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HOME GARDENING NEWSLETTER – October 

This newsletter is geared to the home gardener for the care of plants that grow in the 

Hampton Roads Area (Eastern Virginia and NE North Carolina).  However, the plant 

information is based upon caring for plants anywhere in the American Horticultural 

Society Heat Zones 6-8 and the USDA Plant Hardiness Zones 6b – 8a, which includes a 

major portion of the Continental United States.  Below are links to both maps in case you 

are not sure in which zones you garden. 

http://www.usna.usda.gov/Hardzone/ushzmap.html 

http://www.ahs.org/publications/heat_zone_map.htm#1 

Fall is technically here in the Hampton Roads area, but it still seems like summer … 

don’t let the current weather fool you, winter will quickly approach … there’s a lot to do 

to prepare many plants and gardens for winter.  Owners of cool season turf grass (fescue) 

owners should be on the second phase of your lawn care program (you're not too late if 

you put off fertilizing and seeding last month).  It’s also time to prepare your gardens for 

winter as well as plan for winter and spring gardens.  On average the Hampton Roads 

area will have an average high of 70 and an average low of 53 degrees and will get 7 days 

of rain averaging 3.15 inches. 

Turf Grasses:  Check out this web page for new and up-to-date lawn care guidelines.  

Special article on leaves in the lawn.  

http://www.weblogs.cals.vt.edu/turf_garden/show_transcript/93/ 

Cool Season Grasses (Fescue):  You should be on phase 2 of the cool season 

turfgrass planning calendar.  Phase 1 was seed and feed (with a Starter Fertilizer) in early 

September.  Phase 2 is feed again with a high Nitrogen fertilizer.  Phase 3 is to feed one 

final time and apply a broadleaf weed killer (only if you have a weed problem). 

September was the best month to overseed, compost, core aerate your lawn and begin 

feeding your lawn (phase 1).  However, you can still overseed and start fertilizing, but 

you must do it quickly.  You need at least 30 days between each application of fertilizer 

(phase 2 and 3) and you should have your last fertilization application on by early 

December.  Seeding should be completed before October 15
th

 to avoid potentially early 

killing frosts.  You can core aerate and compost any time. 
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If you did seed and fertilize last month (September) then you can do phase 2 this month 

by fertilizing with 1 lb of Nitrogen (N) per 1,000 sq ft of at least 30 days after your last 

application.  Each bag of fertilizer has 3 numbers, for example 20-10-5 (N-P-K).  The 1
st
 

number (20) is the percentage (20%) of Nitrogen (N) in that bag.  So, if you have a 50 lbs 

bag of fertilizer you would have 10 lbs (20% x 50 lbs) of Nitrogen (N) or enough 

fertilizer to cover 10,000 sq ft of lawn.  A starter fertilizer is recommended for the 1
st
 

fertilization only. 

Consider a Water Insoluble Nitrogen (WIN) fertilizer.  Water Insoluble Nitrogen (WIN) 

lasts longer on the soil and is much better for the environment.  If you use WIN, you will 

only need to use two applications of fertilizer a year instead of three.  Apply the two 

applications 45 - 60 days apart. 

Continue watering at least daily until all your seed germinates (12-21 days). 

If you follow these 3 major phases, you will have a healthy and green lawn over the 

winter and all next year.  You will be mowing your lush green lawn every 3 to 4 days in 

April and May.  This is fair warning. 

Cutting height:  2 ½ inch minimum.  4 inch optimum.  pH: 5.5 – 6.5 

Warm Season Grasses (Bermuda, Centipede, Zoysia, St. Augustine):  
Fertilizers … only for Bermuda grass- apply once this fall a 0-0-60 Potassium (K) 

fertilizer application to improve winter hardiness.  The 3
rd

 number on fertilizers is 

Potassium (K).  Potassium is for plant vigor.  Apply 1 lb of Potassium per 1,000 square 

feet of lawn.  A 10 lb bag of 0-0-60 is enough to cover 6,000 square feet of lawn. 

In October, you can apply an annual ryegrass, if desired, at 5 lbs per 1,000 sq ft of lawn.  

Zoysia does not lend itself to overseeding and Centipede and St Augustine are so-so. 

