Turf Nurturing


When my husband and I first moved to Skagit County in 1978, we determined we would plant a lawn around our newly built house.  We prepared the ground properly and were duly rewarded with a lovely green lawn.  Everything was great, but we discovered after about six months that there is a lot more to a lawn than meets the eye, like weed management and proper nutrition.


If you find yourself wondering how to help your grass grow green and resist weeds, here are a few easy tips:

· Water properly.  Frequent, light sprinkling during dry spells is ineffective because it encourages shallow root growth.  Overwatering can wash away nutrients, particularly nitrogen, and rob roots of oxygen.

· Water early in the morning.  Evening watering encourages diseases.

· Heavy soil does not normally require water more than once a week.  Light, sandy soils typically need more watering.  Check to see if the top two inches of soil are dry and crumbly before you irrigate.

· Mow to the proper height.  In Western Washington, cut rye grass and fescue (the most common grasses) to 1.25 to 1.5 inches.  Most people mow their lawns too high.

· Don’t cut off too much grass at a time.  Mow frequently enough so that you clip less than a third of each blade off.  Continue mowing your lawn as long as it is growing-even during the rainy season.

· Keep your mower blades sharp.  Dull blades chew the tops off leaves, which causes a portion of them to die.

· Feed your grass regularly.  Fertilizers are identified with a series of three numbers that tell you percentages of key nutrients.  The first number is the percentage of nitrogen (N), the second number is phosphorous (P) and the third, potassium (K).  Therefore, a 12-4-8 fertilizer would be 12 percent nitrogen (N), 4 percent phosphorous (P) and 8 percent potassium (K).

· During the growing season, apply a 3-1-2 ratio fertilizer three times per year.  Recommended times are approximately April 15, June 15 and September 1.  Use a pound of actual nitrogen per 1000 square feet of grass each time.  A percentage of the nitrogen should be slow.  The label will tell you this information.  To calculate how much fertilizer to use, check the label for spreader recommendations or do your own math.  If the fertilizer you are using is 20 percent nitrogen, you will need 5 pounds for each 1000 square feet.

· A fourth application of fertilizer in the fall is very important.  Make this between November 15 and December 7.


Proper nutrition has many benefits.  A thick, healthy lawn is less prone to weeds and disease.


A great source of more information like this is Extension Bulletin 0482 “Home Lawns”.  It also contains material on more serious lawn problems like thatch removal, soil aeration and disease control.  Pick it up at your local WSU/Skagit County Cooperative Extension office.

