
 

 

What to Do in May 2021 
By Kim Kleman, Master Gardener Volunteer with Cornell Cooperative Extension of Westchester County. 

 
May 1 or 2 

 
Perennials: Divide overgrown fall-blooming perennials and use the divisions to fill bare spots in the 
garden if needed. Consider new plants to fill gaps in blooming time to provide continuity for pollinators. 
Provide an inch of water weekly, inclusive of rainfall. Mulch to conserve water, moderate soil 
temperatures and suppress weeds. 
 
Flowers: After spring bulbs finish blooming, you can deadhead the flowers, but don’t cut down fading 
foliage. The leaves help the plant make food for next year’s blossoms.  
 
Fruits and Vegetables: Continue to sow a succession of early crops, such as fast-maturing lettuce, 
radishes, carrots, beets and dill. Thin plants that need more space, weed, mulch and water as needed. 
Remove flower stalks from rhubarb. Remove weeds before preparing the soil for the summer crops. 
Pledge to be diligent about weeding the vegetable garden (beginning now!). Weeds vie with veggies and 
small fruit like strawberries for water, nutrients, and light.  
  
Trees and Shrubs: Finish planting balled and burlapped trees and shrubs before as soon as possible. 
Nursery grown woody container plants have a wider planting window than balled and burlapped plants 
if given sufficient after care, but these also do best planted when temperatures are moderate.  
 
Lawns: Keep up with regular mowing. Grass blades that are 3½ inches in height support deeper roots 
and thicker growth than shorter grass. Continue to overseed bare and thin spots to get the lawn through 
summer for aesthetic purposes. Save major renovations until late summer or early fall. 
 
Houseplants: You may add compost to the mix for permanent potted plants to refresh the soil. Remove 
an inch or two of the old soil around the edge of the pots and fill the space with new mix. Consider 
repotting the plants in new potting mix if you’ve had them forever as the soil is depleted. Use potting 
mixes that are formulated for the types of plants you grow. 
 
General: Sign up now for the next Cornell Cooperative Extension of Westchester Home Gardening 
Webinar:  
Meadow Gardening for Birds and Pollinators  
Wednesday, May 19, 2021 from 10:00 to 11:00 am, remote on Zoom  
Speaker: Donna Lassiter, Master Gardener volunteer. She’ll discuss how to create a meadow garden for 
birds, bees and a diversity of wildlife by growing beautiful, hardy grasses and native plants that thrive in 
various home landscape conditions. 
Pre-registration is required: $5 in advance via check or money order. For information on the lecture 
series, check out: http://westchester.cce.cornell.edu/ Questions? Contact CCE at 
westchester@cornell.edu  or call 914-285-4640. 
 

May 8 or 9 
 
Perennials: Mums and similar late-flowering plants may be pinched back to about four inches high in 
spring. Repeated pinching until late June or early July of late flowering perennials promotes bushiness 
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and more flowers. Later pruning may delay flowering. Consider thinning disease prone perennials. Thin 
perennials such as old-fashioned phlox by removing crowded stems at ground level to increase air 
circulation. This can help to reduce powdery mildew while increasing the size of the flowers. 
 
Flowers: Once the foliage has turned yellow on spring bulbs, it’s OK to divide or move them. If you are in 
a warm microclimate and the soil is above 70°F at a depth of 2 inches, it’s OK to plant warm-season 
annuals including annual salvia, impatiens, marigolds, petunias, zinnias and more.  
 
Fruits and Vegetables: Don’t rush the season with warm weather crops like tomatoes and cucumbers. 
Unless you are in a very warm location, with soil temperatures above 70F at a depth of 2 inches, planting 
early may not be helpful. Cold plants don’t put on much growth, if any, and may sustain injury. Warm 
season vegetables planted later in warm soil can quickly catch up and surpass earlier plantings.  
 
Trees and Shrubs: Continue to prune azalea, forsythia, rhododendron, viburnum and other spring-
blooming shrubs now, before next year's flower buds form. Tie the stems of climbing or rambling roses 
horizontally, as along a fence. This will encourage plants to produce more flowers than on stems that 
are tied vertically. 
 