Cutting Heights: Bermuda ¾” to 1 ½”; Centipede and Zoysia 1” to 2”; St. Augustine 2’ 

to 3”. 

pH: Bermuda & Zoysia 6.0 to 7.0; St Augustine 6.5 to 7.5; and Centipede 4.5 to 5.5pH: 

Bermuda & Zoysia 6.0 to 7.0; St Augustine 6.5 to 7.5; and Centipede 4.5 to 5.5. 

Lime:  Lime only if a soil test indicated your pH is low.  Do not lime for ‘liming’ sake.  

See last month’s edition about liming guidelines. 

Weed Control:  In late October through early December, if necessary, treat your lawn 

for winter annual weeds (buttercup, henbit, chickweed, dandelions, etc).  You will be 

applying a broad leaf weed control product containing (2,4-D), Mecoprop (MCPP), and 

Dicamba, except for St. Augustine and Centipede lawns.  St. Augustine and Centipede 

are very sensitive to 2,4-D.  Look for a product designed for these sensitive warm season 

turf grasses.  Read the label and application instructions carefully before use.  These 

weed controllers are systemic, which means the product is absorbed through the leaf 
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structure and translocated throughout the plants but is not taken up by the roots.  The 

weeds have to be present before you apply the weed controlling herbicide. 

General Gardening Tips for this month: 

• It's not unusual for some spring-flowering bulbs to send up a few leaves in the late 

fall or early winter.  The bulbs will remain safe over the winter and will still produce 

flowers next spring.  This is helpful as it reminds you where you've planted them but 

be careful not to pull or cut the grassy/strappy looking foliage when clearing or 

weeding in your flowerbeds.  

• Move and divide crowded perennials such as daylilies, hostas and irises.  Now is a 

good time to remove unhealthy or diseased looking plants.  If they didn’t look good 

this past season consider removing and discarding them so you do not spread a 

disease to other plants in your garden. 

• A variegated variety of Vinca minor with its evergreen foliage will provide colorful 

greenery in window boxes during the winter.  

• Cut down stems and foliage of herbaceous perennials when the leaves begin to 

brown. 

• Mulch now for winter.  Keep at least 1 inch of mulch around plants and shrubs.  Do 

not mulch around tender annual plants that reseed themselves.  Allow seed to drop on 

nearly bare ground and at first frost (mid November) rake mulch over area.  Fallen 

leaves and pine needles make excellent AND FREE winter mulch. 

• Pine needles are like good building insulation -- full of air spaces.  They insulate the 

soil and make an ideal winter mulch for perennial flowers, small fruit plants 

(especially strawberries), and acid-loving shrubs and trees.  Pine needles prevent 

alternate freezing and thawing that may heave shallow-rooted plants out of the 

ground, a problem especially serious with heavy soils. 

• Nitrogen fertilizer not taken up by plants can leach into the groundwater, polluting it 

and nearby streams and rivers.  Do not over fertilize lawns and gardens.  Sweep up 

errant fertilizer particles from the streets, driveways and walkways and put it back on 

the lawn or garden.  DO NO SWEEP OR WASH THEM DOWN THE SEWER 

SYSTEM. 

• Now is the optimum time to plant your bulbs (late October through early December).  

Some common choices are various varieties of daffodils, hyacinths, crocus, tulips, 

etc.  Plant your tulips in late November to early December.   

• Small imperfections, such as nicks and loose skin, should not affect the quality of 

most bulbs.  Store bulbs in a cool area (below 65F) if unable to plant immediately. 

• Hyacinths, tulips and daffodils have oil in the bulbs that may make some people itch.  

Wear gloves when handling these bulbs or wash your hands with cool water and soap 

immediately after planting. 

• One of the most popular of the early spring flowers is the perennial Polyanthus 

Primrose (Primula x polyantha).  Plant some this fall, and you will have a rainbow of 

colors when the weather breaks.  Other plants that can be planted early include 

Calendula, Iceland poppy, pansy, stock, snapdragons, English daisies and sweet peas. 

• Ferns can be planted or transplanted in fall. 

