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LAWN GEEK

INTRODUCTION

The way I see it, when it comes to lawns, there are three basic types of people.
You’ve got your lawn snobs, folks who appreciate a magnificent, lush, well-kept lawn, but from arm’s length. They’re not going to get down and dirty with their turf. Instead, they’ll gladly pay others to do it for them. You’ve got your lawn slobs, the people who couldn’t care less about what their lawns look like, and it shows. And you’ve got your lawn geeks, the ones who care maybe a little too much about the green stuff and have the calluses on their palms and the permanent black stuff etched under their fingernails to prove it.
I am decidedly a member of the third group. And I’m proud of it. Although I sometimes bristle at being classified as a geek, I’ve become convinced that being a lawn geek is not necessarily a bad thing. In fact, it’s far from it. Like computer geeks who understand things like kilobytes and seek rates and whatnot, and can use these terms in coherent sentences, we understand things like evapotranspiration rates and fertilizer ratios. And we can use them in sentences, too. It’s nice to know a geek or two when certain problems erupt. When it comes to lawns, lawn geeks are the go-to guys.
Being a lawn geek gives you license to spend time with the object of your affection and not make any excuses for it. You can stuff your snout deep into a choice divot of turf, inhale the warm, organic mustiness of good soil, and not be branded a weirdo. You can be an amateur geek or actually get paid for doing things like spending long hours staring at grass or getting down on your hands and knees for a bug’s-eye view of the world. You can be a groundskeeper at a golf course or oversee the turf in athletic fields. Or you can take the career path I did and sign on at a major university that has a turf sciences program and bear responsibility for turning out the next generation of lawn geeks as well as conduct research for current and future lawn geek generations to use.
I’ve made a good living doing what I love, which is working with the green stuff that grows under our feet. While my real obsession is playing fields, I often get called on to transfer my knowledge of them into smaller areas, such as lawns. I provide information on a large scale as a consultant for Briggs & Stratton, the lawn mower people. As the “Yard Doctor,” I do radio shows, make television appearances, and answer questions online at my Web site (www.yarddoctor.com). But I also make house calls. A lot of house calls. When it comes to helping people with their lawns, I just can’t get enough.
In the professional world of turf management, people like me spend a lot of time researching things like water application, mowing, and weed-control strategies for commercial turf. It makes sense for us to do so, being that folks depend on the results of our efforts to guide theirs. But our efforts sometimes…well, maybe more than sometimes…range beyond the call of duty. Some might call it an obsession. I’m not sure I’d go that far, but I do know that just about everyone I’ve ever met who deals with turfgrass, professionally or not, does so out of an abiding love for the green stuff. As such, there’s a deep connection between us and everyone else who is passionate about having a great-looking lawn. Kind of a brotherhood of the green. Or, for that matter, a sisterhood. Geekiness knows no gender.
This thing, this great-looking lawn, it’s like a Holy Grail to lawn geeks. But here’s the thing: Like the Holy Grail, or, for that matter, any grand pursuit, great-looking lawns don’t just happen. Look at any broad, verdant, weed-free stretch of green, and I’ll bet you dollars to doughnuts there’s at least one guy (or gal) responsible for putting in lots of hours to get it there.


To me, lawn care is a lot like taking care of your teeth. Fertilizing and irrigation are like brushing and flossing. Do it regularly and the chances of having a great lawn, and a great smile, are substantially improved. Do it when you happen to think about it or have a spare moment, and you’ll end up with crummy-looking grass and root canals.
A little preventive maintenance goes a long way, too. Just like you should visit your dentist regularly for checkups and cleanings, you should inspect your lawn regularly (or have someone do it) to look for things like weeds, insects, and diseases.
Nothing good comes from neglecting your teeth. Nothing good comes from neglecting your lawn, either.



