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Do April showers really bring May flowers?  Around here, by May the spring flowers are in full swing, and we’re getting ready for the onslaught of summer heat.  Here’s a list of May garden tasks from the Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardeners.

Mulch, Mulch, Mulch! - Check the mulch level around your plants.  Be sure it’s 3-4 inches deep.  This will deter weeds, protect plants from summer heat, and help hold moisture.  Shredded bark, wood chips, hay, and other organic materials are good choices.  Keep mulch several inches away from the trunk or stem.

Fertilize - Fertilize your lawn, flower beds, trees, and shrubs.  Palms need help with nutrients in the spring--use a 2:1:3 or 3:1:3 slow-release fertilizer that includes micronutrients.  Fertilizing at the wrong time or too much can result in an influx of fertilizer in bays and other bodies of water.  For your lawn, wait until you have mowed twice, so it will be growing sufficiently to take up the fertilizer instead of leaving it to leach into the water table or become runoff.


Water - Start watering your landscape.  Early morning is best, since evening water can promote fungus.  Now is a good time to install a drip irrigation system for shrubs, flowering plants, and vegetables.  Or get a flat sprinkler hose and lay it so the holes are facing down.  Drip irrigation saves water by reducing evaporation and runoff and by targeting delivery to the roots.


Watch for Pests - Spider mites, aphids, scale, powdery mildew, whiteflies, and beetles start to show up this time of year.  Check for aphids on new, tender growth.  Many insects can be washed off plants with a strong spray of water or a soapy water spray.  You can use lightweight horticultural oil to fight scale, or neem oil for both insects and fungus.

Lawn - May is not too late to top dress with ¼ to ½ inch of compost.  Start watering your lawn, but not too frequently.  Wait until your footsteps leave prints in the grass.  You can apply a pre-emergent herbicide to control sandburs before they germinate from last year’s seed. Pre-emergent herbicide need to be watered-in with ½” of water.  Treat existing sandbur, nutsedge, and dollarweed with a post-emergent herbicide like imazaquin.  Use only as directed and carefully follow the label instructions.  Mow frequently to control weeds, but not too short.  Longer grass blades promote deep root growth and help the ground retain moisture.  Scalping can weaken the turf’s root system.

Trees & Shrubs - It’s okay to prune shrubs in May.  Watch for signs of chlorosis--yellowed new growth.  Treat with a fertilizer that has chelated iron.  Your oaks will love some TLC in the form of vertical mulching.  This is done by drilling 15-inch holes in the ground and filling with peat moss and slow-release fertilizer.  It’s a great way to help stressed trees recover.  Trees and shrubs planted during the past year will benefit from an application of turf-type fertilizer.  DO NOT use  “weed-and-feed” products under oak trees.

Citrus - Fertilize your citrus trees with compost or a slow-release nitrogen fertilizer.  Start watering citrus in May so the trees won’t self-thin too much fruit.  If they don’t get adequate water, the trees will drop more fruit than usual in anticipation of major leaf and fruit growth.  Water them on low with a hose over several hours to encourage deep root growth.  While the fruit is developing, do this once every week or two, depending on how hot, dry, or windy it is.

Vegetables - Add mulch to your vegetable beds or between rows.  Compost your old cool-weather vegetable plants, and replace them with warm-weather varieties.  Pull and store onions as the tops fall over.  It’s time to plant okra, southern peas, sweet potatoes, eggplant, pumpkin, cantaloupe, and watermelon.  If you want summer squash or peppers, get them in, pronto.  Fertilize vegetables that are growing now, but not peas and beans.

Tomatoes - Side-dress plants with slow-release fertilizer and apply a foliar-feeding spray weekly.  Watch for stink bugs and leaf-footed bugs.  You can pick tomatoes when the first bit of pink shows, to protect from hungry birds.  They will ripen at room temperature indoors, no sun required.

Annuals & Perennials - Plant your summer-bloomers like periwinkle, summer snapdragon, cosmos, marigold, and sunflower.  If transplants are blooming when you plant them, snip off the flowers to encourage root development.  Plant caladium bulbs and impatiens in shady areas.  Zinnias, petunias, celosias, and salvias are good in sunny locations.  Portulaca and purslane enjoy hot sun and don’t need much water.  They can be used as edging plants, ground cover, and in hanging baskets.  Deadhead all your blossoming plants to maintain flower production.

Roses - Fertilize and start watering.  Deadhead after the first spring flush of blossoms, for continued blooming.  Watch for black spot--remove and destroy diseased leaves to prevent re-infection.  Prune climbing roses when they finish their spring bloom.

Thanks to Master Gardeners L’Ella Andrews, Kitty Angell, Laura Clark, Todd Cutting, Jeanna Godfrey, Darlene Gooris, and Jennifer Thomas for contributing to this list.  
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