• Winterize your Roses. 
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o Stop fertilizing six weeks before the first frost (average 1
st
 frost date is Nov 

15th in the Hampton Roads area).  

o Allow seed pods to develop instead of clipping spent flowers.  (Stop 

deadheading after the 1st week in October). 

o Continue watering during dry autumn weather to help keep plants fortified 

during the winter. 

o Prune dead or diseased canes.  

o Cover the plants just above the graft union, the swollen point where the stem 

joins the rootstock.  

o Mound, mulch, or compost after a few frosts but before the ground freezes.  

o Avoid transplanting rose bushes to a new location until spring.  

• Fall is the best time of year for moving most plants.  Transplant deciduous trees and 

shrubs when they are dormant.  Evergreen trees or shrubs, however, may be 

transplanted earlier in the fall, before they go dormant. 

• Nut trees are a fine addition to a large yard.  They provide framing and background 

for the house, shade in the summer, food for wildlife, and a source of homegrown 

nuts. 

• New flower and shrub beds can be established now.  When soil is workable (not wet 

or overly moist), cultivate to a depth of eight to 12 inches.  Work in two to three 

inches of peat moss or compost.  Spread 1/2 cup of 5-10-10 or 10-10-10 per square 

yard of bed area.   

• Don't add fertilizer to planting holes for spring flowering bulbs. 

• Late-fall tilling can help control insects, such as corn borer, corn earworm, cucumber 

beetle, squash bug, and vine borer, because it exposes overwintering insects to winter 

conditions.  It also makes spring soil preparation easier. 

• Old, fallen leaves contain the disease inoculums for next year's plant infections.  If 

you have disease-infected plants, prune out infected branches in the late fall and 

winter when the disease-causing organism is inactive.  Remove any infected debris 

from around the plant's base and dispose of it.  When removing disease-infected plant 

parts or debris, do not place the refuse on the compost pile.  The disease pathogens 

will live in the compost pile and can be transmitted with the application of compost to 

other garden beds, unless compost temperatures reach above 180F and decomposition 

is complete. 

• Remember when planting trees and shrubs make sure you know the maximum growth 

(height and diameter) before you dig your hole.  Plan for maximum growth so you 

don’t overcrowd mature plants and you don’t have branches breaking second floor 

windows or have roots boring into your in-ground pool or raising driveways. 

• To minimize the look of open spaces between new shrubs, plant a low-growing non- 

invasive ground cover. 

• The particular shade of orange, red, or purple fall color that is developed by the 

pigment anthocyanin in leaves is related to the acid or alkaline condition of the sap of 

the plant.  If the sap is acidic, the color will be orange or red.  With neutral sap, the 

pigment turns light purple.  When the sap is alkaline, a dark purple or blue color is 

evident. 

• Conifers that have poor color or weak growth may respond to fertilizer applied 

between mid-October and mid-March. 
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• While you can still identify them easily, prune dead and diseased branches from trees 

and shrubs. 

• Do not become alarmed if your yews, pines, arborvitae, and junipers begin to shed 

their interior needles.  It is natural for them to do so at this time of year.  White pines 

are shedding their older needles now.  Rake them up and use as mulch on azalea, 

rhododendron, andromeda, and camellia.   

• In fall and early winter, don’t forget to water new trees and shrubs to increase winter 

hardiness.  Continue until the ground freezes.  New trees and shrubs require constant 

weekly care for at least two years before they become adapted to their new natural 

surroundings. 

• Pesticide labels don't stop after telling you how to use the product -- they also tell you 

how to dispose of any extra.  For everyone's safety, READ THE LABEL AND 

FOLLOW THE DIRECTIONS CAREFULLY. 

• Fall is an excellent time for taking soil samples in your lawn and garden.  Soil tests 

will measure the acidity or alkalinity of the soil and the levels of some of the major 

elements required for plant growth, such as phosphorus, magnesium, and potassium.  

If lime is needed, now is a good time to apply it. 

• Be sure to clean up from around your perennial flowers, such as rose and peony.  If 

left on the ground, leaves and stems can harbor diseases and provide convenient 

places for pests to spend the winter. 

• The next time you plant a tree, allow a child to hold the plant upright while the hole is 

filled.  Years later, the tree will be a great reminder to the individual that he or she 

was so much smaller - or bigger - than the tree when it was planted! 