The lots of hours part might be a deterrent, especially at first and especially if you’re still figuring out if you really want to be a lawn geek or not. But I’m not going to blow smoke at you. A great-looking lawn does take work. You have to mow. You have to water. You have to fertilize. These are the big three practices—cultural practices, in turfgrass parlance—and there are others, too. But here’s the good thing: Do them right and often enough, and eventually the amount of time you have to spend on them lessens, if that’s what you’re after. Lawns can be as high-maintenance or low-maintenance as you want them. They can fit your lifestyle. You don’t have to alter yours to fit theirs. This, to me, is the ultimate goal when taking care of any lawn. You calling the shots, instead of feeling like a slave to what can be an extremely demanding entity.
So, why this book? There are a bunch of different reasons, but they all boil down to one basic truth: I’m passionate about grass and I love sharing what I know about it with others. That passion developed pretty early on, as a teenager, in fact. I started playing golf. Soon, life without golf was unimaginable. Like most serious golfers, I wanted to learn more about the stuff I was playing on. Lucky me, I got the chance to do that and spend a lot of time with the object of my affection while working as a golf course groundskeeper in my hometown, Fort Smith, Arkansas.
Some sort of grass studies would have made the most sense for me when it came time for college, but like most kids at that stage of life I had to make at least one wrong turn before I figured that out. I started as an engineering major, but—I can’t resist the pun here—grass kept on cropping up in the back of my mind. Pretty soon, with my family’s blessing, the inevitable won out and I switched to agronomy, the science of soil management, land cultivation, and crop production. And I never looked back.
To some people grass is a nuisance; it’s in their yard and they have to take care of it. Then there are people like me to whom grass is the first thing they think about every day when they get up. I’ve spent the majority of my life figuring out what’s right and wrong about turf and various types of grass. As a turf specialist, I’ve worked on projects ranging from high school soccer fields to the world’s largest enclosed golf course. I’ve advised turf lovers around the world, from heads of state to groundskeepers to home owners. I’ve helped folks across the United States achieve the lawns of their dreams. I was a grass consultant to the Athens Olympic Games, and I’m helping the folks in Beijing get their playing fields in shape for the next Summer Olympics.
My turf expertise has even gotten me involved in a murder investigation (I was asked to determine how long a stop sign had been lying in the grass at an accident site) and a lawsuit over First Amendment rights stemming from the 2004 Republication National Convention in New York City. A group of people were told they couldn’t hold a rally in Central Park. The stated reason? They would ruin the grass. My job was to try to determine how many people could assemble in Central Park and not ruin the grass. The answer? It all boils down to the things I’m going to show you in the chapters ahead, things like how the grass is mowed, how it’s watered, and how it’s fertilized.
For my efforts, I’ve earned the nicknames “Sultan of Sod” and “God of Grass.” They’re pretty lofty titles, in my book, and I’m proud of them. But, when all is said and done, I’m still a lawn geek. Nothing makes me happier than the sight of a healthy, well-groomed patch of residential green.
In my experience, lots of people make the care of their residential green spaces more difficult than it needs to be, and that frustrates me. They give various reasons for this; I often hear explanations like “my father always did it this way, so I do,” or “the guy at the home store recommended I do thus and so.” Neither are necessarily bad things, but your father’s way of taking care of his lawn might be outmoded or simply wrong. So too might be the home store guy’s advice.
The better approach, it seems to me, is to learn and understand the fundamentals of lawn care as they are today. The basics don’t change all that much; how grass grows hasn’t changed and isn’t going to change, that’s a simple fact of nature. But, thanks to research, we know a lot more about what we can do to make it grow better and what we can do to keep our lawns healthier and happier in general. When you combine the basics with best practices gleaned from the front lines—from experts like me, who spend their lives focused on such things—the Holy Grail, the great-looking lawn, can happen. If you’re battling a bad-looking lawn, you’ll be able to look beyond what it is now, know how your efforts are going to pay off, and see the future. A green, lush, glorious future.


