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    INTRODUCTION




    A homeowner’s dream is to have a green carpet of grass accentuating the beauty of the landscape and home. For those of us who have more than a few square feet of open area, it is as American as baseball and apple pie to turn it into a lawn. More money is spent on America’s lawns to fulfill that dream than on any other part of the landscape. If developing a good lawn were as easy as buying a baseball ticket or making an apple pie, the amount of money we Americans spend on lawns would be less than we spend on shrubs, trees, and yearly flower beds. It isn’t that easy, so we often spend more without getting the beautiful lawn we want.




    Every lawn is different. The same grass may do well for you but look ratty next door despite receiving the same care. Lawns are different from one place to another because conditions may vary a great deal from yard to yard. Soils in an area are seldom homogeneous and yours may be much better than your neighbor’s. The amount of sunlight reaching the grass varies with different types of trees. Your trees may give the right amount of light for your type of grass while theirs may give too much or too little. The topography may also be different, causing your neighbor to have problems like bad drainage that you do not have.




    My turf professor taught us many years ago that if you lived a hundred miles south or a hundred miles north of Washington, D.C., your chances of having a good lawn were far greater than if you lived in between. South of the line you had to grow certain grasses like Bermuda Grass and Kentucky-31 Tall Fescue while north of the line you had to grow others like Kentucky Bluegrass and Creeping Bentgrass. In the middle, you didn’t know what to grow.




    This book is about lawns in the South because that’s what the author, my son Chris, has grown up with and knows about. He’s lived with my successes and failures. As a child, he romped on one of the early Centipede lawns in the South at his grandfather’s home near Lovejoy, Georgia, south of Atlanta. Until he was grown and moved away to his own home, he helped me overcome old worn-out cotton soil, his and his brother’s pounding feet, a whole bunch of puppies, and our neighbor’s stray cows as well as our own horses loose from nearby pastures. I freely admit that I frequently ask his advice when our grass needs attention, which it does now because we have our seventh puppy.




    Few people really understand the principles of growing a lawn in the South, but Chris does. The right grasses to grow are easy to find. The general rules are set forth over and over, but failures are all too common. Chris explains the small things like the great effect soil temperature has on grass seed germination, fertilizer activity, and a whole host of other activities. He doesn’t just tell you these principles; he tells you how to use them to have better success. I didn’t know, until he told me, that an inexpensive meat thermometer is a great way to check my soil’s temperature so I can plant grass seed at the right time and not waste my time and money because of poor seed germination.




    Methods of planting are very different from the way we started a new lawn in my early days in the seed and nursery business. Now, it is as common as a hot July day to start an instant lawn from sod blocks or strips. These new planting methods give instant success but no immunity to future problems with weeds, improper fertilizing, bad watering practices, and insects and diseases. Chris has many of the answers stored in his brain and shares them freely.




    I’ve learned a lot from reading the drafts of this book and wish I could have given it to my sister and brother-in-law many years ago when they were having little success starting a Zoysia lawn in an old section of Atlanta filled with water oaks. I threatened to stick a sign on her lawn that read, “No kin to Don Hastings.” Her reply was how could they have a good lawn when she asked me, our mother who was a well-known horticulturist, and our father whose horticultural reputation was renowned, and each of us told her to do something different? So much for the sign.




    Chris wrote this book for the likes of my sister, our friends, readers, and those in the South who need to know how to start and keep a beautiful lawn. I know it was also written for you and me to help us achieve the American homeowner’s dream.




     





     





    Don Hastings
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    How to Use This Book




    BEFORE THE INVENTION OF THE LAWN MOWER, AND BEFORE OUR MODERN LAWN GRASSES were available, many people in the South had what was known as a “swept yard.” It was a dirt area around the house that was free of vegetation and was swept routinely with a broom. The idea was to have an open space to discourage snakes and other creatures from coming near the house. Unfortunately, a swept yard would become a muddy mess in the first heavy rainstorm.




    People grew tired of swept yards and started to grow grass lawns instead. A lush, green lawn is an obvious improvement to a swept yard. It prevents erosion, cuts down on dust and mud, cools the area, and is a wonderful place to enjoy a variety of outdoor activities. A well-grown lawn is also beautiful. It is an integral part of our landscapes and gardens and is one of the primary components of any good view. This may all seem self-evident, but there is one caveat that you must consider before you opt for a lawn rather than a swept yard. A lawn is a collection of grass plants. To grow one, you must dabble in horticulture.




    Horticulture is defined as the art and science of growing plants. The art of horticulture is working a clump of soil in your hand and knowing that it could use some peat moss to improve the drainage. The science of horticulture is knowing that fescue roots grow best when the soil temperature is 50–65 degrees. This book contains a mix of the art and science of growing a lawn. I firmly believe that we need both to grow plants well. If you rely on the science and neglect the art, or rely on the art and neglect the science, it is pretty hard to succeed at growing anything, especially a lawn.




    A lawn is a very specific entity. I have noticed that a person with a Bermuda Grass lawn could care less about how to grow Kentucky Bluegrass, and a person with a fescue lawn rarely enjoys a good discussion of overseeding. I have split this book into chapters that cover each specific Southern lawn grass. This way, you will know that the information you are reading is pertinent to your own lawn. As a result, items that appear in one chapter may be repeated when discussing a different grass in a later chapter. For those of you who have a Centipede lawn, you can skip the discussion of Bermuda Grass by heading directly to Chapter Three. If your next home has a fescue lawn, you can move to Chapter Six when you get there.




    When it comes to growing a lawn, it is important to be on time and to be on target. The second section of this book is a month-by-month guide to growing a Southern lawn. It will tell you what to do and when to do it. Certain activities, like aerating, that appear in June might be repeated in July and August since you can aerate in those months as well.




    For those of you who stray toward the scientific side of growing a lawn, I have included references to soil temperature in connection with many of the major lawn activities. I am a great believer in soil temperature as an accurate indicator of when to perform certain lawn tasks. While air temperatures fluctuate from week to week, the soil is insulated and buffered from unseasonable weather. The temperature of the soil steadily rises and falls with the seasons and is a good way to know when grass plants are growing and when weed seeds are germinating.




    I have found that the easiest way to measure soil temperature is to purchase a meat thermometer from the local grocery store. They usually cost less than $10. Make sure the temperature gauge begins at 0° and does not have the words “rare/medium rare/well done.” I have found these gauges to be just as accurate as soil thermometers ordered from a specialty supplier.




    Using a soil thermometer is simple. Insert the probe 2–4 inches into the soil and read the gauge. I have recommended lawn activities based on the average soil temperature. A good way to approximate the average daily temperature is to take your measurement around noon in the shade. You might want to take several measurements in different areas of the lawn. You will be amazed how the temperature can vary on slopes, behind buildings, and in different exposures.




    Another way to monitor soil temperature is to consult the Internet. There are numerous weather stations across the South that monitor soil temperature on a daily basis and publish their data on the web.




     





    You can measure the soil temperature with a meat thermometer.




    This topographical map of the South delineates the three growing regions referred to throughout this book:




    

      LOWER SOUTH: The areas of the South that include the Coastal Plain from Virginia south to Georgia and west through Alabama to Texas.




      MIDDLE SOUTH: The areas of the South that include the Piedmont region extending south from Virginia to Georgia and west through Alabama to Texas.




      UPPER SOUTH: The area of the South that includes the western Piedmont and mountain regions from Virginia and North Carolina west through northern Tennessee and Arkansas.
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        A warm-season grass lawn in winter.
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        An evergreen grass lawn winter.
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        A warm-season grass lawn summer.
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        An evergreen grass lawn in summer.


      


    


  




  

    



    CHAPTER ONE




    Choosing a Southern Lawn Grass




    ONE OF THE FIRST DECISIONS WHEN PLANNING A NEW LAWN IS TO DECIDE what type of grass you are going to use. There are two major types of grass used for lawns in the South: warm-season grass and evergreen grass.




     





    The warm-season grasses are of tropical origin and thrive during our scorching summer heat. They are tough grasses and form a dense lawn cover that becomes thicker each year. They are not, however, green during the winter months. Their leaves turn brown in the late fall and new green leaves do not emerge until the weather warms in mid-spring. Generally speaking, a warm-season grass will be green about 55% of the year (approximately 200 days). Warm-season grasses are best suited for the lower and middle South. Zoysia and cold-tolerant cultivars of Bermuda Grass can be grown in the upper South.




     





    The evergreen grasses are originally from Europe and grow best in the South during the fall and spring. They grow slowly during the winter months and struggle in the summer when temperatures soar into the 90s. Evergreen grasses grow into a beautiful lawn cover and have the unmistakable advantage of maintaining most of their green color over the winter. This is their primary selling point. People often nurse an evergreen lawn through the summer so they can enjoy its green color for the 165 days that their neighbor’s warm-season grass is brown. Evergreen grasses are best suited for the upper and middle South and in most situations should not be considered as a general-purpose lawn grass for the lower South and Coastal Plain.




    

      



      Warm-Season Grasses




      The four major types of warm-season lawn grass have a variety of different characteristics and attributes. Make your decision based on your specific situation and preferences. You might want to consider the amount of shade in your lawn area, whether the kids and dogs play there, and the height at which you mow. If you spend a lot of time on the lawn, you might want to consider the texture of the grass—whether it is fine and soft, or coarse and rough.