• Start a family tradition by planting a tree or shrub in honor of a holiday, birthday, or 

anniversary.  While celebrating the special occasion, you can also beautify your 

landscape and improve the air quality around your home. 

• Taking care of your garden hose this fall will save you from having to buy a new one 

next spring.  Plastic hoses will crack if they are allowed to freeze with water in them.  

Drain the hose completely and coil it for more convenient storage off the ground. 

• Stakes and trellises should be dismantled and cleaned for storage.  Brush rust from 

metal items and coat with oil.  Discard rotting wooden stakes; those that are still 

sound should be cleaned and thoroughly dried before storing. 

• During fall, demand for garden supplies is low, so keep an eye open for special prices 

on hand tools and power equipment to be given as gifts or used next year. 

Interior Gardening Tips for this month 

• Christmas Cactus (Schlumbergera bridgesii):  This is a very common houseplant that 

is very easy to grow and propagate, but may you may need to "trick" it so it will 

produce those wonderful Christmas blooms.  It will not bloom if kept in a south or 

west facing window or brightly lit room.  In November, the plant needs cool night 

temperatures (50-55
o
 preferred) and 12-14 hours of darkness.  Place them in your 

garage (these are tropical plants so don’t let them get too cold) or a spare room and 

avoid turning on lights after sundown, then bring it back out in early December. 
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• Cacti and other succulents, such as jade plants and sedums, do best in a sunny south 

or west window during the winter.  They can tolerate cool temperatures, but you may 

want to move more-tender foliage plants away from cold windows. 

• House plant growth slows as the days get shorter and light intensity is reduced.  This 

means that they will need less frequent watering and fertilizing until next spring.  Too 

much of either in the winter months can cause weak growth. 

• House plants need to come indoors before they are damaged by the cold (below 50F).  

First, be sure to check them for pests.  Rinse the plants' leaves, and soak pots in water 

for 15 to 20 minutes to drown most soil-dwelling pests. 

• For healthy house plants, always use pots that have a drainage hole.  If you have an 

attractive pot without a hole either drill one in it, or pot your plant in a smaller 

ordinary pot and set it on top of some pebbles inside the pretty one. 

• For easy, small-scale propagation of African violets and other tender cuttings, soak 

peat pellets, squeeze well to remove excess moisture, and place the cuttings in the 

center of the pellet.  Place the cuttings in a small plastic bag with a stick or label 

inside to keep the plastic from touching the cuttings.  Seal the bag tightly.  Place it in 

bright light, but not direct sun.  When a good mass of roots has formed, pot up the 

pellet. 

Herb Gardening Tips for this month: 

• Cut back perennial herbs to encourage well-branched growth next year. 

• A plant or two of parsley taken from the garden and potted up will do well all winter 

if watered and set in a sunny window.  Chives, sage, and thyme also can be 

maintained in this manner. 

• Use dried stems of herbs to make fragrant wreaths and dried flower arrangements. 

Fruits and Vegetable Gardening Tips for this month: 

• Tomatoes need an average daily temperature of 65F or more for ripening.  If daytime 

temperatures consistently are below this, pick the fruits that have begun to change 

color and bring them inside to ripen. 

• Place a ripe apple in a closed container with green tomatoes to encourage the 

tomatoes to turn red.  Ripe apples give off ethylene gas that causes tomatoes to ripen. 

• If you are rescuing green tomatoes from a frost and plan to allow them to finish 

ripening indoors, be sure to select fruits that have changed color from the darker 

green of immature tomatoes to the lighter color of the mature green stage.  If picked 

before this color break, the tomato will rot instead of ripen.  You will be on the safe 

side if you wait for a hint of red to appear.  Use underripe fruit for pickling.  

• Remove any diseased or insect-infested plant material from your garden; it may 

harbor over wintering stages of disease and insect pests.  If you leave this plant 

material in your garden, you are leaving diseases and insects that will begin to 

reproduce again next spring and add to next year's pest problem. 

