Winter Comes to Houston Lawns

November 27, 2003

We have so much to be thankful for at any season of the year – but especially now. Just watch television and see what other nations of the world must endure.  This will certainly make us thankful to those who gave to purchase our freedoms and especially to Almighty God Who gives all good blessings.  Have a happy Thanksgiving!

The first frost was about when we usually expect it - mid-November. Now that the frost is on the pumpkin, we see some unusual things in the lawn.  What did the frost bring to Houston county lawns?
Why does my Bermuda lawn look marbled?  It has some green with veins of brown running through it randomly.  My neighbor’s lawn is not like this!  Bermuda lawns react to frost differently than other grasses.  They turn completely tan or light brown when dormant.  This is why a Bermuda lawn in winter looks different than other turf. 
Often, after the first frost, only some parts of a Bermuda lawn is affected.  Some areas turn tan before others. The lawn takes on a marbled appearance which is a normal part of the transition of the lawn into winter dormancy.  The lawn should turn fully tan-brown as we have more frost.

I have brown patches in my lawn – is it a disease?  This is a very difficult question to answer.  Most warm season turf diseases are dormant in the winter. If you suspect a disease, bring us a sample of the green grass at the edge of the brown spot.  The sample should be at least as large as your out-stretched hand and should include roots, stems and leaves.  Include a little brown grass and much live grass in the sample.

It is very unlikely that a disease is affecting your lawn now.  It is just too cold.  If you had a disease earlier in the year, the lawn will not recover until the grass starts growing again in the spring. 
Disease is often the result of improper growing conditions.  Is the pH correct?  This is very important on Bermuda, St. Augustine and zoysia lawns but less so on centipede lawns. Do not water too often.  This encourages disease. Know the fertilizer program and mowing height for your grass.  It differs for each lawn type.  Contact us for details.

We are seeing a lot of brown spots in lawns due to dying patches of crab grass.  We often do not notice crabgrass in the summer because it looks much like the turf.  When winter comes, the crabgrass dies first leaving brown patches.  This leads to bare patches which later become infested with winter weeds or more crabgrass the next spring. How do you know if the dead spots are crabgrass?  Dead crabgrass has a finer texture than centipede and St. Augustine, grows in a clump and is easier to pull up than the turf.
Herbicides applied now will prevent winter weeds, but not crabgrass.  Apply pre-emergence herbicides to prevent crabgrass in mid-February and again 45 days later.  Contact us for a list of possible chemicals. These herbicides must be applied before weeds come up to control crabgrass. These herbicides may also slow the growth of the lawn and keep it from growing into bare patches well.
What is digging in my lawn?  Many wild things enjoy our lawns.  Here are a few possibilities.  Contact us for a more complete list. 
Mole crickets make tunnels the width of your finger just under the turf.  Turf can die and pull up like it has no roots. Moles make tunnels two to three inches wide running throughout the yard. Earthworms leave small piles of granulated soil like small ant hills with no entrance hole

Armadillos make holes 12 to 36 inch wide holes, plowing up and piling the soil as they look for insects. Skunks or raccoons make smaller, 6 to 10 inch wide holes with soil piled next to the hole.  Squirrels create small holes two inches wide and several inches deep as they bury and look for nuts. Contact us for details on managing these pests.
