Week of June 18, 2000


Keeping the Fairies Out of Your Lawn


Willie Chance

A mysterious blight kills the lawn in a circle.  It returns year after year.  The circle gets wider annually.  It kills new grass at the outer edge while the turf in the middle recovers.  Occasionally mushrooms spring up in a ring around the edge of the spot.  People gave this strange disease the name, “fairy ring.”  Perhaps it was because they thought this was where the fairies danced at night, killing the grass.

The real cause of fairy ring is a fungus growing underneath the ground.  It often starts in the thatch layer of the grass and can grow up to 12 inches deep.  It decomposes organic matter. This is good!  It also waterproofs the soil and releases toxins that kill the grass.  This is bad!.

It is also difficult to kill.  No fungicide spray will control the disease.  There are several options, but you must be diligent when applying them.  

The best control is to aerate and heavily water the area.  The fungus makes a waterproof growth in the soil.  It does not like to be wet.  Break up the soil in the dead areas by aerating three to four inches deep or tilling.  When aerating use a pitch fork or core aerater.  Then heavily water the area soaking the soil twelve inches deep.  This will probably take about one inch of water.  Put out something to catch the water to make sure you water long enough!

Then water the fairy ring every other day for a month.  Keeping the area moist should encourage the ring to fade or die.  This has worked well for some and poorly for others.  You may have to try again.  Since they can be so deep, they may be hard to kill.  

Another option is to completely remove the soil twelve inches deep and replace.  Personally, I would much rather aerate and water.

How do you know if ‘the fairies’ are in your lawn?  The fungus grows slowly and the area will often continue to be a problem from one year to another.  The area can be small or large -

some fairy rings are 50 feet or more in diameter.

The easiest way to recognize fairy rings is by their shape.  Rings are circular or semi-circular with dead grass at the outer edge and living grass in the center.  The circle is most often just a part of a ring, like a curve or arc in the yard.  Sometimes the fungus produces mushrooms, which may also appear in a circle or semi-circle.

Fairies are fiction, of course, but fairy ring is not.  We have had many cases diagnosed in our office.  If you are still not sure if you have it, bring an eight inch square of grass (roots and top) to our office for analysis.  We can send it to Athens for analysis.  However, if you see the symptoms I described then your lawn probably has fairy ring.

Fairy ring is common on dry, low fertility lawns.  Proper watering and fertilization may mask the symptoms.  Contact the Houston County Extension Service for more details.  E-mail us at wchance@uga.edu or see our web site at www.griffin.peachnet.edu/ga/houston  Look us up in the phone book under Houston County Government as the Cooperative Extension Service.  Look for the June/July edition of our newsletter, “The Garden Bench” at your local garden center.  It is also available via E-mail.

