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Roots and Timing are Key to Gardening Success
by Michelle Le Strange, UC Master Gardener Advisor
October is the time to plant. We repeat this phrase year after year and masterful gardeners are
aware of its significance, but why favor planting in fall over spring? Well, the answer lies in the roots.
With our Mediterranean climate (hot, dry summers and mild, wet winters) root development in fall and
winter is key to a plant’s success in spring and summer. Roots continue to grow as the summer season
turns to fall, whereas shoot development tapers off. When spring warmth arrives, shoot development is
ready to take off rapidly. If the root system is underdeveloped, then it cannot sustain a plant over our
long spring and summer seasons. The consequence is a smaller, more stressed plant; one that requires
repeated, shallow irrigations. Not exactly what we hoped for when we took it home from the nursery.
So what should I plant in fall? If you want a colorful, positively stunning flower show next spring, then
plant your annual and perennial flowers in the fall. Nurseries are stocked with favorites for the season
and adding color will keep you and your family cheery through our grey winter months. Even though many
of these plants are considered “high” water users, the annuals will have finished their life expectancy
by the time the summer heat arrives.
There are biennials. You’ve seen those wonderfully large flower beds with tall spires of blooms in the
back of country style flower beds? Most of those plants are biennials: hollyhocks, Canterbury bells,
foxgloves, etc. A biennial takes two years to complete its life cycle. The first year it only grows leaves
and the second year it will flower, set seed and complete its lifecycle. By planting biennials a few years
in a row you will ensure a continuous display of these flowers.
Many California natives (and Mediterranean plants) are best planted in the fall whether from seed or
transplants. They too need to become established in the cooler months. They are adapted to endure
the dry summer heat very well and provide wonderful diversity of color, texture, and interest.
Unfortunately they are usually killed by human kindness in the summer from overwatering. These plants
like dry summers once established and are naturally water conserving plants. I suggest planting in fall
and then carefully watering them the first summer. By the second summer use water on occasion
rather than regularly and too frequently.
Fall is also the time to set out cold hardy ground covers, shrubs, trees, and vines. When visiting the
tree nursery you can choose the tree with the fall color that appeals to you. Any kind of a plant that is
not frost tender (like citrus, hibiscus, palms) can get off to a fast start in the cool months ahead.

Don’t be afraid to move plants around! One of the first rules of gardening is to plant according to a
plan and choose plants that will fit the area at their maturity, so you don’t have to prune excessively.
But some plants inevitably end up in the wrong places, either because we goofed and they grew larger
than anticipated, or maybe they were planted too densely, or maybe all the roof water showers down on
them. In any event, fall is an ideal time to move plants around and transplant them to better areas.
They will be in a semi-dormant state and be able to put down roots in the moist soil of winter, so
transplant shock is minimized.
Just be sure to take time to dig out a good-size root ball. The larger the plant the larger the root ball
needed. Get someone to help you move it, if it is large, bulky, and heavy. Transfer it to a well prepared
planting hole (again that rule of thumb is, twice as wide as the root ball and just as deep).
For larger or well established trees and shrubs, follow these simple steps. Several weeks prior to
transplanting take the spade and mark where the root ball will be. Slice the roots on the perimeter
without under-digging the plant. Let the plant recover (start forming new roots) for a few weeks and
then move and transplant to the new location. Of course, trees that are too large require professional
help.
No matter what you plant, remember to water if rainfall is sporadic or very light. Around here, gusty
fall winds can dry out the soil. Then winter sets in. Air temperatures drop and our fog layer returns, so
watering times will be dependent upon the microclimate in your garden.

