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We at the Houston county Extension office often tell people "Call us, we are as close as your phone."  Some of you have taken us at our word.  We get calls, sometimes so many it takes us a little while to get back to you.  Today I want to let you listen in on some calls we are getting.  Maybe you want to have the same question answered.

"Should I fertilize or de-thatch my lawn now?"  The answer is no and no!  Most Houston County lawns are warm season grasses like centipede, Bermuda, zoysia and St. Augustine.  Fertilizing promotes growth while these lawns are trying to slow growth in preparation for winter.  De-thatching or aeration should not be done now because the lawn cannot recover before cool weather.  Doing these things now may cause the lawn to die during the winter.

"Should I fertilize to prepare my lawn for winter?"  There is no evidence that well-fertilized lawns need extra fertilizer to survive the winter.  In fact, over-fertilization with nitrogen can actually cause winter kill.

"How can I help my lawn now?"  Keep it watered and examine it for insects.  Mole crickets are tan-colored, burrowing insects up to 1 ½ inches long which burrow under lawns with their spade-like feet and feed on the roots.  Affected grass will die and pulls up easily as though it has no roots.  Spittlebugs are brown with orange bands on their wings.  They hop and fly and prefer centipede lawns.  Their young feed on the grass making the leaf blade turn yellow striped.

You can over-seed your lawn now with 5 to 10 lb. per 100 square feet of annual ryegrass to make it green this winter.  Remember, you will have to fertilize and mow ryegrass for it to do well.  Do not plant fescue or bluegrass in our area.  They do not do well here.

"What are the spots on the leaves of my tree?  Will it die?”  Let me answer the last question first.  There are many insects and diseases that attack trees.  If the tree is healthy, most pests will not kill a tree unless they make all the leaves drop off.  Also, we usually cannot spray the tree because of its size.  The best thing is to ignore the problem.  Water the tree each week, if needed, wetting the soil to a depth of 12 to 18 inches.  Remove the grass around the base of small trees and replace with mulch.  This will help the tree greatly.

"How do you dry gourds?"  There are two types, the large white flowering gourds like birdhouse gourds (also called Lagenaria) and the smaller, often brightly colored, yellow flowering gourds (Cucurbita).  Most of the gourds maturing now are the large type.  As they mature they will turn tan-colored, get lightweight, and the seeds may begin to rattle in them.  Let them mature as much as possible on the vine.  Cut them from the vine, leaving the stem attached.  If they are dirty you can rinse them in soapy water.  Finish drying them in a cool, dry spot.  Immature gourds will take several months to dry.

If they are moldy and you want to remove it,  soak the gourds in water and scrap the mold off.  After drying, you can sand and paint or wax the gourds.

Small gourds can be picked when the skin gets hard.  Dry them well before you lacquer or shellac them.

"Why are my periwinkles yellow?"  It is probably due to lack of fertilizer.  Also, cooler temperatures slow their growth.  You can fertilize them now but plan on replacing them before frost for best color.  You can plant pansies or calendula later this month.  You can also plant perennials now and many bulbs.

"Can I prune now?"  It is best to delay most pruning until March or later.  Pruning now may cause the plant to be more cold sensitive.  Prune only what you absolutely have to.  Spring flowering plants have set their flower buds, so pruning now will generally reduce the number of blooms. 

Hope these questions and answers helped you solve some problems.  If we did not answer your question, call us at 542-2020 in Warner Robins or 987-2028 in Perry.  We will try to help you.  At the Houston County Extension office we try to be the "answer people" so call on us with your lawn, home or garden questions.

