
What to do in October, 2020 
 
By Kim Kleman, Master Gardener Volunteer with Cornell Cooperative Extension of Westchester County. 
 

Oct. 3 or 4 
 
The spotted lanternfly, a problematic invasive pest was discovered alive with potential to breed in August in 
Staten Island, NY. In late September, a new population was found in nearby Greenwich and West Haven, CT 
where it threatens to invade the Hudson Valley. Be on the lookout for this planthopper, a major agricultural and 
landscape threat that can kill crops and trees by sucking a copious amount of sap. Their sticky residue attracts a 
black sooty mold that covers plants and any objects nearby. Spotted lanternfly lays eggs in late summer and fall 
on many objects, including vehicles that may spread them widely. For more information to identify and help 
stop this pest, contact your local Cooperative Extension or visit 
https://nysipm.cornell.edu/environment/invasive-species-exotic-pests/spotted-lanternfly/  This site includes 
pictures, a list of items to check, and instructions for reporting a lanternfly siting.  
 
Perennials: There’s nothing like planting spring bulbs to inspire hope. Who doesn’t need that now? Continue 
planting anemone, crocus, daffodils, dwarf irises, hyacinths and Siberian squill and tulips now and throughout 
the fall.  
 
Flowers: Continue to add color to your fading flower garden by planting mums, ornamental cabbage, kale, and 
pansies.   
 
Fruits and Vegetables: Continue to harvest apples, grapes, pears and fall raspberries. Keep up with the 
vegetable harvest, too. There’s still time to plant garlic and multiplier onions. Set the plants 3 inches deep and 6 
inches apart in a bed with fertile, weed free garden soil. If horseradish and rhubarb have become crowded, you 
may divide them now. 
 
Trees and Shrubs: Last call to plant needled evergreen trees and shrubs. Deciduous trees and shrubs (those that 
lose their leaves) may be planted through November and while dormant, or as long as conditions allow. Water 
them well. Tie up or lightly prune your rambling roses to shorten the canes to protect them from injury by 
winter winds. 
 
Lawns: Last call to seed a new lawn to foster turf establishment before the ground freezes. Pick up leaves that 
are beginning to drop, taking care not to damage or uproot the young grass. 
 
Houseplants: If you haven’t moved your houseplants indoors yet, do it now. Thanksgiving, Christmas and 
other forest cacti benefit from cool weather, but should be inside by the time temperatures dip below 55°F. 
 

Oct. 10 or 11 
 
Perennials: What to prune and how much? Plants to cut back to the basal rosette include beardtongue 
(Penstemon), columbine and meadow rue (after their seeds have dispersed), evening primrose, meadow sage, 
meadow sweet (Filipendula), and yarrow. Cut these to within 6 inches of the ground: bee balm, hyssop, nepeta 
and other mint family plants, and phlox. Let the birds feast on aster, black-eyed Susan, coneflower and 
perennial sunflower seeds. Sedums and evergreen or semi-evergreen plants such as bishop’s hat (Epimedium) 
may be left alone, too. Avoid injury by exposure of the crowns of butterfly weed, chrysanthemums and 
heuchera by leaving plants alone until spring. Dispose of diseased plant material, such as peonies with powdery 
mildew. 
  

https://nysipm.cornell.edu/environment/invasive-species-exotic-pests/spotted-lanternfly/


Flowers: Annual flowers that can withstand the cold include alyssum, dusty miller, lobelia, pansies, petunias 
and snapdragons. Don’t compost them too soon! 
 
Fruits and Vegetables: For a spring spinach harvest, sow seeds of hardy varieties such as ‘Melody,’ ‘Tyee,’ 
and ‘Winter Bloomsdale’ under a row cover now, and surround them with a thick layer of mulch applied when 
the ground begins to freeze. You may also start them in a cold frame, insulated by mulch around our first hard 
freeze. They’ll overwinter under the mulch layer for an early crop. Cut remaining herbs to dry or freeze.  
 
Trees and Shrubs: Continue to plant deciduous trees and shrubs now through November, after they’ve shed 
their leaves. To avoid deep planting that can cause failure of your trees and shrubs, remove any soil you see 
over the root flare (the area where the trunk or stems meet the roots) before planting. To prevent settling, make 
the planting hole as deep as the rootball. Mound an inch or two of soil beneath the plant in the hole to allow for 
settling. To facilitate root establishment, make the hole 3-5 times the diameter of the rootball and remove all 
burlap, twine and wires as you refill the hole with the excavated soil. Water well to settle the soil, but don’t 
fertilize or add amendments. 
 
