
What to do in October 2021 
 

By Kim Kleman, Master Gardener Volunteer with Cornell Cooperative Extension of Westchester County. 

 

Oct. 4 
 

Perennials: Plant spring-flowering bulbs such as anemone, crocus, daffodils, dwarf iris, hyacinth, squill, etc. If 

you plant bulbs that deer favor (crocus, Spanish bluebells or wood hyacinth, tulips and others) be sure to site 

them in a place the animals cannot access. Consider planting bulbs among daylilies, ferns, hostas or ground 

covers that hide bulb foliage when it withers. 

 

Flowers: Looking for a little color in the garden as many other flowers are fading? Plant ornamental peppers for 

short term color and traditional mums, ornamental cabbage and kale, and pansies.  

 

Fruits and Vegetables: Harvest or use thinnings as baby greens to make space for larger plants. If you grow 

sweet potatoes, harvest them before soil temperatures drop below 50°F. Shake loose soil off the tubers but leave 

soil that clings to the surface. Cure them in a warm, humid and shaded spot for 4 to 5 days before storing 

between 55° to 60°F in a humid place.  

 

Trees and Shrubs: Complete planting and transplanting of needle-leaved evergreens before mid-month. Make 

sure you water them thoroughly to settle in until frost. Many deciduous trees and shrubs may be planted until 

Thanksgiving or later if the weather is favorable. Wait until spring to plant broadleaved evergreens and 

sensitive or difficult to plant deciduous trees and shrubs. 

 

Lawns: Fertilizing and seeding should be finished by mid-October to allow roots to become established before 

growth stops in warmer parts of the Hudson Valley. In cooler areas, finish these tasks now. 

 

Houseplants: If the houseplants are still vacationing outdoors, it’s time to move them inside. Provide plenty of 

sun for sun lovers and bright indirect light for shade lovers. 

 

General: Take a walk in the garden with a notepad and a camera phone. Make a map of where perennials grow, 

so you don’t inadvertently dig them up when planting bulbs or spring plants. Overall, what grew exceptionally 

well? Which plants disappointed you? What did the critters eat? Mark the calendar to revisit your notes this 

winter so you’ll be ready for action in spring.  

 

While you’re at it, keep an eye out for the spotted lanternfly. Spotted lanternfly (SLF) is a serious threat to New 

York agriculture, causing harm to crops like grape vines. See a map of known SLF populations and learn more 

about this invasive pest and what you can do to help stop its spread at  https://nysipm.cornell.edu/whats-

bugging-you/spotted-lanternfly/  If you find any lanternflies in New York (except NYC), snap and send a photo 

to spottedlanternfly@agriculture.ny.gov.  Capture the insect(s) and save it to submit for verification. (If you find 

lanternflies in NYC, squash them.) 

 

 

Oct. 11 
 

Perennials: There’s still time to divide spring flowering perennials such as hosta, iris, lilies, peony and others 

now if they’re growing too big or clumpy. 

 

Flowers: If you didn’t get around to it earlier, stake chrysanthemums that are starting to flop now.  
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Fruits and Vegetables: Plant individual garlic cloves now; each will produce a garlic bulb next summer. For 

the largest bulbs, plant the largest single cloves you can find (not fused doubles), positioning them 3 inches 

deep and 6 inches apart. Water the cloves in, and apply a 2 inch layer of mulch to keep weeds down. Garlic 

does not compete well with weeds. 

 

Trees and Shrubs: Don’t worry if pine trees are shedding their inner needles. It is normal for conifers to drop 3 

to 5 year old needles in the fall. If a whole branch loses its needles, a pine tree will not grow replacements. 

Remove the branch just outside the branch collar where it meets another branch or the trunk. Call an arborist for 

work on large trees. Questions on how to prune? Contact your local Cooperative Extension. 

 

Lawns: Mow fallen leaves to chop them up small enough to filter down between the grass blades. If the leaves 

are thick and might smother the grass, rake them off and move them to a compost pile. 

