
Kansas State University Cooperative Extension Office 
206 N. Griffith, Suite A 
El Dorado, Kansas 67042 
 

THE GRAPEVINE                                                         

September 19th, 2019 
Larry Crouse                            
Extension Horticulture Agent 
 

PLANTING TREES IN THE FALL 

     The fall season can be an excellent time to plant trees. During the spring, soils are cold and may be so 
wet that low oxygen levels inhibit root growth. The warm and moist soils normally associated with fall 
encourage root growth. Fall root growth means the tree becomes established months before a spring-
planted tree and is better able to withstand summer stresses. The best time to plant trees in the fall is 
early September to late October.  This is early enough that roots can become established before the 
ground freezes.  Unfortunately, certain trees do not produce significant root growth during the fall and are 
better planted in the spring. These include beech, birch, redbud, magnolia, tulip poplar, willow oak, red 
oak, black oak, willows, and dogwood. 
     Fall-planted trees require some special care. Remember, that roots are actively growing even though 
the top is dormant. Make sure the soil stays moist but not soggy. This may require watering not only in the 
fall but also during the winter months if we experience warm spells that dry the soil. Mulch also is helpful 
because it minimizes moisture loss and slows the cooling of the soil so root growth continues as long as 
possible.  

Time to Plant Spring-flowering Bulbs 

     Late September through October is an excellent time to plant spring-flowering bulbs such as crocus, 
tulips, and daffodils. These plants need to develop roots in the fall and must meet a chilling requirement 
over the winter in order to bloom in the spring. Choose a planting site that has full sun to partial shade. 
The ideal soil would be a sandy loam, but even poor soils can be used if organic material such as peat 
moss, compost, or aged bark is mixed in. For example, a heavy clay can be amended by mixing in one-
third to one-half organic material. Soil pH should be between 6.0 and 7.0. Bulbs need good aeration as 
well as good drainage for proper development. It is best if the bulbs are given 12 inches of prepared soil. If 
one-third organic material were added, this would require mixing 4 inches of organic material with 8 inches 
of soil. Incorporate about 3 pounds of a complete fertilizer such as a 5-10-5 per 100 square feet during 
preparation or fertilize according to soil test. Planting depths vary depending on the size of the bulbs. For 
example, tulips and hyacinths are set about 6 inches deep, and daffodils are put 6 to 8 inches deep. 
Smaller bulbs are planted shallower. As a rule of thumb, bulbs are planted two to three times as deep as 
their width. Planting depth is the distance from the bottom of the bulb to the top of the soil. Large bulbs are 
normally spaced 4 to 6 inches apart, and small bulbs about 1 to 2 inches. Planting in clumps or irregular 
masses produces a better display than planting singly. After placing the bulbs at the proper depth, replace 
half the soil and add water. This will settle the soil around the bulbs and provide good bulb/soil contact. 
Add the remaining soil and water again. Although there will be no top growth in the fall, the roots are 
developing, so soil needs to be kept moist but not soggy. Mulch can be added after the soil has frozen to 
prevent small bulbs from being heaved out of the soil by alternate freezing and thawing.  

Fall Webworm 



     Fall webworm feeds on almost all fruit, shade, and ornamental trees except conifers. This insect is 
present more often on trees that are not surrounded by other trees. The larvae begin by constructing small 
webs near the ends of branches. The insect will gradually increase the size of the web as the need for 
food increases. Mature caterpillars are yellowish with black and brown markings, and have many tufts of 
long hair. As larvae mature, they crawl down the tree and spend the winter as pupa in the leaf litter under 
the tree. High populations of fall webworm can completely defoliate host plants but do not cause 
significant harm this late in the season.  We normally consider fall webworm damage to be purely 
aesthetic, and control is not needed to protect the health of the tree. 
Control Next Year - There are methods to control this insect earlier in the season. Pruning and destroying 
the infested portions of branches is a common control practice while webs are still small. Also, a stick or 
pole with a nail inserted crosswise can be used to snag individual webs. Twisting the pole after insertion 
will cause the web to wrap around the pole where it can be removed and destroyed. Instead of a nail 
inserted crosswise, some people use a toilet brush attached to the end of a pole. Insecticides can also be 
used for control but a high-pressure sprayer is needed to penetrate the webs and you need to use a pin 
point spray to get inside those webs. Numerous products can be used for control including spinosad 
(Conserve; Natural Guard Spinosad; Captain Jack's Dead Bug Brew; Monterey Garden Insect Spray), 
cyfluthrin (Tempo, BioAdvanced Vegetable & Garden Insect Spray) and permethrin which is found in the 
following products. 
     38 Plus Turf, Termite & Ornamental Insect Spray - Hi-Yield 
     Eight Vegetable, Fruit & Flower Conc. - Bonide 
     Lawn, Garden, Pet, & Livestock Insect Spray - Hi-Yield 
Again, control is not necessary to protect the health of the tree this late in the season.   

Adding Organic Materials Directly to the Garden 

     If the summer weather has brought an early end to your garden, consider adding organic materials 
directly to the soil rather than composting. Materials such as residue from lawn renovation, rotted hay, or 
rotted silage can be added and then tilled in. Leaves fallen from trees can be added as they become 
available.  Most grass clippings can also be tilled in but avoid grass clipping from lawns that have been 
sprayed with a crabgrass killer.  This product can carry over and harm the garden the following year. 
Crabgrass preventers are fine but crabgrass killers are not. 
     Organic materials can be spread to a depth of about 3 inches and tilled or dug in. Coarser materials 
such as tree leaves or garden residue should be shredded before tilling. A lawn mower with a bagging 
attachment can be used to shred this material and collect it in one operation.  During warm weather, the 
material will decompose quickly and the process can be repeated every two weeks. Later in the fall, it may 
take longer. This process can be repeated from now until late November to early December. Remember 
that organic matter helps almost any soil. It improves clay soil by improving tilth, aeration and how quickly 
the soil takes up water. In sandy soils, it acts as a sponge by holding water and nutrients.  
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