      Many people inherit a lawn when they buy a new house. If you are switching to a new kind of grass, try to pin down the reason that your current lawn isn’t working. For instance, if your Bermuda Grass lawn is thinning underneath the trees, you might want to switch to a grass like Zoysia that will grow in moderate shade.
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          Bermuda Grass–Chapter Two.
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          Saint Augustine—Chapter Four.
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          Centipede—Chapter Three.
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          Zoysia—Chapter Five.


        


      




      

        

          WARM-SEASON GRASS CHARACTERISTICS


        




        

          

          



          

            	Bermuda Grass



            	Centipede

          




          

            	Texture: Common is medium/Hybrid is fine



            	Texture: Medium

          




          

            	Cold Tolerance: Good (some types more than others)



            	Cold Tolerance: Fair (damage possible below 15°)

          




          

            	Shade Tolerance: Poor



            	Shade Tolerance: Fair/Good

          




          

            	Foot Traffic Tolerance: Good



            	Foot Traffic Tolerance: Fair

          




          

            	Rate of Establishment: Medium/Fast



            	Rate of Establishment: Medium/Slow

          




          

            	Regrowth When Damaged: Medium/Fast



            	Regrowth When Damaged: Medium

          




          

            	Maintenance Level: Medium/High



            	Maintenance Level: Low

          




          

            	Mowing Height: Low



            	Mowing Height: Medium

          




          

            	Saint Augustine Grass



            	Zoysia

          




          

            	Texture: Coarse



            	Texture: Emerald is fine/Meyer is medium

          




          

            	Cold Tolerance: Poor (damage possible below 20°)



            	Cold Tolerance: Good

          




          

            	Shade Tolerance: Good



            	Shade Tolerance: Fair

          




          

            	Foot Traffic Tolerance: Poor



            	Foot Traffic Tolerance: Fair/Good

          




          

            	Rate of Establishment: Medium/Fast



            	Rate of Establishment: Slow

          




          

            	Regrowth When Damaged: Fast



            	Regrowth When Damaged: Slow

          




          

            	Maintenance Level: Medium



            	Maintenance Level: Medium/High

          




          

            	Mowing Height: High



            	Mowing Height: Medium

          


        


      


    




    

      



      Evergreen Grasses




      Evergreen grasses are not naturally adapted to the Southern climate and you should choose one carefully. Do not merely buy the first bag of grass seed you find for sale. Stores often stock grass seed that is meant for specialty uses. In addition, large chain stores might stock seed that is more suitable for northern lawns. Some of these grasses will die promptly during a hot Southern summer.




      Tall fescue (including Kentucky-31 and the Turf-types) and Kentucky Blugrass are general-purpose lawn grasses. They both have a dark green color and will form a thick turf when grown properly. They will also tolerate moderate amounts of shade. Tall Fescue is very versatile and is usually the best choice for the middle and upper South. Kentucky Bluegrass can be considered as an alternative in the mountains and western Piedmont regions of the upper South. Do not grow Tall Fescue or Kentucky Bluegrass as a general-purpose lawn grass in the lower South and Coastal Plain.




      Creeping Red Fescue and Chewing Fescue are specialty grasses. They are very tolerant of shade and are sometimes sown in the shaded areas of a Tall Fescue lawn. Creeping Red and Chewing Fescue are very similar to one another and are actually varieties of the same species. They are not as durable as Tall Fescue but have a finer texture. They will need plenty of water since they usually have to compete with tree roots in shaded areas.
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          Tall Fescue—Chapter Six.
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          Creeping Red Fescue—Chapter Six.
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          Kentucky Bluegrass—Chapter Seven.


        


      




      

        

          EVERGREEN GRASS CHARACTERISTICS


        




        

          

          



          

            	Tall Fescue



            	Kentucky Bluegrass

          




          

            	Texture: Medium/Coarse



            	Texture: Medium

          




          

            	Growth Habit: Clump Forming



            	Growth Habit: Mat Forming

          




          

            	Area of Adaptation: Middle South, Upper South



            	Area of Adaptation: Mountains and Upper South

          




          

            	Shade Tolerance: Fair



            	Shade Tolerance: Good/Fair

          




          

            	Foot Traffic Tolerance: Fair



            	Foot Traffic Tolerance: Fair

          




          

            	Rate of Establishment: Medium



            	Rate of Establishment: Slow

          




          

            	Regrowth When Damaged: Slow/Poor



            	Regrowth When Damaged: Medium/Fair

          




          

            	Maintenance Level: Medium



            	Maintenance Level: Medium

          




          

            	Mowing Height: High



            	Mowing Height: High

          




          

            	Creeping Red/Chewing Fescue



            	

          




          

            	Texture: Fine/Medium



            	

          




          

            	Growth Habit: Clump Forming



            	

          




          

            	Area of Adaptation: Shade of Middle South, Upper South



            	

          




          

            	Shade Tolerance: Excellent



            	

          




          

            	Foot Traffic Tolerance: Poor



            	

          




          

            	Rate of Establishment: Medium/Slow



            	

          




          

            	Regrowth When Damaged: Slow/Poor



            	

          




          

            	Maintenance Level: Medium



            	

          




          

            	Mowing Height: Medium
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          Bermuda Grass is one of the most popular Southern lawn grasses.


        


      


    


  




  

    



    CHAPTER TWO




    Bermuda Grass




    (Cynodon sp.)




    BERMUDA GRASS IS THE LAWN GRASS OF THE SOUTH. IT WAS THE FIRST WARM-SEASON grass on the scene over a hundred years ago and continues to be the most popular Southern grass. How can you not like a beautiful hybrid Bermuda Grass lawn? It withstands traffic, adores blazing hot temperatures, and spreads quickly into a dense mass. It is even forgiving of the occasional scalped spot, mole intrusion, and errant child with a shovel.




    But besides these “selling points,” Bermuda Grass just feels good. It is the perfect grass for bare feet, soccer kicking, baseball throwing, and kid stomping. It is used on golf courses (greens, tees, fairways), in baseball stadiums, football fields, and parks. It also won’t stain your white poodle green.




    There are those detractors who will tell you that Bermuda Grass is a weed and that its seeds end up in farm fields and flower beds alike. In all honesty, common Bermuda Grass is a problem weed for farmers and some gardeners. But don’t be dissuaded! Hybrid Bermuda Grass is sterile and does not produce seeds that can cause problems in a garden. The worst you will have to worry about is your lawn inching out over the driveway. And that is a small price to pay for a dense, thick, beautiful lawn.




    

      At a Glance:




      

        	Tough, thick, durable grass




        	Light green to dark green, depending on the cultivar




        	Hates shade




        	Spreads well




        	Can be seeded, sodded, or plugged




        	Mowed at 1-2 inches when it reaches 1.5-3 inches




        	Needs 4-5 lbs. of actual nitrogen per 1000 square feet per year applied in three applications


      


    




    

      



      I. Maintaining an Established Bermuda Grass Lawn




      While Bermuda Grass is known as a durable grass, you will need to work on it every weekend to have a lawn that thrives and is the envy of the neighborhood. In most cases, Bermuda Grass will flourish when mowed consistently at the correct height, irrigated when needed, and fertilized regularly.




      

        



        MOWING




        One of the first jobs of the spring season is to mow your brown Bermuda Grass lawn to remove as much dead top-growth as possible. Set your mower lower than normal at about .5–1 inch. Try to do this after the danger of hard freezes has passed, but before new grass blades emerge. This is usually in mid-March when soil temperatures are around 55° and the Bradford Pear trees are in full bloom. Do not mow below .5 inches or you may damage grass rhizomes and stolons growing near the soil surface. Bag your grass clippings as you mow to remove as much of the debris as possible and prevent thatch accumulations—do not leave the clippings sitting on the soil surface. If you live in the middle or upper South, do not mow your dormant lawn too early. The dormant blades act as insulation and prevent hard freezes from affecting shallow roots and rhizomes.




        Your lawn will begin to turn green several weeks later when the soil warms to 60–65°. This is usually in mid-March to mid-April, depending on the weather. Do not mow your lawn lower at this time than you will mow during the rest of the season. Wait until it reaches the recommended height.
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            If you wait too long before mowing, you will scalp your lawn.


          


        




        There are generally two categories of Bermuda Grass lawns: common Bermuda Grass (like Common, Sahara, and Yuma) and hybrid Bermuda Grass (like TifGreen and Tifway). Throughout the growing season, mow common Bermuda Grass at 2 inches and mow hybrid Bermuda Grass at 1-1.5 inches. (Note: for an easy method for accurately setting the height of your mower blade, see Rotary Mower in the Glossary.)




        

          Rhizome: a modified stem that grows horizontally on, or just below, the soil surface and sends up stems or leaves from the tip.




          Stolon: a shoot that grows horizontally near the soil surface, rooting at the nodes to form new plants.


        




        Once you have determined the correct mowing height for your type of Bermuda Grass, mow frequently and consistently. One of the worst things for a lawn is to allow it to grow tall before you mow again. If you remove more than one-third of a grass blade at a time, you will shock your lawn and stall its growth. During the ensuing recovery period, the lawn is more susceptible to stresses like heat, weed competition, and drought. The chart on page 9 will help you mow at the right height, at the right time.