Just about everyone uses the terms “turf” and “grass” interchangeably when talking about lawns. I do, too, but they aren’t exactly one and the same in the turfgrass industry. Technically speaking, and I’m quoting from a glossary of turfgrass terms published by the American Society of Agronomy here, turf is “a covering of mowed vegetation…growing intimately with an upper soil stratum of intermingled roots and stems.” In other words, it’s what you get when you grow lots of grass plants in a defined area—your yard, an athletic field, a playground, what have you. Grass is “any plant of the family Poaceae,” which might seem like Greek to you now, but Poaceae is actually Latin and you’ll learn lots more about this part of the plant kingdom in the pages ahead. And, of course, there’s turfgrass, which is “a species or cultivar of grass, usually of spreading habit, which is maintained as a mowed turf.” That said, what you call your own green space is entirely up to you; it can be lawn, grass, turf, turfgrass, whatever works for you.



Throughout this book, I’ll give you the real deal, the facts on what growing and maintaining a great lawn is all about, gleaned from many hours of doing what I do and know best. We’ll start with what grass is, and what you can and should do to make it be the best it can be. We’ll talk about what you can do to keep good grass from going bad and what you can do if, because or in spite of you, it does anyway. This book will help you if you have to establish a lawn from scratch or if you just inherited the lawn from the dark side. Even if you’ve been at it for a while, I’m confident that you’ll find a few tips that will help you do things better or—and this is my favorite—easier.
My overall goal is to give you the best advice I can about modern turfgrass management, directly from the front lines, and make it make sense to you. As such, I’ll break down the science and put things as simply as I can. I’ll also minimize the use of technical terms, but you will see them when and where they make sense. Being a lawn geek requires knowing some of them, anyway. The key here, though, is not just being able to throw out terms to awe and impress. The key is to know at least a little bit about the science behind them, to have an understanding of what they really mean.
I’ll also stay away from referring to plants by their scientific names, for one simple reason: Unless you’re at the high end of lawn geekiness and the people you hang out with say things like Festuca rubra or Bouteloua gracilis and you feel you need to be on par with them, there’s little to no need to know them. Instead, I’ll use their common names—red fescue, blue grama, and so on.


Each grass has a two-part scientific name. The first part of the name identifies the genus—its official classification or category—and is always capitalized. The second part identifies the species and typically refers to a distinctive feature of the plant, such as its growing form, the area in which it was discovered, sometimes even the person who discovered it, and is never capitalized. As an example, Kentucky bluegrass’s scientific name is Poa pratensis. Poa is the genus name; pratensis means, roughly, growing or found in meadows. The scientific name for the most common form of zoysiagrass is Zoysia japonica, in honor of where it was first found.



I’m assuming that you picked up this book because you’re either(a) an avowed lawn geek, (b) a closeted lawn geek, or (c) an aspiring lawn geek. Regardless of your specific geek status, there’s one thing that unites you with all other lawn geeks: You’re a hands-on person. For whatever reason, you take pride in rolling up your sleeves and caring for your lawn. There’s something about it, some little piece of DNA programming, that keeps you connected to your agrarian past. You might grumble about it, you might do more than grumble when you have to haul out your mower, your rotary spreader, your hose-and-sprinkler combo, but you yield to that siren call, that small voice in the back of your brain that cues you when it’s time to commune with your green stuff.
The connection between you and your turf is one of the healthiest and most rewarding things going, for both you and your lawn. You are working with a living, growing entity, which readily shows the result of your efforts, and you can take pride in the very visible proof of your work and dedication. Lawn care can provide a good aerobic workout, if you’re after that. The time you spend with your turf can even be meditative if you want it to be. As your relationship with your lawn develops, your lawn care knowledge will deepen along with it. Even more important, so will your understanding of your lawn’s likes and dislikes. You’ll be able to spot small problems before they become big ones. You’ll know which areas are prone to snow mold, and you’ll know what to do to keep it at bay. You’ll be able to tell when it really needs water instead of just flipping the switch on your irrigation system out of habit. You’ll know if it needs fertilizing, and what kind and how much.
“Lawn” can mean different things to different people, but for the purposes of this book it means turfgrass, which is defined as grasses that are designed for mowing. This isn’t to say there aren’t different kinds of lawns, nor is it to cast aspersions on the others in any way. But my professional focus has been on turf since the beginning. Not on ground covers, not on meadows, not on xeriscaping. Turf. The green stuff. It’s my passion, and I’m assuming it’s yours as well.
By the time you’re done reading, you should have a newfound regard and respect for your geekiness, if you don’t already have it. At the very least, you should know a heck of a lot more about taking care of your own patch of green. Your lawn. Your turf.