• Plant garlic and shallots now for harvest next August.  Plant in a sunny spot in well-

drained soil placing the tips 2 inches beneath the soil surface. 
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• Prepare your soil now for planting raspberries in the spring.  A pH of 5.8 to 6.5 and 

sandy-loam soil are best for raspberries.  When planting in a garden, avoid areas 

where tomatoes, eggplants, or potatoes were planted to guard against verticillium wilt 

being in the soil. 

• A final weeding of your strawberries, blueberries, or raspberries will help keep weed 

problems down to a minimum.  Start collecting fresh pine needles or clean straw to 

mulch strawberries after the ground has frozen. 

• Strawberries covered in the fall with a spun-bonded polyester material and uncovered 

in the spring just before bloom produced up to 60 percent more fruit than plants given 

the conventional straw or hay mulch cover, reports Dr. James Pollard of the 

University of New Hampshire. 

• You can reduce the number of pests on fruit trees next year by picking up and 

destroying all fallen fruit, branches, and leaves.  Worms and other pests feed on this 

fruit, over winter in the soil, and emerge in the spring to lay eggs and start the cycle 

all over again.  Dried fruits or "mummies" carry disease organisms through the winter 

to attack next year's crop. 

• Surround the trunks of fruit trees with hardware cloth or similar wire, and bury the 

edges in the ground to prevent rodents from chewing on them. 

• If there is a threat of frost at night, harvest your cucumber, eggplant, melon, okra, 

pepper, and summer squash so the fruits are not damaged by the frost. 

• Dig horseradish just before the ground freezes.  The tops should be trimmed from the 

roots to within one inch of the crown.  

• Dig parsnips and Jerusalem artichokes after hard frosts have sweetened them.  

• Many disease-causing viruses overwinter in the roots of perennial weeds.  Tomato 

mosaic virus overwinters in the roots of ground cherry, horsenettle, jimson weed, 

nightshade, and bittersweet; cucumber mosaic virus lives in the roots of milkweed, 

catnip, and pokeweed; bean mosaic overwinters in white sweet clover roots; and 

many cabbage diseases spread from wild members of the cole family.  So, from the 

aspect of disease control, it is evident that a good fall cleanup is essential.  

• Hot peppers store well dry.  Pull the plants and hang them up, or pick the peppers and 

thread on a string.  Store in a cool, dry place.  

• Cure pumpkins, butternut, and Hubbard squash at temperatures between 70 and 80 F 

for two to three weeks immediately after harvest.  After curing, store them in a dry 

place at 55 to 60F.  If stored at 50F or below, pumpkins and squashes are subject to 

damage by chilling.  At temperatures above 60F, they gradually lose moisture and 

become stringy. 

Don’t forget to visit …. 

Master Gardener/Cooperative Extension Programs:  

http://cmgv.org  (Chesapeake MG Programs) 

http://www.vbmg.org  (Virginia Beach MG Programs) 

http://www.nmgv.org  (Norfolk MG Program) 

http://jccwmg.org/ (James City County/Williamsburg Master Gardeners) 

http://www.yorkcounty.gov/vce (York County MG Programs) 

www.ext.vt.edu/resources (Virginia Tech Gardening Information) 
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Other Horticulture sites of interest: 

http://www.virginiazoo.org/horticulture/ (Virginia Zoo Horticulture) 

http://norfolkbotanicalgarden.org  (Norfolk Botanical Garden) 

http://www.fredheutte.org/ (Fred Heutte Center Information) 

http://www.tidewaterbeekeepers.net/ (Tidewater Beekeepers Association) 

http://www.butterflysocietyofva.org/ (Butterfly Society of Virginia) 

http://www.tcc.edu/horticulture/ (Tidewater Community College School of Horticulture) 

OCTOBER PRUNING CALENDAR: Changes from previous month underlined.  The 

below pruning calendar applies to all of Virginia and was compiled by Virginia Tech.  

Shrubs and trees have ‘Best time to Prune’ months, ‘Do not Prune’ months, or timing is 

not critical months.  Those plants listed below are the “best time to prune” or ‘do not 

prune’.  If a tree or shrub is not listed, then timing is not critical this month.  The best 

time to prune is based upon optimizing flowers or fruits and reducing summer/winter 

stresses.  Deadheading or removing spent flowers on flowering shrubs is OK all growing 

season, for plants such as Rose, Crepe Myrtle, Butterfly bushes, etc.  Pruning to remove 

diseased or dead branches is necessary when you see them.  Contact your local extension 

agent if you need more detailed information about any specific plant.  REMEMBER to 

keep your pruning equipment sharp.  Make sure you clean them each time you prune with 

9 parts water to 1 part bleach solution or the same ratio water to antiseptic mouthwash to 

prevent the spread of plant disease. 