Lawns: Even though it’s best to reseed a lawn in early fall, if you leave soil bare due to construction or 
other disturbance, weeds will grow. Consider repetitive overseeding with a fast-growing species suited to 
the site. Contact your local Cooperative Extension for details. 
 
Potted plants: Pinch back multi stemmed plants that are looking thin. Make sure they have adequate 
light, an appropriate potting mix, and water.  
 
General: Hope to see you at the next Cornell Cooperative Extension of Westchester Home Gardening 
Webinar:  
Wednesday, May 19, 2021 from 10:00 to 11:00 am, remote on Zoom  
Speaker: Donna Lassiter, Master Gardener volunteer. She’ll discuss how to create a meadow garden for 
birds, bees and a diversity of wildlife by growing beautiful, hardy grasses and native plants that thrive in 
various home landscape conditions. 
Pre-registration is required: $5 in advance via check or money order. For information on the lecture 
series, check out: http://westchester.cce.cornell.edu/ Questions? Contact CCE at 
westchester@cornell.edu or call 914-285-4640. 

 
May 15 or 16 

 
Perennials: Breeding populations of potted lanternfly have been found in the New York metropolitan 
area. Young spotted lanternfly nymphs may be found on perennials before they move to trees and other 
plants. Be on the lookout for this invasive pest. See https://nysipm.cornell.edu/environment/invasive-
species-exotic-pests/spotted-lanternfly/ for information on this pest and how to report sightings. 
 
Flowers: Time to plant tender perennial summer bulbs! These include caladiums, cannas, dahlias, 
elephant ears and gladiolas. Whether you’re filling a hanging basket, a planter or window boxes with 
plants, use potting soil---not the dirt in the yard. Potting soil is free of weed seeds and is less dense than 
many ambient soils, allowing roots to grow well and water to drain.  
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Fruits and Vegetables: Warm season vegetables require soil above 70°F to do their best. (Eggplant and 
other tropical vegetables prefer soil temperatures above 80°F). Don’t rush the season if you have a cool 
microclimate. If you are in a warm spot, you may begin to direct seed cucumber, squash and melon, and 
harden off tomato, eggplant and pepper seedlings. Gradually expose seedlings to the outdoors before you 
plant them. Set them outside for up to an hour the first day and protect them from direct sun and wind. 
Gradually increase their outdoor exposure every day. At the end of a week or so, when the plants are able 
to remain in full sun all day and spend a warm night outdoors, they’ll be ready for transplanting. If you’re 
growing vines or other vegetables that need staking, remember to put supports in place before you plant 
or sow seeds. This will avoid harm to young plants as they are in growth. 
 
Trees and Shrubs: Needled evergreens vary in their ability to tolerate various types of pruning. 
Identify the type of plant you have before you remove any growth. Your local Cooperative Extension can 
help you identify plants and provide pruning information. Consider the services of an arborist for large 
trees.  
 
Lawns: Wait until grass blades are three inches high to mow newly seeded patches. For high 
maintenance established lawns, consider fertilizing with a slow release fertilizer. 
 
Houseplants: You can move pots outdoors for the summer when nights are reliably in the 60s°F. Many 
houseplants need some shade outdoors or favor only direct morning sun. 
 
General: Register now for the last Cornell Cooperative Extension of Westchester Home Gardening 
Webinar of the season, a virtual garden tour: 
 
Gardens off the Beaten Path  
Wednesday, June 9, 2021 from 10:00 to 11:00 am, remote on Zoom  
Speaker: Adrienne Mecca, master garden volunteer. Mecca will take us on a virtual tour of natural places 
not frequently visited. Beautiful gardens and landscapes can be found in the most unexpected locales if 
you’re willing to seek out something new.    
Sign up early: Pre-registration is required. $5 in advance via check or money order. For information on 
the lecture series, check out: http://westchester.cce.cornell.edu/ Questions? Contact CCE at 
westchester@cornell.edu or call 914-285-4640. 
 

May 22 or 23 
 
Perennials: Continue to plant and transplant fall-blooming perennials this month. Roots grow more 
easily with about six weeks of moderate weather to get established so they can make it through the 
hottest part of summer. 
 
