
The establishment of a home lawn is not an easy task.  
However, if you follow proper establishment procedures 
and plant high quality seed, the end results will be well 
worth your effort. 
 

TIME TO SEED 
 

The best time to seed a lawn in most of New York is be-
tween August 15 and September 15.  In northern New 
York, seed should be planted by September 15 while in 
southeast New York, lawns can usually be seeded in late 
September with good results.  Fall planting is preferred to 
spring and summer seeding because seeds germinate and 
grow rapidly in the warm soil.  The warm days and cool 
nights are ideal for seedling growth, and there is also less 
weed competition in fall than in early spring. 
 
The greatest source of weed seeds in new lawns is the soil 
itself.  Planting in the fall with the right grasses and ade-
quate fertilization at seeding time are the most important 
practices in minimizing weed problems.  In southeastern 
New York State and on Long Island, fall planting is al-
most the only means of preventing crabgrass taking over 
the lawn.  When planted in early fall, the grass plants will 
spread laterally and the turf will be dense and mature be-
fore most troublesome lawn weeds appear. 
 

REMEMBER:  The first step to seeding a new lawn is to 

have the soil tested.  The establishment of a lawn is the 
only opportunity you will have to incorporate amendments 
into the root zone.  Soil testing by a competent laboratory 
will determine what the lime and fertilizer requirements 
are.  Soil testing information can be obtained from your 
Cooperative Extension office. 
 

SEED BED PREPARATION 
 

Preparing the seed bed is the most labor-intensice and 
time-consuming step in seeding a new lawn, and it is also 
VERY IMPORTANT!  A well-prepared seed bed is es-
sential for rapid, successful establishment of a lawn.  Pre-
paring the seed bed involves several steps: 
 
1. Spread lime and fertilizer on the soil surface according 

to soil test recommendations. Using a rototiller or oth-
er cultivation equipment, till the soil to a four (4) to 
six (6) inch depth, incorporating soil amendments. To 
prevent clodding, do not till wet soil.  Also, over-
tilling the soil will destroy soil structure and is unde-
sirable. 

 
2. Rake the seed bed to finish grade just prior to seeding.  

The soil surface should be smooth, level and free of 
debris.  Light rolling will indicate any low spots or  
irregularities in the seed bed. 
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ESTABLISHING A HOME LAWN FROM SEED 

THE BEST TIME TO  

SEED A LAWN  

IS IN THE FALL. 

 CONDITIONS ARE IDEAL  

FOR SEEDLING GROWTH  

AND WEED COMPETITION 

 IS MINIMIZED! 

HAVE A SOIL TEST DONE 

BEFORE SEEDING.   

THIS IS THE ONLY CHANCE  

YOU WILL HAVE  

TO INCORPORATE LIME  

AND FERTILIZER INTO  

THE ROOT ZONE! 



3. A top dressing of fertilizer on the prepared seed bed 
will enhance establishment.  Nitrogen and phosphorus 
are the two nutrients most important in establishment 
and can be provided in a commercial “starter fertiliz-
er.”  Starter fertilizers are readily available in garden 
centers and contain a high percentage of nitrogen and 
phosphorus in relation to potassium (e.g. 18-24-6).  
Apply the fertilizer at a rate necessary to provide one 
(1) pound of actual nitrogen per 1,000 square feet.  
Additional fertilizer should be applied three (3) to 
four (4) weeks after germination.  Your seed bed is 
now ready! 

 

SEED SELECTION 
 

The most important step in seeding a new lawn is select-
ing the right grass for the site.  Many problems that       
develop in home lawns, including the need for pesticides - 
are a result of grass species or varieties not adapted to the 
site or use.  Several grass species can be used for home 
lawns in New York State.  Species and even varieties dif-
fer in their appearance, adaptation and ability to tolerate 
diseases and insects.  The grass that is best for your lawn 
will depend on: 
 
1. Your quality standards, 
2. The amount of maintenance you are willing to       

provide, 
3. The amount of shade, 
4. How the lawn will be used. 
 

