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Cool-season Grasses
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Cool-season grasses grow primarily during spring and
fall. They become dormant during the hottest part of
the summer and the coldest part of the winter. They
are usually green year round but may turn brown under
extreme heat and cold. Cool-season grasses include tall
fescue, bluegrass, turf-type fescue, perennial ryegrass
and mixtures of any of these grasses.

Inwestern North Carolina, the most common cool-season
grasses are bluegrass, tall fescue and bluegrass-fescue
mixtures. In the piedmont, bluegrass-fescue blends and
tall fescue are most common. In the eastern part of the
state, tall fescue is the only cool-season grass that should
be considered for a permanent lawn.

In the mountains and piedmont, a mixture of 80 percent
fescue and 20 percent bluegrass is popular. Mixtures of
grasses are more adaptable to varying growing conditions,
such as shade, soil moisture, and temperature. Planting a
mixture of grasses also improves the chances of survival
from turf diseases since mixtures have varying levels of
resistance to different diseases. Even if only fescue is
being planted, it may be wise to plant a mixture of three
or four cultivars.

The availability of commercial turf cultivars changes
frequently. For help, visit http://turfselect.ncsu.edu.

Seeding rates of bluegrass are 1.5-2.0 1b/1000 ft2. Fescue-
bluegrass blends and fescue blends should be seeded at
a rate of 6.0 1b/1000 ft2.

In North Carolina, it is best to seed cool-season grasses
from mid-August to mid-October, depending on the
location in the state. Seeding in the spring is generally
not satisfactory since young seedlings do not have enough

time to develop aroot system capable of providing needed
moisture before hot, dry summer weather arrives. If you
must seed in the spring, consider using atemporary cover,
such as annual ryegrass, until fall. Another option would
be to seed the cool-season grass with the intent of coming
back in fall and overseeding the areas that do not survive.

To establish a lawn properly, begin by submitting a soil
sample to evaluate the pH and nutrient status of the area
to be sown. Collect soil samples to a depth of four inches
from various locations in the area to be seeded. After
thoroughly mixing the samples together, take a subsample
from the mixture to be analyzed. Detailed sampling
information and sampling materials are available from
your local agricultural advisor.

Best results will be achieved if the recommended lime
and fertilizer are thoroughly mixed into the soil prior to
planting. Proper root development and survival of the
grass depends upon even distribution of the lime and
fertilizer throughout the root zone.

Apply half the seed in one direction and the remaining
half at a right angle to the first direction. Lightly rake the
seed into the soil. Good seed-to-soil contact is critical
for adequate germination. After seeding, covering the
area with straw will help prevent the soil from drying
out quickly. Use one or two bales of straw per 1000 ft2.

Lightly water the soil to a depth of 0.5 inch until the
seeds germinate. More than one applicaton a day may
be needed. Continue watering regularly until the grass
is tall enough to be mowed—about four inches high. Do
not attempt to remove the straw after the seeds germinate.
Over time, it will degrade into the soil.

J. Kent Messick

Questions or comments should be directed to the Soil Testing Section of the NCDA&CS Agronomic Division.
Information on field services, nematode assay and plant/waste/solution/media analyses
is also available from the division.
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