        If you allow your Bermuda Grass to grow much higher than about three inches, you will scalp your lawn by removing most of the green portion of the grass when you mow. This is not only ugly, but it is absolutely horrible for your lawn. If compounded by heat and drought, scalping during the summer can kill areas of your lawn. Avoid this at all costs.




        With the rise in popularity of golf, people often wonder why their hybrid Bermuda Grass lawn does not look like a hybrid Bermuda Grass golf green. The answer is that it could look like a golf green! Unfortunately, you would need a specialized reel mower with 9–11 blades per reel that can cut at a very low height. Second, the lawn would have to be mowed constantly so that you would not break the one-third rule. In fact, golf greens are mowed daily to maintain the grass like a lush green carpet. Even if you lowered your mowing height to a mere .5 inches, you would probably need to mow your hybrid Bermuda Grass lawn every 2–3 days.




        

          

            Recommended Mowing Heights (in inches)


          




          

            

            

            



            

              	TYPE OF BERMUDA GRASS



              	MOW TO:



              	MOW WHEN GRASS Is:

            




            

              	Common Bermuda Grass



              	2



              	3

            




            

              	Hybrid Bermuda Grass



              	1-1.5



              	1.5-2.25

            


          


        




        

          The One-Third Rule: Never reduce the height of your lawn by more than one-third when mowing.


        




        Allow your Bermuda Grass to grow to 3 inches in the fall in preparation for cold weather. This extra height will act as insulation for roots, rhizomes, and stolons over the winter months. Plan ahead because Bermuda Grass grows slowly in late fall.


      




      

        



        IRRIGATION




        People often claim that Bermuda Grass is a drought-resistant grass. This is true, but it might give you the wrong impression. As a plant, Bermuda Grass is drought-resistant and capable of surviving extended dry periods in a semi-dormant state. As a lawn, Bermuda Grass requires weekly rainfall or irrigation to remain dark green, thick, and lush. A drought-stricken Bermuda Grass lawn will turn yellow, and then tan. With consistent rain, it will green up, but it will be thinner than before and prone to weed infestations. A year after a drought hits, an unwatered Bermuda Grass lawn is usually filled with weeds.




        

          [image: e9781461733188_i0021.jpg]




          

            Bermuda Grass lawn lose their color and thin without rainfall or irrigation.


          


        




        In the South, we often have significant rainfall (on average) during the summer months but it is sporadic and undependable. It usually takes a little finesse to water only when your lawn needs it. In general, lawns will need 1 inch of water every 7-10 days if there has been no significant rainfall. Try to water deeply and infrequently. For example, apply 1 inch of water on a single day rather than .25 inches per day for four days. Deep and infrequent watering will train Bermuda Grass roots to grow deep into the soil where there is more moisture. Stop watering, however, if water begins to pool or run on the surface. Wait an hour or so until all the water is absorbed and begin again.




        If you have an automatic sprinkler system, take a moment to investigate your control box and settings. Place a rain gauge or straight-sided jar on the lawn and turn on the sprinklers. Monitor how much water is applied in a given time period. Most systems will have several different types of sprinkler heads, so you might have to test each irrigation zone. I like to draw a rough diagram of the lawn and record the various sprinkler outputs for future reference. This helps me manipulate the irrigation system during the sporadic rain and drought periods of the coming season. Do not be shy about increasing the pre-set cycles during droughts or turning off the entire system after a heavy rainfall. While lack of water will affect your lawn’s color and growth, excess water can kill a poorly drained Bermuda Grass lawn.




        If you water your lawn with a manual sprinkler, use your gauge to make sure that you don’t apply more, or less, than 1 inch at a time. Again, stop watering if water begins to run on the surface.




        A dormant Bermuda Grass lawn will occasionally need to be watered during a winter dry spell to prevent rhizomes and stolons near the soil surface from drying out. You will need to apply only .25–.5 inches of water at a time. If possible, water dormant lawns when temperatures are expected to drop below 20°. Wet soil will freeze and keep soil temperatures close to 32°, while dry soil allows damaging sub-20° air to penetrate the root zone.




        

          One Step Further: A grass plant absorbs water from the soil to replace water that evaporates from its leaf blades. The perfect way to irrigate is to supply the soil with the exact same amount of water that evaporates. Search the Internet for a weather station in your area that records “pan evaporation rate” or “evapotranspiration.” Water loss from Bermuda Grass blades is roughly 75% of the pan evaporation rate.




          Formula: 75% x (Weekly Pan Evaporation Total) - (Weekly Rainfall Total) = Amount to irrigate that week


        


      




      

        



        FERTILIZER




        Fertilizing is one of the most satisfying lawn activities. Within a matter of days, a fertilized lawn will turn dark green and look healthy. This is especially true for Bermuda Grass because it responds very quickly to fertilizer. In fact, a Bermuda Grass lawn has one of the highest fertilizer requirements of any Southern lawn grass. It grows best with a steady, consistent amount of fertilizer supplied throughout the growing season (whenever the grass is green). If you apply more than the recommended amount, your lawn will not be any darker green, it will only grow faster and you will have to mow more often. The most efficient way to fertilize is to use one of the dry, granular fertilizers that are sold in 10-50 pound bags. Hose-end liquid fertilizers work, but they are difficult to use correctly and you will need to fertilize twice as often as with granular fertilizer.




        

          Bermuda Grass Fertilizer Facts:




          • 4–5 lbs. of actual nitrogen per 1000 sq. ft. per year




           





          • Three applications of 1.5 lbs. of actual nitrogen in mid-spring, mid-summer, and early fall




           





          • Use slow-release fertilizers whenever possible




           





          • Water approximately 1 inch after fertilizing


        




        

          



          What Kind of Fertilizer to Use




          Fertilizer is described by the percentages of nitrogen (N), phosphorus (P), and potassium (K) contained in the bag. All fertilizer bags are clearly labeled with these three numbers, known as the N-P-K ratio. Whenever possible, I use a slow-release lawn fertilizer with a 3-1-2 ratio. An example would be a 12-4-8 fertilizer. A bag of 12-4-8 fertilizer contains 12% nitrogen, 4% phosphorus, and 8% potassium by weight. The remaining 76% is inert material that adds bulk to the mixture and makes it easier to spread.




          It is important to use slow-release fertilizers whenever possible. Most major brands of lawn fertilizer will have a combination of soluble and slow-release forms of nitrogen (indicated on the label). Soluble nitrogen is available to the grass plant immediately while slow-release nitrogen becomes available over a period of two to three months. In most situations it is best to have as much of the nitrogen in slow-release form as possible. Good brands of fertilizer will have 40–50% of the nitrogen in slow-release form. This is usually noted in a statement like “containing 6% nitrogen in slow-release form.”




          Be careful when using hose-end fertilizer sprayers or dry fertilizers in which all of the nitrogen is in a soluble, quick-release form. Soluble nitrogen will cause a major flush of growth for a week or two and will completely dissipate in 4-6 weeks. For most of us, it is almost impossible to fertilize with quick-release fertilizers without causing wild, fluctuating growth spurts. If you decide to use quick-release fertilizer, never apply more than 1 pound of actual nitrogen per 1000 square feet per application. You will need to fertilize every 4-6 weeks during the growing season for a total of 4 or 5 applications. Stay on schedule throughout the season so that nitrogen levels will remain fairly constant in the soil.




          Up to this point, I have only mentioned three major nutrients: nitrogen, phosphorus, and potassium. These three nutrients are used by grass plants in relatively large quantities and are known as macronutrients. Grass plants use other nutrients in relatively small quantities. Those nutrients are known as micronutrients or “minor elements.” Most major brands of fertilizer will contain the needed minor elements and you will not have to worry about them.




          

            Common Forms of Nitrogen (indicated on the label) Soluble: Available immediately, lasts 4–6 weeks Urea, ammonium nitrate, potassium nitrate, ammonium sulfate




            Slow-Release: Available slowly in small amounts, generally lasts 2–3 months




            Urea-Formaldehyde (UF), Isobutylidene diurea (IBDU), Sulfur Coated Urea (SCU), Polymer Coated Urea products (like “Polyon”)


          


        




        

          



          How Much Fertilizer to Apply




          Most bags of fertilizer are covered from top to bottom with completely useless information that is written by the fertilizer company’s marketing department. I continue to be amazed by the fact that the closest thing to directions is usually a vague phrase like “fertilizes up to 10,000 square feet.” Luckily, there is a universal way to know how much fertilizer to apply, regardless of the brand or the specific N-P-K ratio. All you have to do is figure out how much “actual nitrogen” is contained in the bag. Bermuda Grass lawns generally need 4–5 pounds of actual nitrogen per 1000 square feet each year, regardless of the brand of fertilizer you purchase. If you use a fertilizer that contains a slow-release form of nitrogen, you can apply the needed nitrogen in three applications of 1.5 pounds of actual nitrogen per 1000 square feet in mid-spring, mid-summer, and early fall.




