From Under the Compost Pile – Gardening Notes from the Urban Farmer

Autumn in the Garden

As the long, lazy days of summer give way to the crisper, colourful transformative days of fall, there are a few key items to attend to in our yard and gardens – apart from enjoying the harvest, that is!

Splitting perennials – Now is the time to consider dividing some of the mature perennials that have perhaps become somewhat overgrown. As a general rule, it is best to divide perennials just after they have finished flowering. Those that flower in spring can be  divided in late spring or early summer, while those that flower in late summer or early fall can be divided in the fall. Dividing is usually as simple as slicing down the middle of the plant deep into the soil with a shovel, ensuring that each new plant has plenty of root. Diving perennials is a great way to reinvigorate a weakening plant and to pass on some of your favorite horticultural treasure to friends and neighbours. Plants should be replanted as soon as possible after dividing.

Working the soil – Most gardeners traditionally chose the fall to turn their soil under, particularly beds growing annual flowers or vegetables. There are pros and cons to this practise. Fall tilling is a good idea if your soil is of the heavily compacted clay variety as the freezing and thawing action over the winter helps to break up the big clods. Fall tilling can also help to reduce slug populations as it exposes the slug eggs to freezing temperatures. If you chose to work the soil in the fall, however, do not turn it again in spring as excessive tillage can reduce organic matter in the soil and break down the soil structure. Many gardeners find it simpler to till just before spring planting, adding in compost or manure at the same time.

Mulching – Gathering fall leaves and mulching around trees, shrubs, and perennials is a great way to give them protection from the ravages of winter weather and to ensure that the soil around them stays moist. Allowing plants to die back in place rather than removing them all from the garden creates a natural mulching effect. Leaving some of the taller perennials in place over the winter also provides some colour and texture to the landscape and the seed heads of flowers and grasses provide critical nourishment for the birds who will liven up your yard with their presence throughout the winter months.

Watering in trees and shrubs – Winter damage to trees and shrubs is usually caused more by desiccation or drying out, than it is by the colder temperatures. Be sure to give all of the trees and shrubs on your property and the trees on your local boulevard a thorough soaking in later September or early October. This is particularly critical whn later summer and early fall weather has been dry.

Seeding for an early harvest – Early fall is a great time to seed many vegetable crops and most native flower species. Carrots, beets, onions, garlic and all of the salad greens can be seeded in the fall to produce a very early and much appreciated spring harvest. Scattering wild flower seed in the fall will highly increase the rate of germination as most native seeds require a period of freezing to break their dormancy. Fall is also an excellent time to top seed a lawn that may have bare patches or has grown thin. Rough up the area with a rake, broadcast the grass seed right into the existing lawn and cover with a light dusting of compost or soil. Once the snow melts in spring, the new seed will quickly germinate.

Turning the compost – Believe it or not, most compost piles will continue to function biologically well into the winter, albeit at a slower rate. I find it very useful to consolidate my fall yard waste materials with the accumulated household organic wastes into a larger pile in the fall. Turn the pile thoroughly, wet it down, and the pile will develop a lot of heat through the action of soil micro-organisms. At this time, I usually start a second (or third!) new pile that will accommodate our food scraps throughout the winter.

While working out in the yard this fall, don’t forget to stop and admire the incredible transformation going on all around you as the earth prepares again to sleep.

Enjoy!

Ron Berezan

The Urban Farmer

