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Let Sleeping Lawns Lie

Willie Chance


Some people wake up slowly.  Don’t bother them until they have their first cup of coffee.  Lawns are kind of like that.  Let sleeping lawns lie now.  Some may green up slowly but wait until they fully do to begin worrying over potential problems.


Most lawngrasses in Houston County are warm season grasses.  This means they go dormant in the fall and begin growth again in spring.  Warm season grasses include centipede, Bermudagrass, Zoysia, St. Augustine and carpetgrass.  There are some cool season grasses grown in Houston County, like fescue and rye.  These grow best in the winter and slow growth in summer.  Fescue does not generally do well here, dying after several years.  Rye is an annual.


Lawngrasses are often weakened and killed during the winter.  Some spots never green up in the spring.  We call this “winter kill.”  Winter kill can be due to disease, poor growing conditions, weather or improper care the year before.


Unfortunately, it is difficult to tell what killed the grass.  Gardeners want me to come look at it, but I prefer not to look at lawns now.  All I can say is, “Yes, the lawn is dead.”  It is more important to examine our lawn care practices to find potential problems.


Some lawns may not green up until April or later.  Be patient!  If spots look dead, gently rake them to see if there is any life underneath.  Living grass will be green or white with white, green or yellow stolons.  If it is brown, it is usually dead.


What do you do if it is dead?  It is very difficult to determine why lawns die or ‘winter kill’ during cold weather.  It is usually because of improper care or poor soil condition.  You must identify the problem and solve it.  Just spraying the lawn or replacing the grass will not correct your problem.


Ask yourself these questions.   Is the ground hard in this area?  Does the soil stay too wet or too dry?  Did I water properly last summer - one inch of water once a week?  Watering more often than this or less each time may lead to weak turf.


Am I mowing at the right height?  Mow at 1 to 1 ½ inches for centipede, 1 to 2 inches for common Bermudagrass, ½ to 1 inch for hybrid Bermudagrass and 2 to 3 inches for St. Augustine.  Do I need to soil sample to see what my pH is?


Solving a winter kill problem requires work.  Take this check list and answer each question.  It should help you identify your problem.  Then correct it and replace the grass.  Wait to dethatch lawns or aerate until May, but you can soil sample and lime now.  


Contact the Houston County Extension Service for help.  You can reach us at

wchance@uga.edu or find our telephone number under Houston County Government as the Cooperative Extension Service.

