
What to do in March 2023 
Weekly Gardening Timely Tips from 

Cornell Cooperative Extension of Westchester County. 

 
March 5 

  
Perennials: You may be itching to get into the perennial beds and start cleaning them up. If the soil is 
still soggy, wait until drier condition prevail. The hardiest perennials will withstand weather fluctuations, 
but avoid exposing those that may be marginal until growth appears. Then you can start to remove 
weeds and dead foliage, and begin to loosen winter mulch that may impede the emergence of plants 
that are poking through. 
  
Flowers: In the flower beds this year, make plans to mix in interesting edible herbs like African blue 
basil, borage or chives, advises CCE Master Gardener Volunteer Carolyn Ramsey, who does this herself 
and gave an inspiring Home Garden Lecture on the subject last month. To see a recording of this talk, 
visit https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ztIRLxC0sx8  
  
Fruits and Vegetables: Learn how to grow vegetables hydroponically at home at the next Home Garden 
Lecture, on Wednesday. See details below. 
  
Trees and Shrubs: For early spring arrangements of crabapple, forsythia and/or quince branches. Just 
cut several branches and put them in a vase with lukewarm water for forcing indoors. Wait until after 
flowering to prune trees and shrubs that bloom early. 
  
Lawns: If the soil is soggy, wait until your footsteps don’t make an impression on the soil surface to pick 
up or gently rake twigs and leaves. This way, you will avoid compacting the soil and be ready for the first 
mowing of the year later this month. 
  
Houseplants: If houseplants are waking up in response to longer days, increase watering and consider 
using a fertilizer according to label directions. 
  
General: Get inspired by the next webinar in Cornell Cooperative Extension of Westchester’s 30th Home 
Garden Lecture Series: Hydroponic Gardening at Home, Wednesday, March 8, 2023, from 10 to 11 am, 
remote on Zoom, $5 (pay by credit card by phone only after March 1, 2023) 
Speaker: Hillary Jufer, Horticulture Program Manager at CCE Westchester will discuss common do-it-
yourself hydroponic methods that use simple materials, with an emphasis on home use. She will teach 
us how to grow vegetables, herbs and indoor plants. For more information, contact 
westchester@cornell.edu or 914-285-4620. 
  

March 12 
  
Perennials: Follow storage instructions that came with your mail-order perennials to keep them healthy 
until soil conditions are ready for planting. No instructions? Refrigerate small dormant plants, loosely 
wrapped. Make sure they do not dry out. Open packing of large dormant plants immediately. Lightly 
moisten to keep the roots from drying out and place them in a cool, protected spot. (Do not wet plants 
too much or they will rot). Plant all as soon as outdoor conditions allow. 
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Flowers: Seeds of some hardy annuals, such as alyssum, calendula, pansy, and field poppy may be sown 
in the ground as soon as the soil is workable. Wait until after the last frost and the soil has warmed to 
direct-seed cosmos, marigold, and zinnia, or start these indoors following seed packet directions or 
catalog directions.  
  
Fruits and Vegetables: Don’t rush the season. Freezing temperatures are normal at this time of year. 
Soil in the planting beds will not be ready to prep until it’s frost free and dry enough to crumble in your 
hand when you form a ball. Remove dead or diseased wood from fruit trees when they are dry. When 
apple and pear trees are not under freezing temperatures, you may prune to train or maintain them. 
Wait until flowers fade to prune peaches. 
  
Trees and Shrubs: Keep a butterfly bush to a manageable size by cutting it back near to the ground. It 
will grow back this season. It’s also time to prune hydrangea paniculata.  
  
Lawns: Hairy bittercress is flowering in warmer areas. This annual plant sprouts in fall, stops growing 
with the arrival of cold winter temperatures, and is ready to go at the first hint of spring. Hairy 
bittercress is often found in areas of thin turf and shade. The flowers provide welcome nectar to bees 
and other pollinators in early spring, then produce a copious amount of seed that matures when 
temperatures heat up. If there is a small population of bittercress, removing plants after the flowers 
fade but before seed matures can benefit the bees and also save some weeding work later. 
  
Houseplants: To keep plants shapely, make sure all sides get adequate light by turning pots a quarter 
turn each week. 
  
General:  March demands patience. The temptation this month is to muck around in the garden on the 
first sunny day. But when the ground is too wet, you’ll end up compacting soil and potentially damaging 
emerging plants.   
 
Learn gardening practices that help reduce the need for supplemental watering in our landscapes at the 
next webinar in Cornell Cooperative Extension of Westchester’s 30th Home Garden Lecture Series: Water 
Wise Gardening, Wednesday, April 12, 2023, from 10 to 11 am, remote on Zoom, $5. 
Speaker: Kristen Ossmann. She will explore ideal plant selection, xeriscaping and rain gardens that 
provide financial and natural resource savings. Learn to implement these waterwise practices into your 
own landscapes. For more information, contact westchester@cornell.edu or 914-285-4620. 

March 20 

Perennials: Cut back ornamental grasses above the top of any new shoots if you didn’t trim last 
year’s growth back in the fall. For large grasses with hollow stems, you can leave 12 to 18 inches 
of the old stems intact for cavity nesting bees. New leaf blades and stems produced this spring 
can hide them. Thinking of doing some major plantings this year? Assess the conditions on the 
site and consider doing a soil test for pH and nutrients. 

