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October Garden Checklist

By Kitty Angell, Master Gardener

October brings a promise of cooler temperatures signaling the gardener to plant a fall garden.  To tell the truth, fall gardening has already begun but it’s not too late to get in on the best gardening season in our area.  Fall is the perfect time to plant anything (except tropicals) because root development will occur all through the winter and your fall-planted trees, shrubs and perennials will have a jump start over anything planted next spring. 

Fall gardens can be very ornamental as well as culinary.  Lettuce with crinkled edges and deep red tones that lend color to a salad can be planted now. It can be seeded directly in the garden, or started in small pots for transplanting later. Although most seeds will germinate quickly in the warm summer soil, lettuce, peas and spinach will not germinate well if the soil temperature is above 85°F (75°F is ideal). 

Shading the soil with a board or shade cloth will keep the soil cooler, enhancing germination. To shade seeds with a board, place a brick or flower pot under each end to hold the board off the soil surface.  Shade cloth can be draped over flexible pipe anchored by reinforcing rods in the soil.  Later in the season, a frost blanket draped over these pipes will protect the winter garden from freezes. 

Sowing seeds in pots indoors is an satisfactory alternative. With either method, do not plant deeply because light is needed for germination of lettuce seed.  Scattering seed over the surface of loose friable soil and gently watering will ensure germination.  Keep the seed bed moist until germination occurs. 

To harvest lettuce, the whole head can be removed or just the outside leaves from several plants.  Wash and remove excess moisture from the leaves – a lettuce spinner is great for this chore.  Place a couple of paper towels in a plastic bag or those special produce bags.  Refrigerate a couple of days before eating because freshly harvested lettuce may have a bitter taste, but that bitterness will disappear upon refrigeration.

Other vegetable seeds to plant include beets, Swiss chard, Chinese cabbage, collards, mustard, English and snap peas, radish, spinach and turnip.  Transplants of broccoli, cabbage, cauliflower, kohlrabi, multiplier onions and garlic bulbs can go into the ground in October as well.  If damping off of seedlings has been a problem in the past, try watering the seed bed with a fish emulsion solution once a week.  Yes, it may stink a little, but scientists have found that fish emulsion inhibits the fungus that causes damping off.

Roses bloom beautifully in October.  Deadhead spent blooms to keep them blooming until frost.  There is still time to divide and reset perennial phlox, violets, irises, day lilies, and Shasta daisies.  These perennials will not bloom well if crowded.  Work some organic matter – compost is great – into the soil before replanting because sandy soils in our area are very low in organic matter.

Plant wildflower seeds this month for spectacular color in the spring. Fertilize the lawn the first week in October with a chemical or organic fertilizer, or top-dress with a quarter inch of compost.  Compost will help keep the soil from compacting in lawns.  Add some compost to the flower beds too and let the worms do the work of taking it down into the soil.

Compost is easy to make from leaves, grass clippings, manure and vegetable peelings in your own back yard. Placing organic matter curbside is throwing away valuable nutrients that could be used in your garden.  For more information on composting, contact the Texas AgriLife Extension at 361-790-0103 and a Master Gardener will help you. Or, you can try the internet using: http://aggie-horticulture.tamu.edu, and using the search button to find compost.  
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