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As fall approaches, it is time to take on 
the task of garden clean-up. Fall is also a 
great time to consider planting trees and 
shrubs, and many perennials thrive by being 
planted in the fall. The key factor in plant 
establishment is root growth, and the faster 
the roots grow into the back-fill area of a 
newly planted plant, the more successfully 
the plant will become established.  Roots 
never go completely dormant like the 
above-ground part of a plant, and soil 
temperature and moisture are some of the 
primary factors influencing healthy root 
growth. In the fall, the soil temperatures 
stay warm and there is usually ample soil 
moisture with fall rains. Thus the plant has 
a great head start on root growth before 
hitting the stressful summer drought and 
heat the following year, versus planting in 
the spring in which the roots have only a 
short period of time to establish before 
the summer heat and drought. It is also 
important that a newly establishing plant 
have time to put adequate energy into 
root growth. If planted in the spring, the 
plant is putting energy into foliage and 
flowers, and less energy is going into root 
development. However, if planted in the 
fall, the foliage is already developed, and 
the plant can concentrate its energy into 
root development without competing for 
leaf and flower development as well.

Another important fall task is preparing 
to move non-winter hardy plants indoors.  

For many of us, indoor space is very limited 
and the decision must be make on which 
plants to over-winter and which to discard.  
And many of us have started to use tropical 
plants in our patio containers, and these 
plants need bright light to thrive through 
the winter indoors. In some cases, especially 
if space and light is limited indoors, it 
may be best to discard your annuals and 
purchase new plants the next year.

Cannas are fairly easy to over-winter.  
After the first frost, dig them and cut back 
the tops. Do not divide the rhizomes at this 
point as the fresh cutting may rot through 
the winter. Then store the rhizomes in peat, 
vermiculite or sand in a cool, dry location 
with temperatures around 40 degrees F. In 
spring, cut the rhizomes into pieces with 
several growing points each and start them 
as you would new rhizomes.  

Tuberous begonias and caladium are 
also easy to store over the winter. If the 
tuberous begonias were grown in containers, 
these plants can be brought in for winter 
enjoyment and treated as a houseplant.  
If the planted into the ground, dig up the 
tubers carefully after the first light frost 
and remove the top growth. Leave the soil 
and roots around the bulb intact and place 
the bulbs in a cool, dry area for 2-3 weeks.  
Then, remove the soil and remaining roots 
that should be shriveled by this time and 
pack the bulbs in peat, sand or vermiculite 
to prevent excess moisture loss. As with 

cannas, store in a cool 50-55 degrees and 
be sure the bulb aren’t subjected to freezing 
temperatures.

Whatever plants you bring indoors, it 
is important that you take precautions so 
you don’t move insects into your house and 
contaminate other houseplants. Carefully 
inspect the plants for insects that will 
proliferate in the warm, dry conditions 
indoors. If insects are found, it is a good 
idea to spray the leaves thoroughly with an 
insecticidal soap or spray with a pesticide 
approved for use indoors. As you move 
the plants indoors, isolate them from any 
other indoor houseplants for approximately 
two weeks to ensure you don’t contaminate 
other houseplants.

Other important tasks to remember 
are to gather up fallen fruit, leaves, or 
other debris that has fallen and discard.  
Discarding fallen fruit and twigs aids in 
reducing disease and insect spread that 
may be harboring in that material. Fall is 
a great time to re-seed turf, especially bare 
patches. And don’t forget to disconnect the 
garden hose to prevent freezing.
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Preparing the Garden for Winter

The Fall Armyworm, Spodoptera 
frugiperda (Smith), is a late season pest in 
Missouri, especially in southern parts of the 
state. It does not overwinter in Missouri, 
but arrives here in late June / early July from 
the Gulf Coast area where it overwinters. 
Fall Armyworm can be an occasional, but 
sometimes sever pest on turfgrass. 

Fall Armyworm adults are medium 
sized, dull-colored moths with a wingspan 
of about 1 1/2 inches. They resemble 
cutworm moths, a close relative. The 
front wings of male moths are dark gray, 
mottled with lighter and darker splotches, 
with a noticeable whitish blotch near the 
extreme tip (see Figure 1.). The forewings 
of females are more uniform gray, with 
less distinct markings. The hind wings of 

both sexes are grayish white. Adult moths 
are mainly active at night. The larvae of  
newly hatched Fall Armyworm are about 
1/16 inch long and light grayish green in 
color, with older larvae ranging from light 
tan, to olive green, to nearly black.  The full 
grown larvae measure about 1 1/2 inches 
long and have longitudinal stripes running 
along their sides. Although Fall Armyworm 
larvae resemble True Armyworms, they can 
be distinguished by the more prominent, 
light-colored, inverted Y-shaped marking 
on the front of the head as well as  the 
presence of four distinct, black tubercles (a 
little projecting knob) on the back of each 
abdominal segment (Figure 2.). In addition, 
Fall Armyworms have well-defined teeth on 
their mandibles, unlike True Armyworms. 

The pupae of both Fall and True Armyworm 
are very similar in appearance. 

Several generations of Fall Armyworms 
can occur each year, but generally only 
two occur in Missouri. Female moths are 
capable of laying 50 to several hundred 
eggs in masses covered with the grayish 
moth scales. Larvae hatch in 3 to 5 days 
and a new generation can take anywhere 
from 24 to 35 days to mature. 

On turfgrass, Fall Armyworm is a 
sporadic, but occasionally severe pest. 
Damage is very similar to that of the True 
Armyworm. Newly hatched larvae feed 
gregariously at first, scraping the underside 
of leaf blades and leaving the clear, upper 
epidermal layer, or chewing the leaf margins 
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