          Unfortunately, the average bag of fertilizer does not tell you how much actual nitrogen it contains in the bag. It is easy to calculate, though, using two simple pieces of information: the N-P-K ratio and the weight of the bag. Multiply the percentage of nitrogen (the first number in the N-P-K ratio) by the weight of the bag and you will know the amount of actual nitrogen it contains. For instance, a 50-pound bag of 12-4-8 fertilizer has 6 pounds of actual nitrogen (12% of 50).




          Determine the amount of coverage by dividing the amount of actual nitrogen in the bag by the amount of nitrogen you want to apply in a single application. With Bermuda Grass, you want to apply 1.5 pounds of actual nitrogen per 1000 square feet. Therefore, a bag that contains 6 pounds of actual nitrogen will cover 4000 square feet (6 divided by 1.5 pounds per 1000 square feet). If your lawn is less than 4000 square feet, remove the amount you do not need. Two cups of granular fertilizer weigh about 1 pound.
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              Fertilize in mid-spring after the danger of frost has passed.


            


          




          

            Here is an example using a 50-pound bag of 12-4-8 slow-release fertilizer:




            

              	Multiply the nitrogen percentage (12%) by the net weight of the bag (50 lbs.) to determine how many pounds of actual nitrogen are in the bag (6 lbs.).




              	Next, divide the actual nitrogen in the bag (6 lbs.) by the amount you want to apply per 1000 square feet (1.5 lbs.).




              	Multiply this number (4) by 1000 to determine how many square feet the bag will cover (4000).




              	If your lawn is only 3000 square feet, you will need to apply only 75% of the 50-pound bag. Two cups of granular fertilizer weigh approximately 1 pound, so remove 25 cups.


            


          




          All of this calculating may seem like a hassle, but it really is the best way to apply the correct amount of fertilizer to your lawn. It is also a great way to compare the cost of different fertilizers so that you get a good deal. The best part is that you won’t have to rely on the fertilizer company’s marketing department for lawn advice.


        




        

          



          How to Spread Fertilizer




          You can apply granular fertilizer using a broadcast fertilizer spreader, a drop-type fertilizer spreader, a hand-held spreader, or by hand (wear a glove). I will be completely honest with you. Spreading fertilizer is not an exact science. The calibrated settings on even the most expensive broadcast spreader are usually inaccurate. In addition, the majority of spreaders will clog, break, and jam.




          I have had great success with a very simple and effective method. Begin by measuring your lawn and calculating the amount of fertilizer that you need to spread (see “How Much Fertilizer to Apply”). If you only need 40 pounds of a 50-pound bag, remove 20 cups and set it aside. Next, turn off your fertilizer spreader and fill it. Begin moving and barely open the spreader only once you are up to speed. Try to spread as little fertilizer as possible while still broadcasting an even pattern. Continue covering the entire lawn at the same speed. If you must slow to turn around, turn off the spreader or you will drop too much in a single location and burn your grass. Work across the entire lawn until you return to your starting point and turn off the fertilizer spreader. Now, see how much of the needed fertilizer is left. If 50% remains, repeat the entire process and you will be finished. If 25% remains, repeat the entire process but move twice as fast. Remember, it is impossible to be exact. Your foremost goal should be to spread the designated amount of fertilizer evenly over the entire lawn; avoid heavy doses in some areas and light doses in others.


        




        

          



          When to Fertilize




          When it comes to fertilizer, timing is critical. The following schedule will help you maintain a consistent level of nutrients in the soil so that your lawn will be healthy throughout the growing season.




          • Mid-Spring: Bermuda Grass begins to green when soil temperatures reach a consistent 60–65°. The best time to apply fertilizer is after the danger of frost has passed and your lawn is at least 50% green. Depending on the particular year, this is usually in mid-March to mid-April, when the Dogwoods are in full bloom. Use a complete lawn fertilizer that contains a slow-release form of nitrogen. Apply at the rate of 1.5 pounds of actual nitrogen per 1000 square feet. This application will last 2–3 months.




          

            Don’t fertilize too early! It is hard to be patient with this first fertilizing of the season. The minute the Bermuda Grass begins to green, I have a driving impulse to run out and fertilize. Two things happen, though, if you fertilize early. First, you stimulate leaf growth at a time when the Bermuda Grass roots should be growing foremost. Second, early leaf growth is particularly vulnerable to late season freezes. Be patient!


          




          • Mid-Summer: Fertilize again in mid-summer, approximately 2–3 months after your spring application. This is usually in late June/early July. I like to fertilize the weekend before the 4th of July so that my lawn will be gorgeous for the big barbeque. Use a complete lawn fertilizer containing a slow-release form of nitrogen. Apply at the rate of 1.5 pounds of actual nitrogen per 1000 square feet. This application will last 2–3 months.




          • Early Fall: Fertilize your Bermuda Grass lawn again in late August/early September. You can use the same complete fertilizer as you have been using, or switch to a fertilizer with little or no phosphorus, but a higher rate of potassium. This might be something like 12-4-14 or 12-0-12. Either way, make sure the fertilizer contains a slow-release form of nitrogen and apply at the rate of 1.5 pounds of actual nitrogen per 1000 square feet.




          

            Winterizing Lawns: There is a movement afoot to recommend a late fall application of fertilizer to “winterize” warm-season grasses like Bermuda Grass. Studies have shown benefits and detriments to these applications. In my opinion, the benefits are so short-lived that they do not justify the costs. Growing up in a family of horticulturists, one of the first phrases I remember hearing was “sounds like he’s trying to sell some fertilizer.” I think this could be one of those times.


          




          • Winter: Do not fertilize Bermuda Grass lawns in the winter. You may stimulate your lawn to break dormancy during a winter warm spell only to be damaged in the next wave of freezing temperatures.


        


      




      

        



        SOIL PH AND LIME




        Liming a lawn is a way to raise the pH of the soil. Soil pH is measured on a scale of 0–14 with 7 being neutral. A soil pH below 7 is considered acidic while a soil pH above 7 is considered basic (alkaline). Bermuda Grass prefers a soil pH of 6-7. The pH of a soil is important because it affects the availability of different nutrients. Nitrogen in the soil is more available at a pH of 6 than a pH of 5, and liming would actually increase the nitrogen available to grass roots. In addition, a soil pH below 5 or above 7.5 can decrease the effectiveness of slow-release fertilizers.




        The best way to determine your lawn’s pH is to have the soil tested by your local Cooperative Extension Service. The soil test results will recommend the amount of lime needed to raise the pH to the optimal level.




        Many Southern soils are acidic and will need approximately 50 pounds of lime per 1000 square feet. Whenever possible purchase lime in pelletized form since it is much easier to distribute. Broadcast the limestone with a fertilizer spreader, or by hand. Lime can take up to three months to affect the pH of your soil and can be applied at any time of the year. Since lime moves slowly in the soil, the best time to apply it is when planting or immediately after core aerating.




        Occasionally, you may encounter an alkaline Southern soil with a pH above 7.5. In such a case, you can lower the soil pH to the 6–7 range with an elemental sulfur product. The most common form of elemental sulfur is aluminum sulfate. It is often available in 50-pound bags and should be applied at the rate recommended on the bag.


      




      

        



        AERATING




        Aerating a Bermuda Grass lawn is a great way to increase the flow of air, water, and nutrients into the root zone. Aerating each year will improve the quality, and consistency, of your lawn’s growth. It can also be used to renovate areas like dry banks, poorly drained corners, and compacted dog paths.




        Bermuda Grass lawns can be aerated any time during the growing season, as long as they are not suffering from drought. I prefer not to aerate dormant, brown Bermuda Grass since it will disrupt my late winter pre-emergence weed control application and open the soil to weed seed infiltration. In addition, I avoid aerating during spring green-up since it will damage tender roots and shoots at a time when the grass is low on stored energy. The best time for a once-a-year aeration is in the late spring when your lawn is completely green and soil temperatures reach 80°. This is usually in late May.




        The only effective way to aerate a lawn is to use a core aerator. Core aerators are powered by an engine and remove cores of soil from the top layer of soil. Since most people do not own a core aerator, they rent one or have a lawn service aerate for them. Core aerators work best on moist soil so you will need to irrigate a day or two before you plan to aerate. A core aerator will bounce along the surface of dry soil. Run the core aerator across the lawn once or twice so that the average distance between the holes is about 4–6 inches. Afterwards, there will be cores of soil deposited all over the lawn. If the cores bother you, you can rake the lawn and most will break and drop below the level of the grass where they are not as noticeable. Otherwise, they will naturally disintegrate in a couple of weeks with the help of a few passing rainstorms. I prefer not to collect and remove the cores since they eventually return to the soil surface where they help thatch to decompose. Finally, irrigate the aerated lawn deeply to moisten exposed roots and rhizomes.




        You will often see “spike aerators” of various sorts. Some roll behind a riding lawn mower; others are attached to fertilizer spreaders, and manual types look like a pitch fork that you are supposed to press into the soil with your foot. There are even special spike-clad shoes that claim to aerate while you wander around the lawn. When a spike is forced into the soil, it creates an opening but compacts the surrounding areas. Even worse, you would need to take 10,000 steps with spike-clad shoes to even come close to core aeration. In my opinion, all of these are useless and should be avoided.