Flowers: If you are growing pansies indoors, you can begin to harden them off over the next 
week or so. Put them outdoors in a protected area for a few hours at first. Gradually increase time 
and exposure outdoors, bringing them in at night. Once the plants are outdoors all day, you can 
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consider leaving them out overnight, weather permitting. Pansies grow best in soil temperatures 
of 40° to 60° F at a depth of 2 inches, but the plants are frost hardy and once fully acclimated, 
they tolerate nighttime air temperatures above 25°F.  

Fruits and Vegetables: Soil in the planting beds is ready to prep when it’s frost free and not too 
wet. (If it’s dry enough to crumble in your hand when you form a ball, it’s ready.) When the soil 
is workable, you may begin sowing seeds of hardy cool-season vegetables directly into the 
garden, or start them indoors. For direct seeding, try beets, Chinese cabbage, carrots, collards and 
kale, lettuce, mustard, peas, radishes, Swiss chard, and turnips. These germinate best when the 
soil temperature at a depth of 2 inches reaches 50°F. 

Trees and Shrubs: This week marks the first day of spring. In some parts of the country, the 
first leaves of spring shrubs are emerging weeks ahead of the long-term average. Check out maps 
that the USA National Phenology Network compiles at https://www.usanpn.org/news/spring  

Lawns: Despite home-improvement-store ads, now is not the time to fertilize the grass. (Fall is 
best.) Loading on nitrogen-rich fertilizer now can cause grass to grow too fast and be more 
susceptible to disease. For information on fertilization and other aspects of lawn care, contact 
your local Cooperative Extension. 

Houseplants: If a plant has outgrown its pot, you may be tempted to buy a container big enough 
so it will never need transplanting again. That would be a mistake; most plants do poorly when 
there’s too much potting mix because it can hold enough water to cause rot. A new pot should be 
no more than 2 inches larger in diameter than the old one.  

General: Learn gardening practices that help reduce the need for supplemental watering in our 
landscapes at the next webinar in Cornell Cooperative Extension of Westchester’s 30th Home 
Garden Lecture Series: Water Wise Gardening, Wednesday, April 12, 2023, from 10:00 to 11:00 
am, remote on Zoom, $5. 
Speaker: Kristen Ossmann. She will explore ideal plant selection, xeriscaping and rain gardens 
that provide financial and natural resource savings. Learn to implement these waterwise practices 
on your site. For more information, contact westchester@cornell.edu or 914-285-4620. 

March 27 

Perennials: As newgrowth appears, begin to carefully loosen winter mulch that may impede the 
emergence of plants that are poking through. Work lightly as there may still be beneficial insects 
wintering over in the duff. Minimize problems with leaf spots on by clearing out old diseased 
foliage before new shoots enlarge. Check iris rhizomes and remove any damaged by iris borers.  

Flowers: Pansies may be planted in garden beds or outdoor pots now if the soil temperature is 
above 40°F at a depth of 2 inches, and nighttime air temperatures are above 25°F. Other flowers 
that grow best in cool weather and tolerate light frost when fully acclimated include alyssum, 
calendula, dusty miller, snapdragon, and sweet William. 
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Fruits and Vegetables: Start seeds of eggplant, peppers, and other slow-growing tender crops 
indoors, following seed packet or catalog instructions. Begin to acclimate hardy cool season 
vegetables to outdoor conditions so they are ready to plant when the garden soil is workable. (If 
it’s dry enough to crumble in your hand when you form a ball, it’s ready.) These include 
collards, kale, lettuce and Swiss chard. You can also continue to direct seed or plant successions 
of early crops, such beets, carrots, collards and kale, lettuce, mustard, peas, radishes, Swiss 
chard, turnips, and others.  

Trees and Shrubs: Finish pruning oak trees before sap beetles that carry oak wilt spores become 
active. This will help reduce the spread of this deadly fungal disease with no known treatment. 
Sap beetles are attracted to fresh tree wounds and oozing sap on healthy oaks in spring. Contact 
an arborist for work on large trees. 

Lawns: Continue to remove twigs and other debris. As the soil warms to 50°F at a depth of 2 
inches, seed bare spots and overseed areas of thin turf that receive at least 4 hours of direct 
sunlight. In places with less than 4 hours of direct sunlight, consider using a shade tolerant 
groundcover instead. Contact your local Cooperative Extension for advice. 

Houseplants: If you bring in a new houseplant, isolate it from others for a month. Check it 
approximately once a week for diseases and insects. Consider discarding plants that are heavily 
infested. To manage problems you may find, and advice on how to prevent spread to other 
plants, contact your local Cooperative Extension.  

General: How do you transform a thirsty garden into one that doesn’t need extra water? Come to 
next month’s Cornell Cooperative Extension of Westchester 30th Home Garden Lecture Series: 
Water Wise Gardening, Wednesday, April 12, 2023, from 10:00 to 11:00 am, remote on Zoom, 
$5. 
Speaker: Kristen Ossmann. She will explore ideal plant selection, xeriscaping and rain gardens 
that provide financial and natural resource savings. Learn to implement these waterwise practices 
on your site. For more information, contact westchester@cornell.edu or 914-285-4620. 
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