 

Houseplants: Forest cacti that bloom during the holidays will set flower buds if you keep them in a cool place 

and allow them to dry out substantially but not completely between waterings. 

 

General: Weed! The garden will look better in winter, and you’ll prevent myriad weed seeds from growing this 

spring. 

 

Oct. 18 
 

Perennials: Continue to plant bulbs, paying attention to protection from deer and other animals. Remove and 

discard diseased foliage and other plant parts of perennials to help reduce the amount of spores that may infect 

plants next year. This also includes foliage that may have fallen onto the ground. 

 

Flowers: Annual flowers that can withstand the cold include alyssum, dusty miller, lobelia, pansies, petunias 

and snapdragons. Don’t discard them too soon! 

 

Fruits and Vegetables: Cut and dry or freeze remaining herbs. Warm season vegetables such as beans, 

eggplant, pepper, tomatoes, squash and other vine crops can be damaged by even a light frost. If an early frost is 

predicted, cover plants with a sheet just before sundown. Remove the sheet in the morning when temperatures 

start to rise.  

 

Trees and Shrubs: Continue to plant or transplanted deciduous trees and shrubs. Root growth will continue 

until soil temperatures drop below 50°F at a depth of 2 inches. 

 

Lawns: Keep up with leaf removal on the lawn because they’ll smother the grass over winter. A thin coating of 

light, dry leaves may be mowed into the grass until it disappears. Rake leaves that are too wet or dense to mow, 

then compost them. Shredding leaves first will help them break down more quickly 

 

Houseplants: Ornamental figs, hibiscus and some other houseplants often shed their leaves when they are 

moved to dry conditions indoors. This is less likely to occur if plants are brought in before the heat goes on. 

Now is not a great time to prune most houseplants, but those that do not go dormant in winter indoors may be 

cut back if they are vastly overgrown. Next year, prune if needed when you first move the plants outdoors in 

late May. 

 

General: Heads up! The average first frost in the lower Hudson Valley occurs in mid-October to early 

November, depending on location. 

 

Spotted lanternfly (SLF) is a serious threat to New York agriculture, causing harm to crops like grape vines. 

SLF egg masses may be found on many surfaces. Be sure to check your vehicle and any items kept outdoors for 

hitchhiking lanternflies (a flashlight and mirror may be helpful in hard to see spaces). See a map of known SLF 



populations and learn more about this invasive pest and what you can do to help stop its spread 

at  https://nysipm.cornell.edu/whats-bugging-you/spotted-lanternfly/  If you find any lanternflies in New York 

(except NYC), snap and send a photo to spottedlanternfly@agriculture.ny.gov.  Capture the insect(s) and save it 

to submit for verification. (If you find lanternflies in NYC, squash them.) 

 

 

Oct. 25 
 

Perennials: As foliage yellows, what should be cut back and how much? Let the birds feast on aster, echinacea 

and rudbeckia seeds. Remove and dispose of insects and diseased top growth, such as leaf miners or peonies 

with leaf spot. These plants may be cut back to the basal rosette: monarda, penstemon, salvia and yarrow. Cut 

these near the ground: baptisia, helianthus, ligularia and meadow rue. Protect the crowns of asclepias, heuchera 

and sedum by leaving plants alone until spring. You can also leave some healthy plants alone where they can 

provide overwintering habitat for beneficials. 

 

Flowers: This year, try forcing spring bulbs for indoor winter blooms. Here’s how: Store bulbs in a refrigerator, 

cold-frame or unheated garage (temperature should be 35° F to 48° F) for 12 to 14 weeks. Then fill pots part 

way with loose soil, put bulbs in, and cover with more loose soil. (Don’t press bulbs into soil.) Put them in a 

cool (60°F), well-lit place and water regularly. You should see flowers in three to four weeks. When flowers are 

spent, save bulbs for planting outdoors next fall. 

 

Fruits and Vegetables: Pick pumpkins, any remaining tomatoes and winter squash before the first killing frost. 