      




      

        



        DETHATCHING




        Thatch is a collection of dead plant parts like stems and grass clippings that accumulate on the soil surface. Thatch is only a problem if it becomes thicker than .5 inches and grass roots begin to grow into it as if it was soil. Thatch dries very quickly in hot summer conditions and grass roots growing in it are much more susceptible to drought. When mowed at the right height and at the right time, Bermuda Grass lawns do not usually accumulate excessive amounts of thatch.




        The best way to prevent thatch from accumulating is to begin the year with a clean slate. Before your Bermuda Grass begins to green in the spring, mow the entire lawn as described in the “Mowing” section to remove dead top-growth. After removing all of the debris, I usually rake the entire lawn vigorously with a metal-tined leaf rake to dredge up as much thatch as I can. This takes quite a bit of energy and requires that extra level of motivation. I have noticed that my level of motivation seems to be directly linked with the size of the lawn. On big lawns, you can skip the vigorous raking and opt for aerating in late spring. Core aerating also helps to prevent thatch from accumulating.




        Occasionally, hybrid Bermuda Grass lawns will accumulate greater than .5 inches of thatch during the growing season. This is usually as a result of improper mowing or excessive fertilizing. In this case, begin by aerating (if you have not done so already). If the problem doesn’t go away in several weeks, you may want to rent a vertical mower or “dethatcher” from a tool rental store. Vertical mowing is tricky, though, and should be performed with extreme care. Do not cut too deeply or make more than one pass over the entire lawn. In addition, never vertical mow during periods of drought. After vertical mowing, rake and remove all the thatch brought to the soil surface and irrigate.




        In the old days, people would burn their Bermuda Grass lawn during the winter to remove thatch and dead top-growth. This process works, but if the Bermuda Grass rhizomes and stolons are not completely dormant, you might kill large patches of your lawn. In addition, burning a lawn is extremely dangerous. I have had to fight pasture fires, and I can tell you that a grass fire burns quickly and expands exponentially. However tempting it may be, my best advice is to never burn your Bermuda Grass lawn.


      




      

        



        TOPDRESSING




        You may hear people at the golf course talking about topdressing Bermuda Grass golf greens. Topdressing is a technique used to create a smooth playing surface. A thin layer of soil or sand is distributed across the grass surface using a special topdressing machine. Bermuda Grass rhizomes and stolons grow into the topdressed soil and the grass shifts in response to the new, flatter soil surface.




        Despite what many people think, topdressing is not a remedy for thinning turf or poor drainage. In fact, topdressing may compound these problems by smothering grass plants and causing the soil to form inconsistent layers. For the typical homeowner, topdressing should be limited to filling gullies and holes that make mowing difficult. A single depression should be filled layer by layer over the entire growing season, never covering the surface with more than .25 inches of soil or sand at a time. Greater amounts will smother the grass and cause more harm than good.




        There are a few situations when you might consider topdressing your entire lawn. For instance, if your sod was laid poorly and the entire lawn is bumpy, you may want to hire a lawn care professional who has a topdressing machine and access to high-quality topdressing soil mixtures. Topdressing with the wrong grade of soil or sand can cause the soil to “layer,” which obstructs drainage and causes growth problems.
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            Topdressing is not the remedy for a thinning or poorly drained lawn.


          


        


      




      

        



        BLOWING AND EDGING




        Many people own their own blower these days. Blowers are wonderful tools that take a lot of the backache out of lawn work. A blower can be used to clean debris from driveways, walks, and porches. It is also an invaluable tool in October when falling leaves are getting the best of us. I also use a blower to disperse grass clippings if they accumulate in lines along the surface of my lawn.




        There are three types of blowers: electric blowers, backpack blowers, and rolling street blowers. If you are going to be doing yard work for many years to come, I would definitely invest in a gas-powered blower. Electric blowers are inexpensive, but the inevitable tangled power cord is a complete hassle. Backpack blowers are great if you need a versatile machine that can reach various nooks and crannies. Rolling street blowers are the best for blowing leaves, but they are expensive and difficult to maneuver if your property has hills or steps.




        Lawn maintenance companies regularly edge lawns and flower beds with a special machine that has vertically rotating blades. Most homeowners can accomplish the same effect by rotating their string trimmer and letting the string dig into the soil. Edging is largely a matter of aesthetics, although it does keep Bermuda Grass from creeping out across your driveway. Remember this, though. Edging opens the soil surface and will disrupt the chemical barrier of your pre-emergence weed control. It is common to see weeds sprouting between a lawn and a driveway after it was edged in early March. If needed, it is safer to edge during June, July, and August.


      




      

        



        WEED CONTROL




        While it may be hard to believe, most weeds blow into your lawn as seeds and sprout the minute they find enough bare soil, moisture, and light to grow. This is true for both annual weeds and perennial weeds. Annual weeds sprout, grow, flower, seed, and die within one year. Perennial weeds sprout from a seed as well, but the weed plant continues to grow and spread for more than one season (even though the top may die back in the winter).
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            Winter weeds are very noticeable in a dormant Bermuda Grass lawn.


          


        




        Weeds enter a lawn for one reason: your lawn is not growing well. In fact, two of the most common reasons for weeds in a Bermuda Grass lawn arc drought and shade. It is not that drought and shade increase the number of weeds or weed seeds trying to creep into your turf Instead, drought and shade cause Bermuda Grass to thin, thus offering weed seeds an open space to germinate and grow. Your trouble may be different. Compacted soil, cold damage, insect/disease damage, flooding, steep slopes (causing dry soil), lack of fertilizer, and irregular pH can cause Bermuda Grass to thin. The underlying point is that a thick, well-grown stand of Bermuda Grass is the first step toward “closing the door” and stopping weeds. Even then, most of us will have to employ various weed control measures to keep our lawns weed-free.




        

          [image: e9781461733188_i0025.jpg]TIP: Neighboring lawns, woods, and adjacent untended areas produce enormous numbers of weed seeds that blow into your lawn. If possible, mow or “weed-eat” them to prevent seed formation.


        




        

          



          Types of Weed Control




          There are two ways to control weeds in a lawn: as the weed seeds germinate (pre-emergence weed control) and after the weeds have already sprouted and are growing (post-emergence weed control). When using weed control products, always make sure the product is approved for use on Bermuda Grass and follow the labeled directions. Do not apply more than the recommended rate; it will not give you better results and may injure your lawn.




          Pre-emergence weed controls kill immature weeds immediately after they germinate and before they emerge from the soil surface. Since annual weeds like annual bluegrass and henbit die and return from seed each year, a pre-emergence weed control will eradicate them from your Bermuda lawn over several seasons. At the same time, it will prevent annual and perennial weed seeds that blow into your lawn from emerging. Most pre-emergence products are sold in a granular form (with or without fertilizer) that you spread using a fertilizer spreader. It is important to spread the chemical “wall to wall” at the recommended rate. Areas that are not covered by the chemical will not be protected. After spreading the product, irrigate your lawn with at least .5 inches of water to activate the chemical (unless otherwise stated on the bag). Once activated, pre-emergence weed controls create a chemical barrier in the upper inches of your lawn that will prevent weed seeds from germinating. Do not cultivate, aerate, or disturb the soil after treating your lawn or you will disrupt the chemical barrier and open the soil to weed seed infiltration. Pre-emergence weed controls are usually effective for 2-3 months, depending on the temperature and amount of rainfall.




          

            Pre-Emergence Weed Control: Usually sold as a dry, granular product in a 10-30 pound bag. May be labeled as “crabgrass control” although it will stop other weeds as well.




            Post-Emergence Weed Control: Usually sold as a liquid that you spray from a pressurized sprayer or a hose-end sprayer. May be labeled as “broadleaf weed killer” or “grassy weed killer.”


          




          Post-emergence weed controls kill weeds that are already growing in your lawn. These products are referred to as “selective” since they are targeted at specific annual and perennial weeds listed on the label. Usually, controls will either treat grassy weeds like crabgrass (monocotyledons) or broadleaf weeds like chickweed (dicotyledons). Choose the weed control spray that best fits your needs. You may need to purchase a spray for each category of weeds. In most cases, post-emergence products are designed to disrupt one of the weed’s critical metabolic processes and should be sprayed when the weed is actively growing. If the weed is dormant because of cold weather or drought (i.e., not using the metabolic process), it may not die. Post-emergence products are most often sold as a liquid spray. The liquid sprays are very effective when weeds are young and actively growing. Spray on a still day when air temperatures are between 60 and 80° and the grass is dry. Avoid spraying during the 4–6 weeks in the spring when your Bermuda Grass is greening up. Post-emergence weed controls are sometimes sold in a granular form that is spread with a fertilizer spreader when the grass is wet. The dry particles need the moisture to adhere to weed leaves.




          

            [image: e9781461733188_i0026.jpg] WARNING: Weed controls can have dramatic and damaging effects on ornamental trees, shrubs, and plants growing in or near your lawn. This is true for pre-emergence and post-emergence weed controls. For instance, some post-emergence sprays are absorbed by tree roots and can cause the leaves to burn or defoliate. Read the product label carefully for directions and never spray underneath shallow-rooted trees and shrubs like Dogwoods and Boxwoods.