QUALITY vs. MAINTENANCE 
 

Everyone has their own idea of what a quality lawn is.  
The beautiful dark green Kentucky bluegrass lawn that is 
the pride of the neighborhood is probably the most        
expensive and time consuming lawn to maintain. At the 
other extreme is the zoysia grass lawn that is brown eight 
months of the year and is very slow to form a dense lawn 
area.  This lawn, however, rarely needs mowing, watering 
or other special care. 
 
The needs of most people probably lie in between these 
two extremes, but balancing the maintenance and quality 
is an individual decision that should be carefully consid-
ered.   
 

Below are the relative levels of MAINTENANCE required 

for grasses most common in the home lawn: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

AMOUNT OF SHADE 

 

One of the most frequent causes of turf deterioration is 
shade. Grass species differ in their ability to tolerate 
shade. Before selecting the grass for your lawn, consider 
the amount of shade the grass will be subjected to now 

and as the trees grow.  Relative SHADE TOLERANCE of 

some turf grasses is indicated below: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

TYPE OF LAWN USE 
 

How your lawn is going to be used will have a big influ-
ence on the grass you select.  If your lawn is used mainly 
for show, wear resistance is not an important considera-
tion.  If the lawn gets frequent family or neighborhood 
use, select a grass or mixture of grasses that will resist 

wear and recover quickly. Relative ratings for WEAR     

RESISTANCE are shown in the table below: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Relative ratings for RECUPERATIVE ABILITY are shown in 

the table below:   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

LEAST    Zoysiagrass 

    Tall Fescue 

    Fine Fescue 

    Bluegrass 

    Ryegrass 

MOST    Creeping Bentgrass 

LEAST    Zoysiagrass 

    Creeping Bentgrass 

    Bluegrass 

    Tall Fescue 

    Ryegrass 

MOST    Fine Fescue 

LOW    Creeping Bentgrass 

    Fine Fescue 

    Bluegrass 

    Ryegrass 

    Tall Fescue 

HIGH    Zoysiagrass 

LOW    Zoysiagrass 

    Fine Fescue 

    Ryegrass 

    Tall Fescue 

    Bluegrass 

HIGH    Creeping Bentgrass 
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TURFGRASS SPECIES and CULTIVARS 
 

KENTUCKY BLUEGRASS is the best adapted and most pop-

ular lawn grass in New York. Kentucky bluegrass is dark 
green in color with medium-textured leaves.  Bluegrass 
will form a tight knit, attractive sod due to its ability to 
spread by underground stems (rhizomes). There are many 
Kentucky bluegrass varieties available. Improved varie-
ties are more resistant to leafspot and other diseases than 
the common types.  Select a seed mixture that contains at 
least three improved bluegrass varieties. Bluegrass varie-
ties that have done well in New York include Adelphi, 
Baron, Bonnieblue, Bristol, Cheri, Glade,     Nassau, Mid-
night, Ram I, Touchdown, Victa and others.  For a com-
plete list of recommended varieties, refer to the list of 
turfgrass species and cultivars published each year by 
Cornell University. 
 

FINE FESCUES are used in blends for shaded conditions.  

They are excellent low-maintenance grasses because they 
do well under low fertility and moisture.  Fine fescues are 
superior to most cool season grasses in shade adaptation 
and are compatible in mixes with Kentucky bluegrass.  
Like ryegrass, fine fescues germinate and establish quick-
ly.  Fine fescues form a very fine-textured turf of high 
shoot density.  They are medium to dark green in color 
and spread by tillers and rhizomes (creeping red fescue).  
Drought tolerance is superior to bluegrass.  However, dur-
ing periods of hot, dry weather, the fine fescues may lost 
their color rapidly.  Fine fescues have a few disease prob-
lems such as red thread and dollar spot.  Select cultivars 
resistant to these diseases such as Spartan, Waldine, Big-
horn, reliant, Scaldis, Aurora, SR3000 and Biljart. 
 

