
It’s spring and you may be tempted to re-seed or renovate your lawn. Actually, mid-August to mid-September 
is the optimum time to plant grass seed.   

But, why not plant in the spring? Well, water is more plentiful in the spring, but the young grass will quickly 
enter the hot, dry summer period with out a deep, established root system. This will leave the grass more 
vulnerable to drought. It will go dormant quicker and it may not recover because it does not have a mature 
root system. 

By planting in the late summer you can take advantage of increasing rainfall and cooler temperatures. The 
grass has plenty of time to establish a good root system and harden off before the ground freezes. 

The next question is, “What type of grass do I plant?” It can be very confusing when you go to purchase a bag 
of grass seed and are faced with what seems like hundreds of choices! First let’s look at the two main types of 
grasses: 

1. Warm season grasses - In New York these grasses can only be grown in the southeastern part of the state. 
They like warm temperatures and are killed off by cold winters. 

2. Cool season grasses - These grasses are grown throughout the northeast. They do go dormant during the 
hot, dry period of mid-summer, but they bounce back. More importantly, they survive our winters without 
a problem. Cool season grasses are the most common type of grass sold in this area. 

So, what this all boils down to is that you have to plant a cool season grass in order for the grass to 
overwinter. You have four basic choices on what species of grass to plant: 

1. Kentucky Blue Grass is the Cadillac of grass species. When you picture the perfect lawn, what you are 
seeing is a Kentucky blue grass lawn. It is a high quality grass with high maintenance requirements. The 
seed is slow to germinate, and the grass will not tolerate drought conditions. It will not grow in the shade. 
Kentucky blue grass needs full sun. It is excellent for high traffic lawns and can withstand a lot of wear and 
tear. Kentucky blue grass is the most common grass planted for athletic fields. 

2. Perennial Ryegrass has a wider leaf blade, giving the lawn a coarser look than a Kentucky blue grass 
lawn. It is a medium quality grass with average maintenance requirements. From seed, it establishes 
rapidly. That is why you often see perennial ryegrass in mixtures with Kentucky blue grass. It gives the 
purchaser a quick result until the Kentucky blue grass germinates. Perennial ryegrass has some drought 
tolerance. It is good for high traffic areas (although not as good as Kentucky blue grass), but it will not 
tolerate shade. It is a good choice for an average, sunny lawn where you don’t want high inputs of money 
or time. 

3. Fine Leaf Fescues create medium quality, low input lawns. The seed germinates at an average rate and 
the grass has some drought tolerance. This narrow-leaved grass is excellent for shady areas, but does not 
do well in full sun. Also, it will not tolerate high amounts of foot traffic. 

4. Tall Fescue is probably the best all-around grass for the average lawn. It has a wider leaf blade so the 
quality of the lawn is considered lower, but tall fescue offers many benefits. The seed establishes at an 
average rate and the grass has some shade, traffic, and drought tolerance. 
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All of the above grasses can be purchased alone or mixed with each other. Common mixtures are: 

 80-90% Kentucky blue and 10-20% Perennial rye 

 85-90% Tall fescue and 5-15% Kentucky blue 

 35-50% Kentucky blue and 50-65% Fine fescue 

Cool season lawn grasses are perennial grasses. They overwinter and green up quickly in the spring. Beware of 
grass seed mixtures that list any type of annual grass (i.e. annual bluegrass or annual ryegrass). These grasses 
germinate quickly and grow until the frost hits, and then they are killed off. The following spring you will have 
no lawn (if you planted a 100% annual mix) or a patchy lawn (if you planted a mix that contained an annual 
grass). Annual grasses are often found in less expensive seed mixes and in mixes labeled for patching. 
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