PART ONE
Lawn Basics



CHAPTER 1
Beginning at Grass Roots
What a lawn is and isn’t, from the soil on up. How lawns differ depending on where you live. The history of lawns in America, and why we’re so passionate about our green spaces.


Early in my career, this girl I was dating (now my wife) asked me a serious question. “What’s so hard about grass?” she queried. “You mow it, you water it, you fertilize it.”
I wanted to argue, but she was right. Lawn care isn’t rocket science. It might seem like it at times, and parts of it, like figuring out why one tiny patch of your lawn turns brown year after year no matter what you do, can be a little challenging at times. But when it comes to the basics of taking care of turf—mowing, watering, and fertilizing—there’s nothing all that difficult about any of it. What’s more, there never was. We’ve refined turf care over the years, and certain aspects of it have benefited by scientific discoveries and developments, but its effects are the same now as they were centuries ago.
The centuries ago part is a little intriguing. I’ve often wondered how ancient people figured out that certain plants had a higher purpose. Like, what stroke of brilliance led to the first boiled artichoke? Popcorn I can understand—get any kind of dried kernels too close to heat and they’ll explode. But artichokes? Have you ever seen these things in the wild? They look like giant thistles, which, actually, is exactly what they are. How anyone ever thought they could be edible is beyond me.
And grass. Of all the green things that grow underfoot, what led the ancients to focus on this particular plant as the basis for creating outdoor play spaces and living areas? Sure, animals liked it—well, they ate it anyway—but there’s a big cognitive jump from forage food to living carpet. Or is there?
FROM PASTURES TO GARDEN CARPETS TO LAWNS
We’ll never know exactly how that cognitive leap happened, of course, but one likely scenario goes something like this: People lived more closely with their animals back then, and they spent a lot of time observing them. Over time, they noticed that certain grazed plants grew a little differently than those in ungrazed fields. Specifically, they grew more vigorously—they were fuller, lusher, and they contained fewer undesirable plants (read weeds). Other factors, like water and sunlight, being the same, the answer had to be in how the plants responded to grazing.
Such reasoning was right on the money, by the way. I’ll go into more detail on this later, but of the more than ten thousand grass species, only a handful of them, about fifty or so, have the physical characteristics not only to stand up to grazing—or the human equivalent, mowing—but to actually benefit from it.


Another piece of knowledge that’s lost to the ages is where the word “lawn” came from. Some sources tie it to the Middle English launde, used to describe a field of wildflowers. Others believe it is derived from the French city Laon, which was once famous for its “laonnes.”



Still, when it came to creating the green spaces in ancient landscape designs, grass wasn’t the plant of choice. The Persians, for example, chose low-growing flowering plants, not grasses, for the “garden carpets” in their legendary gardens, which historians date to sometime around the sixth century BC. It wasn’t until quite a bit later, around the thirteenth century or so, that grass became part of the equation. Exactly how it did is another thing we’ll never know for sure. What we do know is that “lawn gardens” composed of grasses and short-stemmed flowers were part of the medieval gardens grown throughout Europe, and especially in monasteries, where monks drew inspiration and found peace in their tranquil green spaces.
European gardens in general were private and walled, in keeping with their cloistered heritage. The medieval world was often violent; enclosing garden spaces not only provided peace and tranquillity, but also gave much-needed protection. Turfed seats—seats or benches covered in grass, built against walls, trees, or fountains—were common features of these gardens.


Europe wasn’t the only area where grass was grown to carpet outdoor spaces. In Japan, zoysiagrass played a key role in gardens built for tea ceremonies and was cultivated as sod for this purpose as early as the mid–twelfth century, if not before.