          




          Another group of post-emergence weed controls are the non-selective sprays like Round-Up. The term “non-selective” means they will kill all vegetation including your Bermuda Grass. The trick is that non-selective weed sprays are absorbed through plant leaves. During the winter months when your Bermuda Grass is brown, you can carefully spray green weeds without affecting the dormant Bermuda Grass. WATCH OUT! Be very cautious and make sure that your lawn’s leaves and stolons have not emerged during a winter warm spell. Even then, spray only the weed and expect some Bermuda Grass in the vicinity to be killed as well.


        




        

          



          When to Apply Weed Controls




          When it comes to weed control, timing is critical. Pre-emergence weed controls have to be applied before weed seeds germinate or they are useless. Post-emergence weed control sprays and granules have to be applied when the weeds are young, tender, and actively growing. I have found that when it comes to weed control, it is always better to be a little early rather than a little late.




          Under normal conditions, a thick, lush Bermuda Grass lawn will remain weed-free with two applications of granular pre-emergence weed control (late winter and early fall) and spot treatments of problem weeds with a post-emergence weed control spray in mid-winter and early summer. I have included two “optional” pre-emergence weed control applications for people trying to renovate a very weedy lawn and people that live near a major source of weeds like an old pasture.




          • Late Winter: Apply a pre-emergence weed control when the soil temperature reaches a consistent 50°. This is usually February/early March, when the Forsythia is in bloom. This application will control annual weeds and perennial weeds that germinate in the spring. Make sure the product is approved for use on Bermuda Grass and apply at the rate recommended on the bag. Do not aerate for 3 months after you apply pre-emergence weed control because it will affect the chemical barrier. Irrigate after applying unless otherwise stated on the bag. Do not use a pre-emergence weed control that contains fertilizer. If you fertilize now, you might stimulate your lawn to break dormancy during a warm spell, only to be damaged by freezing temperatures.




          • Late Spring and Summer: Apply pre-emergence weed control without fertilizer around June 1 to control annual and perennial weeds that continue to germinate into the summer (optional application). If your lawn is mostly weed-free, and weeds do not usually blow in from surrounding areas, you can skip this application. Use a product approved for use on Bermuda Grass and apply at the rate recommended on the bag. Remember not to aerate for 3 months after you apply pre-emergence weed control because it may affect the chemical barrier. Irrigate after applying unless otherwise stated on the bag.




          Once your Bermuda Grass lawn is completely green and soil temperatures reach 75–80° (usually in May), begin treating weed outbreaks with a post-emergence weed control spray approved for use on Bermuda Grass. Do not spray weed control during March/April when your Bermuda Grass is turning green since it can harm your lawn. Most sprays should be used when the air temperature is 60–80° (check the product label) and weeds are young and tender. If you wait another month or two, weeds will be older, tougher, and require repeated applications to kill them.




          If your lawn is still overrun with weeds in mid-summer, consider using a combination fertilizer/ post-emergence weed control (granular form) when you fertilize around July 1. Follow the labeled instructions and make sure your lawn is wet when you broadcast the product.




          • Early Fall: Wait until soil temperatures drop to 70° to apply pre-emergence weed control (without fertilizer) to your Bermuda Grass lawn. This is usually September 15 in the upper South and October 15 in the lower South. If you think you will forget, you can apply pre-emergence weed control when you fertilize in early September but you will be sacrificing some effectiveness. This application will control weeds like Annual Bluegrass and Henbit that germinate in the fall and winter.




          Either way, make sure the pre-emergence product is approved for use on Bermuda Grass and apply at the rate recommended on the bag. Irrigate after applying unless otherwise stated on the bag. This application will last 2–3 months.




          • Winter: Apply a pre-emergence weed control without fertilizer 2–3 months after your fall application (optional application). This is usually in late November/early December. If your lawn is mostly weed-free, and weeds do not usually blow in from surrounding areas, you can skip this application. Use a product approved for use on Bermuda Grass and apply at the rate recommended on the bag. Remember not to aerate for 3 months after you apply pre-emergence weed control because it may affect the chemical barrier. Irrigate after applying unless otherwise stated on the bag.




          During the winter, treat winter weed outbreaks as soon as you see them (young weeds will die quickly) with a post-emergence weed control spray approved for use on Bermuda Grass. This is usually in January and February. Most of your problems this time of year will be from annual weeds like Annual Bluegrass and Henbit. Spray on a warm afternoon (air temperature is at least 60°) when the weeds are young and actively growing. It may take two applications to kill them. You can also spray during the winter with a non-selective weed control like Round-Up. Make sure your Bermuda Grass is completely brown and spray only the leaves of the weeds. Be very careful because Bermuda Grass stolons and leaves can emerge very prematurely during a winter warm spell. With both types of sprays, read the product label for specific instructions.


        


      




      

        



        INSECTS AND PESTS




        Crickets, beetles, grasshoppers, worms, and a variety of other insects will take up residence in a nice, thick Bermuda Grass lawn. Some feed on grass blades, some feed on grass roots, and some feed on each other. Luckily, Bermuda Grass usually grows faster than the average insect can eat and we don’t have to worry. In fact, a certain level of insect feeding can actually stimulate grass growth. There are, however, a few classes of insects that can increase in populations large enough to harm your lawn. These can be treated fairly easily with a soil insecticide or with natural products like BT and Milky Spore. The best time for a once-a-year insect treatment is in late July or early August.




        Insect damage usually appears as an irregularly shaped patch of discolored or brown grass in a lawn. Driving around town in the summer, I usually pass a thousand lawns that could fit that definition. The problem is this. Only about ten of those thousand lawns are likely to have an insect problem. Lawns are finicky, and irregular patches of brown grass pop up for different reasons. One of the most common is drought. You might think your lawn is evenly watered but even a slight rise or a different soil texture can alter the amount of water that penetrates the soil. When you think you have an insect problem, look for another cause first. Then, wait to see if the troubled lawn area expands. Only then should you worry about treating with a soil insecticide. Following is a list of insects that may trouble a Bermuda Grass lawn. Don’t panic! You may never see any of these bugs.




        The most common and problematic insects on Bermuda Grass lawns in the South are white grubs. White grubs are the larval, soil-inhabiting form of several different types of beetles. The most notorious beetle in the South is the Japanese Beetle, known for its voracious feeding on Crape Myrtle, grapes, ornamental cherry trees, and almost anything green. Japanese Beetles lay their eggs in lawns and grassy areas beginning in July. The eggs hatch as white grubs in late July and begin a two-month feeding frenzy on grass roots. As soil temperatures cool in October, the white grubs tunnel dow 4–8 inches into the soil where they pass the winter. As the soil warms in the spring white grubs move to the surface, feed briefly in April/May, and then pupate into beetles. Of all insects, white grubs are the most pervasive lawn problem in areas where you commonly see Japanese Beetles. White grubs can be controlled with a granular soil insecticide applied in early August according to the labeled directions. Milky spore is a natural product that contains spores of Bacillus popilliae, a disease that kills white grubs. Milky spore will not kill every white grub, but spores will remain active in your lawn for many years.




        While white grubs feed on Bermuda Grass roots, there are several types of larval worms that feed on Bermuda Grass leaf blades. They include cutworms and sod webworms. Unlike white grubs, larval worms can have several life cycles during a given growing season and are less predictable in their arrival. In addition, they are night-feeders and hide in tunnels beneath your lawn during the day. Sod webworms leave behind a silken spider web on the surface of your lawn that you see first thing in the morning. Larval worm damage usually appears as areas of brown or unevenly clipped grass. They can be controlled with a soil insecticide approved for use on Bermuda Grass. BT (Bacillus thuringiensis) is an effective natural product.




        Armyworms are another type of larval worm that feed in masses throughout the day and night. They move quickly and can literally devour a lawn. Keep a lookout beginning in the late spring and through the growing season. Young larvae eat the edges of grass blades while the mature larvae eat the entire blade. Armyworms usually affect an entire subdivision/area at a time, so listen to your neighbors and state agencies for “armyworm alerts.” The worst outbreaks of large populations usually occur from July to October. If found, apply a soil insecticide approved for use on Bermuda Grass. BT (Bacillus thuringiensis) is an effective natural product. Damaged lawns can usually be revived with careful irrigation.




        Billbugs are black, hard-shelled beetles with a curved snout like a short elephant trunk. You may see them in the spring as they prepare to lay their eggs. The eggs hatch into legless white grubs that feed on Bermuda Grass roots during the late spring and summer. Damaged lawns usually have circular areas of brown or yellowing grass. If you tug on the discolored turf, it will easily pull from the soil. Billbugs can be controlled with a soil insecticide approved for use on Bermuda Grass.




        Mole crickets are a major concern in the lower South in sandy soils. These horrendous burrowing crickets tunnel through the soil at night, loosening the sandy soil and disrupting grass roots. Mole crickets are active throughout the growing season but are most common when night air temperatures remain above 60°. Damage usually appears as if someone cultivated areas of your lawn. They can be controlled with a soil insecticide labeled for control of mole crickets and approved for use on Bermuda Grass.




