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GET PLANTS NOW TO BE READY FOR FALL PLANTING

By Ginger Easton Smith, Extension Agent

Fall is a good time for planting because as we move into shorter days and cooler temperatures most plants will not be stimulated to bloom and will put their energy into growing roots.  By spring they will have a well established root system.  

Regardless of when or what you are planting, it is imperative to start with healthy and vigorous plants!  This is especially true for trees that will be growing for a long, long time.  Plants should look strong, have good color, have no signs of disease, and little to no insects present.  

Also very important, plants should not be too large for their pot.  On a young potted plant, the roots are likely to be as deep as the plant is tall.  Roots that reach the bottom of a pot will often start growing around the edge of it in a circle; when these plants are put in the ground the roots usually just continue on this circular path and never grow outward.  You may have dug up a plant that never grew well to find that the roots are still in the shape of a pot due to this.  

Another thing that often happens when a plant has outgrown its pot is J-root, which occurs when the tap root hits bottoms, then turns and starts growing upward or sideways.  Picture a J-shaped root in your mind and you can imagine that as the root grows and expands in diameter, it will eventually constrict itself.  This takes a few years to happen, so the tree might grow well for several years, and then slowly decline.

Look for plants at area nurseries, or at the Fall Plant Sale held by the Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardeners this Saturday, 9 a.m. to 1 p.m., at the Green Acres garden at the AgriLife Extension office on Mimosa St. in Rockport.    

Before planting anything it is a good idea to collect a soil sample and sent it to the Texas A&M lab to have it analyzed for pH and nutrient levels.  The sample should be representative of the area and should be a composite sample taken from 5 to 10 spots throughout the area; a total of one pint of soil is required.  If amendments are needed, it is far better to add and incorporate them before planting than to try to mix them in afterwards.


Dig a hole that is deep enough for the tap root; cutting or bending it should be avoided.  Check the depth of the hole by setting the plant, removed from its pot, into the hole.  The top of the soil around the plant should be level with the ground.  Do not put the plant deeper into the soil than it was at in the pot, or the bark at the base of the plant will eventually rot and the plant will die or, at best, be weak.  The entire stem should be above ground with the top root just barely covered.  

It is better to plant a little too shallow than too deep.  This is true for all trees and shrubs; only plants that don’t get woody trunks, such as tomatoes and many flowering annuals can be planted deeper than their original level.  In fact, this is often recommended for annuals and vegetables that may have become tall and leggy.  


Be sure the soil is pressed down around the plant, then layer on some mulch to hold in soil moisture and reduce weed growth.  Keep the mulch several inches away from the base of the plant, again to avoid rot.  

Water soon after planting with enough water to thoroughly wet the roots.  To figure out how much that is, water a plant of the same type (and pot size) still in the pot with a watering can filled with a known quantity of water.  Keep watering, slowly, until water flows out the holes in the bottom of the pot.  Determine how much water you used, and apply that much to the newly planted trees.  If you’re using a hose, time how many seconds it takes to water the potted plant and water the newly planted one for the same amount of time.

Establishing how often to water is a bit trickier.  Newly planted trees and shrubs need much more frequent watering than mature plantings, they should not dry out between watering, but should also not be kept soggy.  

Daily watering will likely be required at first.  After a couple weeks, switch to every other day.  Keep increasing the interval by a day every few weeks and see how the plants do.  If they wilt before the schedule watering day, then decrease the interval by one day.   The frequency will depend on your location, soil type, and other factors.  Remember that plants are generally more likely to have problems from over-water than under-watering.
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