Flowers: If you’ve been growing flowers by seed, now’s the time to harden them off before you plant 
seedlings in the garden. Gradually expose seedlings to the outdoors before you plant them. Set them 
outside for up to an hour the first day and protect them from direct sun and wind. Gradually increase 
their outdoor exposure every day. At the end of a week or so, when the plants are able to remain in full 
sun all day and spend a warm night outdoors, they’ll be ready for transplanting. 
 
Fruits and Vegetables: Herbs planted outdoors typically don’t need you to fertilize them. In fact, too 
much fertilizer can limit their flavor and potency. Begin hardening off tomato, eggplant and pepper 
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seedlings—gradually exposing them to the outdoors—before you plant them. Set them outside for an 
hour the first day, protecting them from direct sun and wind. Increase their outdoor exposure by an hour 
every day. At the end of a week or so, they’ll be ready for transplanting.  
 
Trees and Shrubs:. Shaping hedges may require a few passes. Level the top with a hedge shears. Then 
cut the side of the hedge at an angle so that the top of the hedge is narrower than the base. This will give 
the whole hedge better access to sunlight and reduce the chance of thin areas or leaf drop on the bottom 
of the hedge. When pruning most evergreens, do not prune back further than the limit of the green 
foliage. 
 
Lawns: If you’re going to apply fertilizer this spring, you can do this now and until approximately 
Memorial Day. But know that Cornell experts say fall is actually a better time to fertilize, when the grass 
will use the nutrients.  
 
Houseplants: Fertilize houseplants as needed to replace nutrients lost due to increased watering and 
growth, with a balanced fertilizer according to label directions. 
 
General: Here’s a virtual garden tour worth the time, the last Cornell Cooperative Extension of 
Westchester Home Gardening Webinar of the season: 
Gardens off the Beaten Path  
Wednesday, June 9, 2021 from 10:00 to 11:00 am, remote on Zoom  
Speaker: Adrienne Mecca, master garden volunteer, will take us on a virtual tour of out-of-the-way 
beautiful landscapes. Exquisite gardens can be found in the most unexpected locales if you’re willing to 
seek them out.    
Sign up early: Pre-registration is required, $5 in advance via check or money order. For information on 
the lecture series, check out: http://westchester.cce.cornell.edu/ Questions? Contact CCE at 
westchester@cornell.edu or call 914-285-4640. 
 

May 29 or 30 
 
Perennials: Thoroughly mulch perennial beds. This helps reduce weeds from the outset, and you’ll 
preserve soil moisture.  
 
Flowers: Many annual flowers look great in hanging baskets, planters or window boxes. Use a container 
mix, not soil from the yard. Container mixes are free of weed seeds and are less dense than many local 
soils, allowing for aeration, drainage and good nutrient holding capacity that promotes root growth. 
 
Fruits and Vegetables: Set out tomato plants and other heat loving plants now that the danger of frost 
has passed and the soil has warmed. At the same time, put tomato and other vegetable supports in place 
so you don’t harm growing plants trying to do it later. Sow seeds of green beans, greens and other fast-
maturing warm-season vegetables throughout the summer so you have continual harvests.  
 
Trees and Shrubs: Newly planted trees and shrubs need sufficient watering during dry periods of 
spring, summer and fall for up to three (or more) years after planting. The type of soil influences how 
long it takes for plants to become established. Plants establish quickly in well-drained, rich soils with 
sufficient fertility, but generally take much longer in poor, dry soils. Provide one inch of water weekly, 
inclusive of rainfall. 
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Lawns: Don’t mow up grass clippings; leave them on the lawn for a natural mulch and fertilizer.  
 
Houseplants: If you’ve moved your houseplants outdoors, make sure they’re protected from wind and 
direct sun.  
 
General: Register now for the last Cornell Cooperative Extension of Westchester Home Gardening 
Webinar of the season: 
Gardens off the Beaten Path  
Wednesday, June 9, 2021 from 10:00 to 11:00 am, remote on Zoom  
Speaker: Adrienne Mecca, master garden volunteer, will take us on a virtual tour of out-of-the-way 
beautiful landscapes. Exquisite gardens can be found in the most unexpected locales if you’re willing to 
seek them out.    
Sign up early: Pre-registration is required, $5 in advance via check or money order. For information on 
the lecture series, check out: http://westchester.cce.cornell.edu/ Questions? Contact CCE at 
westchester@cornell.edu or call 914-285-4640. 
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