Grasses were also part of the acreage surrounding castles and manor houses, but just part. Their star turn here was still in the future. For the time being, they shared the bill with herbs and wildflowers in “flowery meads.” Grazing animals—sheep and goats—kept these expanses to a height that lords and ladies could navigate, and kept the plants from reverting back to wild meadows.
The French drew the line between lawns and meadows as early as the sixteenth century. To them, meadows were agricultural in nature, rural areas where animals were raised and fed. Lawns were the opposite—established and tended as part of residential properties. While grazing might control the length of the grasses that comprised them, animal husbandry wasn’t their primary purpose.
ESTABLISHING ROOTS IN THE NEW WORLD
Finding comfort in the familiar is part and parcel of human nature, so it only makes sense that the fondness for lawns jumped the pond from Old World to New with the people who did the jumping. The grasses they encountered in the New World, however, were far from the lush green plants back home. But that quickly changed. The indigenous strains, for the most part, couldn’t keep pace with the demands of the animals that grazed them. As native species died out, the settlers replaced them with species imported from their homelands. Some seeds made the trip in a more organic, natural way. I’m thinking you can draw your own conclusions here, but if not, consider this equation: animals + food = manure.
Like the land around manors and castles, the areas around the new settlements resembled grassy meadows more than manicured green spaces. Lawns, the stands of single-species grasses as they had come to be developed in Europe, weren’t common. Only the wealthy could afford both the seeding and the upkeep.
Over time, however, lawns became an indelible part of the American landscape, just as they were in Europe. Lawn mowers, which came along in the nineteenth century, removed a key barrier of entry to garden carpets. No longer did you have to own goats or sheep or know how to wield a scythe. Now all you had to do was push a machine fitted with cutting blades.
The housing boom and the growth of affordable housing developments after World War II launched lawns into the stratosphere. Almost every new home came with a square of turf in front and a square of turf in back. Lawns, and especially the front lawn, became a measure of who and what you were. Not only were more Americans home owners, they had more leisure time than ever before. Interest in recreational sports—golf, in particular—also boomed. As it became the common man’s game, people wanted to transfer what they liked on the golf course to their home turf.
The demand for grasses that would trump the neighbors’ patches of green and make home owners feel like they were living on golf courses led to the first cultivated grass varieties. With the new varieties also came new, improved equipment to take care of them.
Today, you’re in the minority if you don’t have a lawn. According to the Turf Resource Center, in 2002 (the most recent figures available), nearly 80 percent of all U.S. households had private lawns. There was an estimated 40 million acres of tended lawn in the United States, with the average lawn covering one-fifth of an acre, or 8,712 square feet.
Our passion for the green stuff fuels enormous turfgrass and lawn-care industries. According to the 2003 Lawn & Garden Market Statistics Study, conducted by the National Gardening Association, we spent more than $38.4 billion on do-it-yourself gardening and landscaping in 2003. This equates to an average of $457 per household. Expenditures on things like lawn mowers, irrigation supplies, and other assorted power equipment and nursery products total another $35 billion annually.


The numbers are equally staggering when it comes to hiring turfgrass help. There are more than forty thousand landscape contractors and forty-five hundred lawn-care companies in the United States.



The numbers tell the story. We’re grass-oholics, no doubt about it. For whatever reason, we have formed a close, personal bond with the green stuff under our feet. And we definitely prefer life with lawns to life without them. While lawn alternatives are becoming a greater part of our national landscape, they’re still very much in the minority. We’re turf folks, for the most part, and we’re proud of it.
YOU AND YOUR GRASS
Now that you know a little more about how lawns came about, let’s go back to our original axiom: Taking care of them isn’t rocket science. It never was, but over the years turf care has become even easier, thanks to research and development focused on making it so.


The average lawn contains six grass plants to every square inch. If your lawn is eighty-seven hundred square feet, a fairly typical size, you have close to 7.5 million little plants to tend to. That lawn, by the way, also releases enough oxygen for a family of four.