        Chinch bugs can be a problem on Bermuda Grass, although they are most destructive on Saint Augustine and Centipede grass lawns. Infested lawns usually have irregular patches of yellowing or wilted grass in sunny areas. Chinch bug problems are most common in July through September. To confirm their presence, cut the top and bottom from a coffee can and pound it several inches into the yellow grass. Fill the inside of the can with several inches of water and maintain the water level for five minutes. The chinch bugs will float to the surface. Once you have located them, treat the area with a soil insecticide labeled for control of chinch bugs and approved for use on Bermuda Grass.




        Fire ants drive me nuts. I have tried chemical control and home remedies and none of them seem to work that well. Every time I treat a mound, a new fire ant hill seems to pop up ten feet away. There are numerous entomologists working on the problem, so hopefully they will find a better cure soon.




        If moles are tunneling through your lawn, they are probably after white grubs. Treat for white grubs in late July/early August and hope that the moles will go away also.




        There is always another insect or pest that might plague your lawn. You might hear or read about ground pearls, nematodes, mites, viruses, and a long list of other potential problems. In general, don’t worry. Just keep an eye on things and treat problems when you find them. Your lawn is tougher than you think.


      




      

        



        DISEASES




        Bermuda Grass is susceptible to a variety of fungal diseases including brownpatch, dollar spot, leaf spot, pythium, fairy rings, and spring dead spot. While individual diseases appear at different times of the year (depending on the weather), it is almost impossible to predict when your lawn will be afflicted. In many cases, a disease will come and go without your ever knowing it. Since fungal diseases are very difficult to identify, it is important to keep a sharp watch for anything abnormal.
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            Diseases like Helminthosporium leaf spot may come and go without you knowing it.


          


        




        In general, fungal diseases appear as brown or damaged patches of grass with smooth outlines. If you find a patch that fits this description, don’t run out and spray the entire lawn with fungicide. Wait to see if the patch of damaged grass expands over the next day or two. It is likely that the fungal disease has already run its course. An “active” patch of diseased turf will grow and expand concentrically over a couple of days. Grass plants along the outline of the damaged patch will have the most telling signs: wilted plants, shriveled leaves, or discolored leaf blades. Once you have located one of these areas, spray with a lawn fungicide approved for use on Bermuda Grass.




        If your lawn has a history of fungal problems, you may want to renovate the dead areas and then spray preventatively with a lawn fungicide the following year so that the disease does not recur. Follow the directions on the product label explicitly.




        Many fungal diseases are exacerbated by water. This is especially true with fungal diseases that are prevalent in the spring and fall when daytime air temperatures are 60–80° and nighttime air temperatures are around 60°. During these critical times, do not irrigate unless it is necessary. When needed, water on a sunny day when moisture will evaporate quickly from grass leaves. If there is a daytime watering ban in effect for your area, irrigate immediately before dawn.


      




      

        



        OVERSEEDING




        If a tan, dormant lawn in the winter is more than you can bear, you might want to consider overseeding your Bermuda Grass lawn with a cool-season grass. The cool-season grass will germinate in the fall and begin to grow as your Bermuda Grass is going dormant. As spring arrives, your Bermuda Grass will begin to green as normal. During this “spring transition,” the overseeded grass and Bermuda Grass will both be alive and will be competing with one another. As the heat of summer arrives, though, the overseeded grass will die and leave the Bermuda Grass to prosper for the rest of the summer.




        Bermuda Grass can be overseeded with a variety of cool-season grasses. The key is to choose one that will not last too long into summer, thus competing with your Bermuda Grass. Annual Rye (a.k.a. Italian Rye) is a good, generic choice for the South. It cannot tolerate hot weather and will die quickly as heat approaches. Perennial Rye can be used in the lower South although it lingers too long into summer in areas where fescue grows well. Creeping Bentgrass is another choice, but it is expensive and is seldom available. Do not overseed Bermuda Grass with Tall Fescue or Kentucky Bluegrass since they will last well into summer and compete with your Bermuda Grass.
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            Bermuda Grass can be overseeded with Annual Ryegrass for a green winter cover.


          


        




        

          Steps in Overseeding




          1. Do not apply pie-emergence weed control in the three months prior to overseeding.




           





          2. Overseed Bermuda Grass lawns when the soil temperature drops to 70°. This is usually around September 15 in the upper South and October 15 in the lower South.




           





          3. Prepare the lawn before seeding by mowing your Bermuda Grass to about 1 inch and by raking the lawn vigorously with a metal-tined rake.




           





          4. Sow 6–8 pounds of Annual Rye per 1000 square feet and broadcast a complete lawn fertilizer than contains a slow-release form of nitrogen, if you have not done so already. Apply at the rate of 1.5 pounds of actual nitrogen per 1000 square feet.




           





          5. Keep the soil surface moist for 7–10 days to ensure even germination. After that, water weekly if there has been no significant rainfall.




           





          6. Begin mowing as soon as the Annual Rye reaches 2.5 inches. This is a good time to install a new mower blade, or sharpen the old one. A dull blade will rip seedlings from the lawn.




           





          7. Continue to mow throughout the winter at 2 inches, whenever the grass reaches 3 inches.




           





          8. Fertilize lightly every 4-6 weeks throughout the winter whenever the Annual Rye is light green. Use a fertilizer like 10-10-10 that contains a soluble form of nitrogen, not a slow-release form of nitrogen. Slow-release forms of nitrogen are not effective during winter cold. Apply at the rate of .5 pound of actual nitrogen per 1000 square feet. If using 10-10-10, this equals 5 pounds per 1000 square feet. Stop fertilizing in February, however, to slow its growth so it will not compete with your Bermuda Grass during the spring green-up.




           





          9. In March, mow your lawn below 1 inch as described in the “mowing” section. This will shock the Annual Rye and give the Bermuda Grass a chance to emerge. The remaining Annual Rye will die once warm weather arrives.


        


      


    




    

      



      II. Renovating a Bermuda Grass Lawn




      There are those times that you walk out of the house and realize that your lawn is in horrible shape. Worse yet, a gloating neighbor points it out as he invites you for a tour of his immaculate turf. Regardless of the source of your motivation, a large percentage of “troubled” Bermuda Grass lawns can be renovated without extreme effort. The general rule is that if you can find two healthy Bermuda Grass clumps in a given square foot of lawn, you can renovate. Otherwise, grab your wallet and head for the section entitled “Starting a New Bermuda Grass Lawn.”




      The first step in renovating a Bermuda Grass lawn is to admit that there is a problem. There are two categories of problems that will ruin a Bermuda Grass lawn: maintenance problems and fundamental problems. Unfortunately, the results of both often appear the same. For instance, a thinning lawn can be the result of improper mowing or shade. Think about your lawn’s history and work your way toward the logical cause.




      

        



        CORRECTING MAINTENANCE PROBLEMS




        As we know from golf, your game will not improve by buying a new set of clubs. You have to address the underlying problem with your swing. Read through the maintenance section above and determine if you are skipping any critical steps. Are you fertilizing, mowing at the right height, mowing consistently, aerating, irrigating, and applying pre-emergence weed control? Do you have an insect or disease problem? Address these problems accurately to stimulate your grass to grow denser, fill voids, and darken in color. Below are two “recipes” for Bermuda Grass lawn renovation. They cover approximately eight months of the year. Avoid renovation attempts in the two months when lawns are greening in the spring and the two months when lawns are going dormant in the fall.


      




      

        



        CORRECTING FUNDAMENTAL PROBLEMS




        There are times when all the maintenance in the world cannot cure a lawn’s woes. In such times we have to remember that a lawn is not a cure-all. Bermuda Grass is not a plant that will grow where all other plants have failed. In fact, in certain situations there may be hundreds of plants more suitable for a particular area. See “Ground Cover” in the glossary for some suggestions. Remember this as you read the remedies below. The most efficient and inexpensive approach might be to reconfigure or abandon areas that are not suitable for a lawn.




        • Shade. Bermuda Grass hates shade. Shaded lawns will become thin and weak. The only answer is to switch to a more shade-tolerant grass (like Zoysia), cut down a few trees, or reduce the size of your lawn to avoid the shade. Raising the mowing height in the shaded areas may alleviate some of the problem but is often impractical. My favorite fix is to end the lawn at the edge of the tree canopy and grow a ground cover under the tree instead.




        

          
Recipe for Growing-Season Renovation (May through August)





          1. Kill Weeds. Spray weedy areas with a post-emergence weed control as soon as possible. Young weeds die faster than mature weeds (see “Weed Control”).




           





          2. Rake. Rake the entire lawn vigorously with a metal-tined rake to remove leaves, dead weeds, grass clippings, rocks, etc.




           





          3. Mow. Check your mowing height and mow frequently.




           





          4. Irrigate. Water deeply once every week or so if there has been no rain. Don’t drop the ball! Even short periods of drought can cause discoloration.




           





          5. Fertilize. Fertilize immediately (if you have not done so) and again in late August/early September.




           





          6. Aerate. Consider core-aerating to stimulate grass to grow and spread.




           





          7. Do not topdress unless you are trying to smooth your lawn surface. It will not stimulate growth.




           





          8. Control Future Weeds. Apply pre-emergence weed control ON TIME in the fall (see “Weed Control”).


        




        

          
Recipe for Dormant-Season Renovation (November through February)





          1. Kill Weeds. Spray weedy areas with a post-emergence weed control as soon as possible, on a warm day. Young weeds die faster than mature weeds (see “Weed Control”). Hand-pull problem weeds like bunches of fescue.