When the weather is hot and dry, try to avoid pruning your plants.  If you do, the plant 

will require extra water.  Wait for cooler days if at all possible. 

(NOTE:  For those of you who live in the more temperate (Hampton Roads) or coastal 

areas of VA or NC you may want to hold off pruning any Shrubs and Trees marked with 

an * until January or February as these plants produce flowers on the new season’s 

growth.  Coastal areas tend to get some sustained warm days in winter and the plants can 

be ‘tricked’ into thinking spring is here only do be hit with a frost that kills some of the 

new flower buds.) 

Shrubs:  Potentilla, Sumac. 

Do Not Prune:  Abelia, Flowering Almond, Arborvitae, Aucuba, Azalea, 

Barberry, Bayberry, Beautybush, Boxwood, Broom (Cytisus), Butterfly bush*, Camellia 

japonica (spring bloomer), Camellia sansanqua (fall bloomers), Chastetree, Cherrylaurel, 

Clethra, Cotoneaster, Crape Myrtle*, Daphne, Deutzia, Redtwig Dogwood, Eleagnus 

(thorny), Euonymus (evergreen/deciduous), Forsythia, Fothergilla, Gardenia, Harry 

Lauder (Walking Stick), Hibiscus (incl: Rose of Sharon & Althea), Holly, Honeysuckle, 

Hydrangea, Hypericum (St. Johnswort), Indian Hawthorne, Jasmine (winter),  Juniper, 

Kerria, Leucothoe, Lilac, Mahonia (Oregon Grapeholly), Mockorange, Mountain Laurel, 

Nandina, Osmanthus,  Pearlbush, Photinia, Pieris, Mugo Pine, Pittosporum, Privet, 

Pyracantha, Quince, Rhododendron, Rose, Serviceberry, Smoke Tree, Spirea, 

Sweetshrub, Viburnum, Weigela, Pussy Willow, Witch hazel, and Yew. 
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Evergreen Trees: (Seldom need pruning.  Most evergreen trees are pruned during the 

winter months.)  None. 

Do Not Prune:  Arborvitae, Atlas Cedar, Deodar Cedar, Chamaecyparis, Fir, 

Hemlock, Holly, Juniper, Leyland Cypress. 

Deciduous Trees:  Elm, Goldenrain Tree, Hickory, Honeylocust, Linden, Poplar, 

Sophora, and Sourwood. 

Do Not Prune: (except to correct damage):  Buckeye, Flowering Cherry, 

Crabapple, Crape Myrtle, Dogwood, Fringe Tree, Hawthorn, Horsechestnut, Magnolia, 

Flowering (Peach, Pear or Plum), Redbud, or Serviceberry. 

------------------ 

 "Commercial products are named in this newsletter for informational purposes only and 

are not endorsed by the newsletter editor or staff.  Virginia Cooperative Extension does 

not endorse these products and does not intend discrimination against other products 

which also may be suitable."   

If you have any questions, you can call or visit your Virginia Cooperative Extension 

listed below:   

Virginia (area code 757): 
Chesapeake         382-6348    Eastern Shore:     414-0731       Hampton:             727-1401        

Isle of Wight:      365-6261    James City:         564-2170        Newport News:   591-4838        

Norfolk:              683-2816     Portsmouth:        393-5314        Suffolk:               923-2050        

Virginia Beach:   427-4769    York County:      890-4940 

North Carolina (area code 252): 
Currituck:           232-2262          Dare:                  473-4290        Pasquotank:    338-3954 

This newsletter is authored by Jim Lachowicz, a Chesapeake Master Gardener and edited 

by Lynnette J. Swanson, City of Norfolk Horticulture Agent, Virginia Cooperative 

Extension.   

“We hope you find this gardening newsletter helpful.” 

Happy Gardening !!! 