Modern research efforts began in the early 1900s when the U.S. Department of Agriculture and the U.S. Golf Association set out to find and develop the best grasses for U.S. climates. Today, thanks to their efforts and those of many others, we have grasses that resist disease, stay green longer, and are more tolerant of things like drought and heat. We also have more choices when it comes to the kinds of grasses we can grow. We can match our lawns to our lifestyles—specifically, the amount of time and money we want to spend on them, as well as the amount of time we want to spend being on them—instead of the other way around.
No matter how much time and effort is spent on developing new and better grasses, however, the basic grass plant remains pretty much the same. Its defining characteristic is that it can be cropped relatively short on a regular basis. Lop off the top of other plants a few times and they’ll die. Grasses, on the other hand, thrive. The difference between them? Most plants grow from their tops—the ends of their stems. Grasses, on the other hand, grow from points low to the ground called crowns, where both leaves and roots start from.
Since we’ll discuss specific parts of grass plant anatomy throughout this book, knowing a little bit about them is a good idea. The illustration here doesn’t identify every plant part, just the ones that a good lawn geek should be able to recognize.

[image: ]

Your basic grass plant
Above the ground:
All aboveground parts are generally referred to as the shoots of a grass plant.
	seed head—the flowering or seeding part of the plant
	stem—the vertical center of the grass plant that supports the seed head of a plant
	blade—the upper portion of the leaf
	sheath—the tubular portion at the base of the leaf that wraps around and encloses the stem
	collar—the part of the leaf where the blade and sheath join together
	nodes—enlarged portions on grass stems where new leaves, shoots, or roots develop

What you’re mowing 99 percent of the time are shoots and leaves. If the plant’s allowed to go to seed, then you’ll be mowing the stem as well.
All of a grass plant’s food production comes from what’s above the ground. When you cut grass, you remove part of the engine behind this production, which is why mowing heights are so important, and why you’ll see me harp on something called the “one-third rule”: Never cut off more than one-third of the entire length of a grass blade and/or shoots when you mow.
At ground level:
	crown—the center of the grass plant where the leaves, roots, and stems originate
	tillers—grass shoots that develop from the crown. All grasses form tillers.
	stolons—lateral, jointed stems that originate from the crown, travel above the ground, and develop new shoots and roots along the way. Some grasses have them, but not all.

What happens at ground level is a very big deal. Scalping a lawn—that is, mowing way lower than you should—can damage the crowns, hamper or eliminate new growth, and open the plants up to a world of hurt in the form of turfgrass diseases and insect infestations. Plus, your lawn will contain more weeds, as they’ll be more than happy to move into the open turf where grass plants should be growing.


Grass plants can live if their roots and/or tops are damaged as long as the crown, which is where all growth emanates from, is still viable. Damaged crowns, on the other hand, typically result in dead grass.



Below the ground:
	roots—the underground network that anchors the plant and provides water and nutrients to support its growth
	rhizomes—also jointed stems, but these travel underground. Again, not all grasses have rhizomes.

Grass spreads by tillering or creeping. Tillering grasses add new growth to the main plant only, which means that these plants only grow by expanding outward from one main crown. They’re also called bunchgrasses, as they look like bunches or clumps when they grow. Ryegrasses and tall fescue are bunchgrasses. Creeping grasses spread by sending out stolons or rhizomes, which support the baby plants until they can grow on their own.


When we talk about grass species, we’re referring to grasses in one biological group that resemble one another and that may interbreed. Kentucky bluegrass is a species. There are also cultivars or varieties, which are species plants taken up a notch by focused development and breeding. These grasses have designated names. “Baron” is an example of a Kentucky bluegrass cultivar.



Being a lawn geek requires more than a passing relationship with the green stuff we call turfgrass. Like any good relationship, the more time you spend on the front end, really getting to know it, the better your chances for success in the long run.
It’s important to know the kind of grass you’re growing, as it will help you avoid stupid decisions or snap judgments regarding your lawn. Say, for example, it looks sparse and clumpy. It could be because it has problems. It could also be because the type of grass in it grows that way.
If you already have a lawn, you might already know what’s in it. If you don’t, or if you’re lawnless and you need to choose a grass to grow, the next couple of chapters are for you.


CHAPTER 2
The Big Chill
All about cool-season grasses, the ones that can survive subzero temperatures and still look like rock stars (as long as you treat them right).