Lawns: Fertilizer that is not used may be carried in stormwater runoff to pollute our waters. Protect this 
precious resource. Do not apply fertilizer in late fall.  
 
Houseplants: Keep Thanksgiving and Christmas cacti on the dry side unless you see flower buds starting to 
form. Water normally throughout the blooming period. 
 
General: Take a walk in your garden with a notepad and your camera phone. What grew exceptionally well? 
Which plants disappointed you? What did the critters eat? Where were bare spots that could have used another 
plant or two? Which plants should be divided in spring? Mark where your perennials are located or make a map 
for yourself so you will know where they are come spring. 
 

Oct. 17 or 18 
 
Perennials: Wait until the ground freezes to mulch the perennials you planted this fall. This will help to keep 
the soil from heaving during a winter thaw and exposing the roots to cold air. 
 
Flowers: Japanese stiltgrass (Microstegium vimineum), an annual grassy weed, can aggressively take over a 
flowerbed by the end of the season. A stand of stiltgrass may produce millions of seeds. It may easily colonize a 
moist, shady woodland, but is equally at home in a sunny garden bed or lawn. While its weak surface roots 
make it satisfying to weed and you can rip up a lot with minimal effort, doing so can disperse viable seed and 
bring dormant seed to the soil surface where it will sprout in early spring. Keeping the soil covered with 
approximately 2 inches of mulch can suppress this and other weeds.  
 
Fruits and Vegetables: Warm season vegetables such as beans, peppers, tomatoes and vine crops can be 
damaged when temperatures dip below about 50 to 55°. If an early frost is predicted, you may cover plants with 
a sheet just before sundown. Remove the sheet in the morning, when temperatures start to rise. Consider 
removing plants where there is little left to harvest. 
 
Trees and Shrubs: Check the soil around your trees and shrubs and water them if it is dry. Wait until after the 
first frost to prune oak trees. At this point, the trees will be entering dormancy and less likely to be exposed to 
the beetles that carry oak wilt. 
 
Lawns: As long as your grass is growing, continue to mow. Leaves that can be finely shredded and worked into 
the grass may be left in place where they will break down. If you have so many leaves that they clump on top of 
the lawn, rake them up for use as mulch in your flowerbeds or add to your compost pile. 
 



Houseplants: Ficus, hibiscus and some other houseplants often shed their leaves when they are moved indoors. 
This is less likely to occur if plants are brought in before the heat goes on. Provide plenty of sun for sun lovers 
and bright indirect light for shade lovers. 
 
General: If you took a break from feeding the birds over the summer, clean out your birdfeeder, buy seed and 
welcome the birds back. Especially as we’re at home more, they’re wonderful to watch. 
 

Oct. 24 or 25 
 
Perennials: When you walk your garden in late fall, do you see structural plants that provide interest in winter? 
In addition to black-eyed Susan, coneflower, other daisy family plants and sedum, consider cinnamon and 
ostrich ferns, false lupine (Thermopsis), Joe Pye weed, wild blue indigo (Baptisia), and even a few shrubs such 
as winterberry holly. 
 
Flowers: Remove annuals as they die back. Continue to plant spring-flowering bulbs. Remember that deer 
adore tulips, so if they graze your garden, plant less attractive bulbs such as daffodils instead. 
 
Fruits and Vegetables: Harvest cabbage family veggies such as broccoli, Brussels sprouts, cabbage, collards, 
kale and radishes after the first frosts. Frost improves the taste. Very hardy varieties in this family of vegetables 
may overwinter in warmer areas of the Hudson Valley with protection. These biennials provide an early harvest 
before they produce seed. Remove any fallen fruit that remains beneath your trees. 
 
Trees and Shrubs: Fall pruning may result in slow-healing wounds that can become diseased. Many woody 
plants, especially those that have set flower buds this season, are best pruned in early spring or right after their 
flowers fade. An exception is oak. If you need to prune, do this during the dormant season to reduce the risk of 
oak wilt disease. 
 
Lawns: Keep up with fallen leaves. If you have a mulching mower, mow before leaves really accumulate or get 
wet and mat down. If there are too many leaves or you don’t have a mulching mower, rake and remove leaves 
from the lawn so they don’t smother the grass. Add them to your compost pile.  
 
Houseplants: Move houseplants away from heaters, drafty windows and doors. 
 
General: Keep your gutters clean. Backed-up, overflowing gutters can damage your home and garden once 
winter arrives. 
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