           





          2. Control future weeds. Apply pre-emergence weed control ON TIME in late winter (see “Weed Control”).




           





          3. Scalp and rake. Be ready to scalp your lawn and rake it vigorously in late February/early March (see “Mowing”).




           





          4. Wait until late April to fertilize and late May to core aerate.


        




        • Compacted soil. Compacted soil is low in oxygen and causes Bermuda Grass to thin and die. Consider aerating once or twice during the summer when soil temperatures are 75–80°. Also, evaluate the cause of the compaction and correct continuing problems by creating walkways for people and pets.




        • Poor drainage. Bermuda Grass will thin and die in wet, soggy soils. These are also some of most difficult and expensive problems to correct. Before you begin, determine the source of the water and where it is trying to flow. Occasionally, you can correct poor drainage by diverting a water source (like a gutter outlet) or removing an obstruction (a clogged ditch). Other solutions include re-grading, French drains, and surface drains. Once the soil dries, core-aerate to help renovate the root zone.




        • Improper pH. At the wrong soil pH, Bermuda Grass will grow slowly, lose density, and be light green/yellow despite your best maintenance practices. Always consider your maintenance routine before you blame soil pH. If you suspect soil pH, take a soil sample to your local Cooperative Extension Service testing. They will recommend the needed lime or elemental sulfur to correct the problem.
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            Many new lawns suffer because the soil was compacted during home construction.


          


        


      


    




    

      



      III. Planting a New Bermuda Grass Lawn




      There are three methods used to create a new Bermuda Grass lawn: sod, plugs, or seed. The most common method is to lay sod blocks so that they cover the entire new lawn surface “wall to wall.” Plugging is a variation of sodding in which you plant pieces of sod about one foot apart. The lawn will develop over several months as the plugs grow to fill the gaps. Seeding is least common and least expensive. The hybrid Bermuda Grass cultivars are sterile, so your only option is to seed common Bermuda Grass or one of the new common Bermuda Grass cultivars.




      

        A Sampling of Hybrid Bermuda Grass Cultivars:




        • Tifway (419): Dark green, fine texture, dense




        • Tifway II: Dark green, fine texture, dense, tolerates colder temperatures




        • Tifgreen (328): Medium green, fine texture, very dense




        • Midway: Dark green, medium texture, dense, tolerates colder temperatures




         





        A Sampling of Common Bermuda Grass Selections:




         





        • Yuma: Dark green, medium texture, dense




        • Sahara: Dark green, medium/fine texture, dense




        • Mohawk: Dark green, medium/fine texture, tolerates colder temperatures


      




      Whether you are sodding, plugging, or seeding your new lawn, the best time of year to begin is in the late spring once the danger of frost has passed and the sod is green. The optimal soil temperature for establishing a new lawn is 75–80°. This usually occurs in May. With proper care, new Bermuda Grass lawns can be started throughout June and July. Try not to plant after August 1 because your new lawn will not have enough warm weather to become established.




      

        [image: e9781461733188_i0030.jpg] TIP: Soil-related problems are the number-one killer of new and established Bermuda Grass lawns. This is your only chance to fix soil problems! Kill weeds, cultivate the soil deeply, and amend with humus before you plant.


      




      

        



        READING SEED LABELS




        Common Bermuda Grass lawns can be grown from seed and will usually germinate in 1 or 2 weeks. Since seeding Bermuda Grass is not as common as growing it from sod, the seed you find at the nursery may have been there a while. It is very important to read the special seed label attached or printed on the bag for several pieces of information. First, make sure the germination test date is within the last year. Old seed will not germinate as well as new seed. Second, make sure the bag contains only Bermuda Grass seed. Do not buy a seed bag that contains a mixture of Bermuda Grass and lawn. other grasses like Bahiagrass or Carpetgrass. Despite what the package says, these other grasses will only look like weeds in your Bermuda Grass lawn.




        

          

            

            



            

              	Common Bermuda Grass



              	Lot: XXX-1234-XXX

            




            

              	Net. Wt. 5 lbs.



              	Origin: Arizona

            




            

              	98% Pure Seed



              	

            




            

              	1% inert matter



              	

            




            

              	1 % weed seed



              	

            




            

              	Test Date: 2-1-20XX



              	

            




            

              	98% Bermuda Grass



              	Germ: 85%

            


          


        




        STEPS IN PLANTING A NEW BERMUDA GRASS LAWN




         





        Planting a new Bermuda Grass lawn is not a one-weekend project. Laying a sod lawn is back-breaking labor and is especially difficult if you’ve been rototilling all morning. Imagine how it feels when it’s 95°. The best thing to do is to spread the various steps over two weekends. For instance, I would strongly suggest cultivating one weekend and planting the next.




         





        STEP 1. Spray existing weeds. The first step in planting a new Bermuda Grass lawn is to eliminate all weeds from the lawn area. Use a non-selective weed control like Round-Up. Plan ahead since you will need to wait approximately two weeks (check the product label) after spraying before you seed, sod, or sprig. Do not apply a pre-emergence weed control any time within three months of seeding a Bermuda Grass lawn.




         





        STEP 2. Establish the grade. One of the best ways to guarantee a beautiful lawn is to establish the proper grade before you begin. This may be more than most of us can afford, but consider it nonetheless. The proper slope has the potential to prevent both drought and poor drainage. It also makes mowing easier. In general, a 2–6% grade is optimal.




         





        STEP 3. Cultivate the soil as deeply as possible. Whether you use sod, plugs, or seed, grass roots will need to grow into the existing soil surface. The deeper you can cultivate the soil, the more quickly your lawn will establish and thrive. Remember to wait the allotted time after spraying your herbicide before cultivating. Begin by raking and removing debris like dead weeds, leaves, and rocks from the area. Next, cultivate the soil with a rear-tine rototiller. If you don’t have a roto-tiller, consider renting one from a tool rental store. Rototill the entire area lengthwise, then again crosswise. Try to work at least 4–6 inches of soil into a nice pulverized soil mix. If you prefer not to rototill, cultivate as much of the area as you can with a hoe, garden rake, or shovel. Again, the deeper you work the soil, the better.




         





        STEP 4. Amend the soil. Most soils will need to be amended with humus before you plant. In almost all cases, it is better to spend time amending the current soil with humus rather than hauling in new “topsoil.” Humus is a general term for the organic material that naturally occurs in the top layer of soil. Unfortunately, most lawn areas are graded during home construction and the top layer of soil is buried or removed. Adding humus will renovate these soils by improving drainage in clay soils and improving water retention in sandy soil. Peat moss, composted bark products, and compost are all good choices. I prefer adding at least two 3.8 cubic foot bales of sphagnum peat moss per 1000 square feet. Work the peat moss into the top 4–6 inches of soil as you rototill.




         





        STEP 5. Lime and fertilizer. A lawn is a big investment and it does not hurt to have the soil pH determined by your County Extension Service. Bermuda Grass prefers a soil pH 6–7, and your soil test results will recommend the specific amount of lime to add if the pH needs to be raised. Many Southern soils are acidic and will need approximately 50 pounds of pelletized limestone per 1000 square feet. Spread the limestone with a fertilizer spreader or by hand, and work it into the top layer of soil using a garden rake. At the same time, apply a complete lawn fertilizer that contains a slow-release form of nitrogen. I prefer to start lawns with a 3-1-2 ratio fertilizer like 12-4-8. Fertilizers labeled as “starter fertilizer” are helpful, but not critical. Apply at the rate of 1.5 pounds of actual nitrogen per 1000 square feet. Work the fertilizer into the top layer of cultivated soil using a garden rake.




         





        STEP 6. Seeding. If you are seeding a Bermuda Grass lawn, plan on using 1 pound of hulled Bermuda Grass seed per 1000 square feet. Do not buy unhulled Bermuda Grass seed and do not a buy a mix that contains other types of grass. If you are unsure, check the seed label for the exact percentage of each ingredient. Also, make sure the seed is fresh by checking that the germination test date is within the last year.




        Begin by raking the area to create as smooth a soil surface as possible. I like to use a leaf rake because it creates tiny furrows and ridges on the soil surface that “capture” the seed. Bermuda Grass seed is minute and should be mixed with an equal amount of dry sand before sowing. In short, if you have a 5-pound bag of seed, mix it in a bucket with 5 pounds of dry sand. The seed/sand mix can be placed in a spreader (a fertilizer spreader works fine) or broadcast by hand. When using a spreader, distribute half the allotted mix lengthwise and the second half crosswise to avoid any skips. Since Bermuda Grass seed is small, rake the area very carefully to cover the seeds with a fine layer of soil. Do not bury them under more than .25 inches of soil. Next, cover the lawn with a layer of wheat straw to prevent washing and erosion while the seed is germinating. You will need one bale per 1000 square feet. Finally, water the entire area to work the seed into the soil but do not water so much that the seed begins to wash. Bermuda Grass seed will usually germinate in 7–14 days.




         





        STEP 7. Sodding. Before you lay sod, cultivate the soil as described in step 3. Do not skip this step! Bermuda Grass laid on uncultivated soil will be susceptible to a wide range of growth problems and will be very susceptible to drought.
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