It would be difficult—if not impossible—to be a lawn geek without knowing a lot about the object of your affection. A passing knowledge might be enough if all you’re going to do is gaze upon your lawn and entrust its care to someone else, but if you’re serious about being a lawn geek, you really have to know about the different types of grasses. People will expect it of you. Plus, it’s just kind of cool to be able to look at a stand of grass and call it by name.
What follows in this chapter and the one after it might be—well, okay, probably is—more detail than you’ll ever need, and it might seem incredibly anal to you, especially if you already know what’s growing in your yard, but bear with me here. There’s a method to the madness, and trust me on this, you’ll be glad you learned this stuff. Plus, it’s information you definitely want to have if you’re faced with starting a lawn from scratch for any reason.
I’m going to begin like I would if I were teaching Grass 101 with a group of grasses that date back to when my family came to the New World. My ancestors (on my mother’s side) were on the second boat after the Mayflower. I like to think that they were personally responsible for bringing those first grasses from Europe to North America, which is a great way of showing my association with all the grasses we use today (it’s a great story, anyway). But if they weren’t, they definitely were part of the gang responsible for it.
There was grass here; in fact, there were hundreds of native strains. But the animals that the settlers brought along with them made short work of many of these native grasses. Fortunately, the colonists had thought to bring grass seed, and what they brought was hardier stuff that could stand up to the demands of their livestock. For the most part, it came from northern climates, where folks tend to spend a lot of time shaking water off slickers and piling on thick sweaters under them. Someone somewhere along the line saw fit to call them cool-season grasses. The name took, and that’s what we call them today.
As their name suggests, these grasses like cool temperatures. This doesn’t mean they don’t grow when it’s hot out, as they definitely do, but they don’t grow as fast. They’re at their best in the spring, when temperatures are below 75–80°F, and in the late summer and fall, when temps drop back down again. (If you’re wondering if you’re in cool-season territory, turn to chapter 4 and take a look at the zone map there.)
As a group, again thanks to their misty heritage, cool-season grasses like to drink. Keep them plied with moisture and they’ll reward you by staying green throughout the summer. Deny them water and they turn brown. Do it long enough, and especially if it’s hot and dry for more than just a couple of days, and they’ll quit growing altogether and sit things out until conditions are more to their liking.
If summer temperatures climb pretty high where you live or water’s in short supply, your lawn will be brown for at least part of the summer if it’s planted with cool-season grasses. If summer means green lawn to you, and you have a choice between cool-and warm-season grasses, you might like the latter better. On the other hand, in warm climates where the ground never freezes, lawns planted with cool-season grasses can stay green, and typically do, through the winter.
If you live substantially above sea level, in the mountains even, cool-season grasses can be good choices if they get enough moisture. They’re also happy at sea level as long as temperatures aren’t too warm; heat and humidity combined can do them in.


If you’ve ever played golf in Arizona in January or February and marveled over the lushness of your surroundings even though you’re in the middle of a desert, you’ve seen cool-season grasses on a busman’s holiday. In the South and the West, certain grasses in this group are the secret to keeping turf green during the winter. Grass seed—typically fast-growing perennial or annual ryegrass—is spread into the turf before it goes dormant for the winter. When temperatures heat up in the spring, the overseeded grass dies out as the warm-season grass beneath it turns green again.



Most cool-season grasses, in keeping with their agrarian heritage, are better suited to livestock grazing and aren’t used in lawns. But others are decidedly turfgrass worthy, as we’re about to see.
SINGING THE BLUES
Of the some two hundred different bluegrass species, Kentucky bluegrass reigns supreme. It’s also the grass that, for me and just about every other lawn geek I’ve ever met, defines the perfect lawn. No other grass has its deep green, knock-your-socks-off color, and yes, it absolutely can look blue in some light, and especially if you’re looking at it through sunglasses. Nor can other grasses match its texture, which is as fine and silky as they come, or its thick, dense sod, which simply begs for a barefoot run-through.
If you want a grass you can brag on, this is it. Or, better put, it can be. Many older Kentucky blues can come down with various diseases, and almost all of them—even newer cultivars—are lousy shade performers. If your landscape sports a lot of well-established trees, Kentucky bluegrass probably isn’t the grass for you.
Kentucky bluegrass isn’t just a beauty queen; it’s a durable grass, too. It spreads via tough, underground rhizomes, which means it can take a fair amount of abuse, such as heavy foot traffic and low mowing, and recover pretty quickly, which is why turf professionals like it for things like schoolyards and athletic fields. It stands up to fairly cold temperatures better than some other cool-season grasses. It also performs well in drought conditions; if water is scarce or nonexistent, it will quit growing and turn brown. Turn the water back on, and those underground rhizomes will send new green shoots right back up.


