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What did you eat for breakfast?  I had biscuits with butter and jelly.  For supper last night I ate mashed potatoes.  If I had reversed these, many would think me odd.  We have selected certain traditional foods for each meal and tend to stick with these.  Although pizza, green beans, spaghetti and hot dogs are good foods–few people eat them for breakfast.

Lawns want to be fed also.  An August or September fertilization should be their last meal of the growing season.  We are preparing them for a winter’s sleep by feeding them supper.

Fertilization is not actually “feeding” a lawn.  Lawns actually feed themselves.  They make their own food by capturing sunlight energy in a chemical reaction called photosynthesis.  Fertilizer supplies nutrients that are important in this process. Instead of supplying more energy to the plant immediately (as food does) fertilizer actually may cause the plant to use energy to grow more roots or leaves.

This is why we must be cautious when fertilizing.  Nitrogen fertilizers cause the plant to use plant energy to grow green leaves.  This looks great. If the plant has been weakened by drought, improper watering or other factors, then fertilizing with lots of nitrogen can weaken it further. This is especially true if we fertilize too late.  What is the answer then?

First, use the correct fertilizer. Soil sample and follow the Extension recommendations.  If you do not have a soil sample, use a fertilizer with both nitrogen and potassium in it.  Phosphorus may also be needed.

On the three digit fertilizer analysis–the first number tells the percentage of nitrogen (N), the second number the percentage phosphorus (P) as phosphate and the third number the percentage of potassium (K) as potash.  For instance a 5-10-15 fertilizer would have 5% nitrogen, 10% phosphate and 15% potash.

Good general rates and fertilizer analyses for centipede include five to six lb. per 1,000 square feet of 16-4-8, 15-0-15, or 12-4-8. On other grasses you could use ten lb. per 1,000 square feet of 10-10-10.

Fertilization timing is very important. As eating too late at night can give you nightmares, fertilizing your lawn too late can cause nightmares. You may face the nightmare of a weakened or dead lawn next spring. Late fertilization causes lawns to grow into the winter. They can be burned back again and again by frost. This can reduce the energy they have for next year’s growth.

Stop fertilizing lawns about 45 days before the first frost.  The average first frost date for our area is about mid-November.  The first frost could be as early as early November or as late as early December.  Stop fertilizing centipede lawns around September 1 and other lawns around September 15.  This gives them time to prepare before we expect the first frost.

These are not absolute dates. You will not always damage your lawn if you fertilize later.  However, you do run a greater risk of injury after these dates.  Some lawn care companies may fertilize later, but they should be using very low rates or special fertilizers that are very low in nitrogen to prevent injury.

Winterizer fertilizers are common at this time of year.  The rationale they work on is that they are supplying potassium to help the lawn to survive the winter. There are two things you need to know about winterizer fertilizers.  If the lawn was properly fertilized earlier in the year, the turf probably already has enough potassium to survive the winter. On well fertilized turf, winterizers are probably unnecessary.  Also if the fertilizer contains too much nitrogen and is applied too late, it can cause the problems I described above.  In many cases, winterizer fertilizers are not necessary.  Follow the recommendations I made and you should have fewer problems.

The main thing lawns need now is proper watering.  Water lawns deeply with three-quarter to one inch of water when the lawn dries out.  This will probably be no more often than once a week now.  Do not water every day or every other day.  This can weaken the lawn causing it to die in the winter.  Proper watering is very important now!

Be careful what you feed your lawn for supper. Put your lawn to bed well-fed and healthy and it will be more likely to wake up strong and healthy next spring. 

