  Arbors and fences can be repaired.  
Make a note where bulbs are coming up and where you would like to plant more in the fall.  Taking photos 
can help jog your memory later. 
 
What condition did you leave your garden tools in last fall?  Are they still covered in dirt from the last time 
you used them?  Now is a good time to get them cleaned up and sharpened for the upcoming season.  
Dirty tools can spread disease and dull tools can damage plants.  Start by cleaning off any dirt.  A bucket of 
soapy water and a stiff wire brush is a good place to start.  If your tools have some rust on them, steel wool 
can help get it off.  Rinse and thoroughly dry your tools.  If you aren’t sure how to sharpen your tools, 
there are many DIY videos on line that can give you step by step instructions.  Sharp shovels, hoes and 
edgers will cut through the soil much easier than dull ones.  After sharpening apply a light coating of oil to 
help prevent rust.  Boiled linseed oil can be applied to wooden handles to extend their life.  Now is also a 
good time to organize your tools (and the tool shed) so you can easily find them. 
 
Even though you may be ready for spring your garden may not be.  Resist the urge to go out and start 
digging until things have dried out.  Digging too early in cold wet soils will lead to compaction down the 
road.  How do you know your soil is ready?  There is an easy test.  Take a handful of soil and squeeze it in 
your palm.  Lightly press down on the ball of soil with your thumb or finger.  If the ball breaks apart and the 
soil is crumbly, it is safe to start digging.  If it stays together it is still too wet.  (This test won’t work for very 
sandy soil.) 
 
Don’t be in too much of a hurry to start cleaning out flower beds.  It’s hard but those dried out brown 
stalks may be housing some friendly, beneficial insects that you’ll want to have around later.  According to 
the Habitat Network website “Many species of native bumble bees, mason bees, leafcutter bees, etc. use 
garden spaces to overwinter.  Depending on the species, bees will take winter refuge under a pile of bark 
or dried leaves, or nest in cavities in hollowed out stems and decomposing logs.”  Some species of 
butterflies will also overwinter in leaf litter as cocoons or even adults.  The Habitat Network recommends 
waiting until mid-spring to clean your gardens, or at least wait until we have had several days over 50 
degrees F.  This provides caterpillars, bumble bees and ladybugs time to emerge from their winter torpor. 
 
 
 



If you can’t wait and have to start cleaning up, one suggestion is to loosely pile stems on the compost pile.  
If you have room you could also take those cut stalks to a less visible spot on your property and prop them 
up.  That way the beneficial insects can emerge from them when the time is right and they’ll stick around 
to help you with your pest problems.  Native bees may even use those hollow stems for brood chambers 
later in the season. 
 
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. 
 
Learn how maple syrup is made!  Maple Weekend(s) is March 21 - 22 and again March 28 – 29 from 10 am 
to 4 pm.  It’s the perfect opportunity to visit a sugarhouse where you can see the process and enjoy the 
delicious smell of maple sap as it cooks down to syrup.  Many places let you taste maple syrup and all the 
other wonderful maple products made on the farm.  Make sure you dress for the weather and mud.  You 
can find a list of farms at the website: mapleweekend.nysmaple.com. 
 
Check out the regional garden shows for inspiration.  You can head toward Rochester for Gardenscape at 
the Dome Arena in Henrietta, March 12 – 15.  This year’s theme is “Passport to Spring.”  Plantasia takes 
place at the Fairgrounds Event Center and Artisan Hall in Hamburg, March 19 – 22.  Plantasia will celebrate 
its 20th year with the theme “Reflections.”  Both shows have spectacular garden exhibits, speakers and 
vendors.  Tickets are available on-line through their websites or can be purchased at the door.  It’s a great 
way to kick off the gardening season. 
 
Resources for this article include:  Habitat Network and Mass Audubon. 
 