Turfgrasses are often described as coarse-or fine-textured. This has to do more with the width of their blades than how they feel in your hand. Wide blades are called coarse or rough grasses; narrow blades are called fine-textured grasses.



Kentucky bluegrass is the most planted turfgrass in the United States, and, well, because we live in a consumer-driven world that’s always searching for the next best thing, grass seed producers have dedicated lots of time and money to developing new and better varieties of it over the years. As a result, some one hundred varieties have been introduced in the past twenty-five years alone. The newer Kentucky blues are typically better at dealing with things like temperature variations. They fend off diseases better, are darker and richer in color, grow or green up earlier in the spring, have higher shoot densities (a fancy way of saying thicker turf ), grow more aggressively, and recover from abuse faster.


Bluegrass is one of the most widely adapted cool-season grasses. It’s found in practically every European country, northern Asia, and in the mountainous areas of Algeria and Morocco. Some bluegrass species, such as Canada bluegrass, are native to North America. Kentucky bluegrass probably came from seed brought by my ancestors and other early colonists, although some research suggests that it came to the United States from Labrador or Alaska and was here when the settlers arrived. Either way, they—and their animals—were the ones who spread it about.





Shoot density, or just density, describes the number of plants in a defined area. This varies quite a bit by grass type; some grasses simply create thicker turf than others. How you take care of your lawn and environmental factors will also affect turf density.



Why I’d tell you to plant it.
Simply put, Kentucky bluegrass is a beautiful grass. It’s also a fairly forgiving grass. It tolerates drought conditions well and recovers from abuse quickly.
 
Why I wouldn’t.
If your yard is heavily shaded, Kentucky bluegrass isn’t going to grow well. It’s bad shade grass. Growing it from seed takes some patience; this grass can take more than three weeks to germinate, making it among the slowest of all turfgrasses to spring up when planted.


You’ll hear people talk about Poa annua, also known as annual bluegrass. Some people call it a weed, some people don’t (especially in the North



	Supina bluegrass is a recent European import that’s gaining attention for its shade and wear tolerance. I have studied this grass extensively and have found it to be a solid performer in shady, cool-season lawns, especially if it gets enough water. It’s expensive, though, running thirty-five to fifty dollars a pound because the seed’s imported from Germany. You can cushion the hit to your wallet by planting it as a mixture with other grasses (check chapter 6 for more information on doing this). It can be tough to find, but worth seeking out if it fits your needs.
	Rough bluegrass is a good grass for wet, shady areas. Anywhere else, avoid using it for anything other than overseeding warm-season grasses in the winter. There are simply better grasses for growing, period. If Supina isn’t available, you might go with it.





















	Hard fescue. This grass’s strong bunching habit makes it look less refined than other lawn grasses, but it can be a good choice for difficult sites that are unusually cold, windy, and dry. Since it doesn’t grow very tall, or very fast, it’s also an option for low-maintenance lawns.
	Chewings fescue. Another tough little fescue, this one tolerates poor soil, shade, and drought. It doesn’t handle wear well, however, and it doesn’t recover from damage quickly. It’s often mixed with Kentucky bluegrass for shady, low-maintenance lawns.
	Red, or creeping red. Unlike the other fescues, which are bunchgrasses, this grass also spreads via very short rhizomes, hence its name. It’s a deep green, very fine-leaved grass that likes cool, shady areas. It needs quite a bit of shade to do well in the heat. It grows very slowly, which makes it a poor choice for lawns that get a lot of use.
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“A celebrity in the land of lawns...Rogers will tell you that it's not
that hard to have a beautiful lawn. Really.”—USA Today
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