Unless the garden is very high in organic matter, incorporate compost into the beds after the harvest. Were 

squash borers a problem this year? Turn over the soil where squash grew to expose their pupae and give birds a 

healthy snack. Wait until spring to rake the bed. Clean up any remaining fallen fruit and remove any remaining 

dead raspberry and blackberry canes that are finished for the season. Leave healthy canes that emerged this 

spring intact. 

 

Trees and Shrubs: Secure rambling and climbing roses so they aren’t damaged by winter winds. Canes that 

grow along a horizonal plane can flower along their whole length. Prune out winter-killed canes early next 

spring. Remove dead and diseased stems from other shrubs as well. 

 

Lawns: As long as the grass is growing, continue to mow. 

 

Houseplants: Cut back on water and fertilizer as the growth of houseplants slows or stops to allow the plants to 

rest over winter. Exceptions are vigorous sun-loving species like citrus that keep growing. 

 

General: Put out bird feeders if you haven’t done that yet and keep them filled!  

 

 

Oct. 31 
 

Perennials: There’s still time to plant hardy bulbs now in a spot protected from deer and other animals. For 

maximum effect, think about creating drifts of flowers, rather than a few plants here or there.   

 

Flowers: When leaves become yellow or a light frost has killed the tops of tuberous begonia, calla, canna, 

dahlias and gladiolus, you may cut off the tops and dig up disease-free “bulbs.” Leave an inch or so of the stem 

attached. Leave the soil on fast growing types such as begonia, caladium and dahlia. Store these in slightly 

moistened vermiculite, sawdust or peat. Wash off any soil that clings to agapanthus and similar types, except for 

those that are stored in pots. Spread washed bulbs in a shaded place to dry. When dry, store them away from 

sunlight in a cool, dry basement, cellar, garage or shed at 60° to 65°F, or at least within a range of 50° to 70°F. 
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In warmer areas in Westchester County and Lower New York, canna, dahlia and gladiolus may overwinter with 

protection. Questions? Contact your local Cooperative Extension for advice.  

 

Fruits and Vegetables: Frost improves the taste of cabbage family veggies such as broccoli, Brussels sprouts, 

cabbage, collards and radishes. Don’t get rid of them just yet. Many root crops (carrots, beets, turnips, etc.) can 

be left in the ground as storage until used if mulched to insulate them from winter freezes. Wait to mulch until 

soil temperatures drop below 50°F at a depth of 2 inches. This may occur in November or even later in warm 

areas.  

 

Trees and Shrubs: Wait until early spring to prune woody plants that have already set next year’s flower buds. 

Fall pruning may also result in slow-healing wounds that can become entry points for disease. An exception is 

oak. Prune these trees November through March to reduce the risk of oak wilt. Remember, it is best not to put 

any tree wound sealer over these wounds in most cases as it may cause decay. 

 

Lawns: You could be mowing for another month. Don’t bother bagging grass clippings and some leaves that 

can be mowed to disappear into the turf. These will return some nitrogen and add organic matter to the soil. 

Remove leaves that might smother the grass and add them to a compost pile. 

 

Houseplants: Keep an eye out for insect pests and address any problems that arise early. Contact your local 

Cooperative Extension for advice. 

 

General: Weeding is especially important in the fall. Some weeds germinate at this time. The goal is to prevent 

these weeds from going to seed early next spring, and thus multiplying problems in future seasons. 

 

What’s really scary in the neighborhood? Keep an eye out for the spotted lanternfly and its egg masses. See a 

map of known SLF populations and learn more about this invasive pest and what you can do to help stop its 

spread at  https://nysipm.cornell.edu/whats-bugging-you/spotted-lanternfly/  If you find any lanternflies in New 

York (except NYC), snap and send a photo to spottedlanternfly@agriculture.ny.gov.  Capture the insect(s) and 

save it to submit for verification. (If you find lanternflies in NYC, squash them.) 
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