TALL FESCUE is the most heat and drought tolerant of the 

cool season grasses.  It is often used where a low mainte-
nance lawn is desired.  Tall fescues are medium to dark 
green in color and are coarse textured, much coarser tex-
tured than the other cool season turf species. However, 
the improved “turf-type” tall fescues are finer textured 
than old varieties, and will produce an attractive lawn if 
installed properly. Tall fescue is not compatible with oth-
er grasses; therefore, it should be seeded only as a mono-
stand - that is, with no other grass species.  When tall fes-
cue is maintained at three inches, weeds will rarely be a 
problem.  There are few serious disease or insect prob-
lems with tall fescue. Thatch is rarely a problem unless 
the lawn is over-watered or over-fertilized. Tall fescue is 
a fast growing grass, so more frequent mowing will be 
required. 
 
 

SEEDING 

Once you have acquired a high quality seed mixture,     
divide the total seed quantity in half.  Sow one-half in one 
direction and the other half at right angles to the first.  

This practice will insure uniform coverage.  The follow-
ing table lists several seed mixtures and the seeding rate 
for each: 
After the starter fertilizer and seed have been broadcast, 
lightly rake the area to cover the seed to a depth of no 
greater than 1/4 inch.  Roll the area lightly to insure good 
seed-to-soil contact. 
 

Grass seedlings are very susceptible to dessication so the 
surface of a newly-seeded lawn should not be allowed to 
dry.  Mulching the lawn with clean (weed-free) straw will 
help conserve moisture and prevent erosion.  One bale of 
straw per 1,000 square feet will give a light mulch cover-
ing that will not have to be removed after germination.  
Water should only be applied in amounts necessary to 
keep the soil surface moist.  Avoid over-watering and 
runoff. 
 

POST-PLANTING CARE 
 

MOWING 
Proper mowing discourages weeds and makes the lawn 
more resistant to pests.  The time it takes before you ob-
serve germination will vary with species.  Be patient!  It 
may be as long as three weeks before Kentucky bluegrass 
seedlings appear. 
 
Before you know it, it will be time to mow your lawn.  
Don’t worry about how fragile it looks; the new grass 
should be mowed when it reaches 3 to 3-1/2 inches in 
height.  Mowing at this time will promote the spreading 
and thickening of the grass. 
 
 

WEEDS 

Proper fertilization of the seedbed will help newly seeded 
areas quickly gain a competitive advantage over weeds.  
Even with the best cultural program, however, weeds will 
encroach into a lawn.  You may notice broadleaf weeds 
germinating in your seedbed.  The only weed control    

alternative to herbicides is hand-pulling. Be sure to re-

SEED MIXTURE  LB/1000 SQ FT LB/ACRE 

100% Kentucky Bluegrass 1 to 1-1/2 45-65 

20% Ryegrass + 80% Bluegrass 2 to 2-1/2 85-110 

50% Ryegrass + 50% Bluegrass 3 to 3-1/2 130-150 

50% Fine Fescue + 50% Bluegrass 2-1/2 to 3 110-130 

100% Fine Fescue 3 to 4 130-175 

100% Tall Fescue 5 to 7 215-300 
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move all of the root system; many perennial weeds will 
regenerate new growth from underground parts. If you 
choose to use a herbicide, most broadleaf weeds can be 
controlled with a broad-spectrum herbicide after the turf 
is established.  It is recommended that you withhold the 
herbicide application until the turf has been mowed at 
least twice. 
 
 
 

PARTS of a GRASS PLANT 

 

To identify a grass species, you have to be able to rec-

ognize the parts of the plant: 

 

A. The BUD LEAF is the emerging new growth at the 

top of the plant. 

 

B. The LEAF SHEATH is the outer wrapping that 

encloses the stem. 

 

C. The LEAF BLADE is the part above the sheath, 

the blade of grass you mow. 

 

D. The AURICLE is the collar on the outer side of the 

leaf at the junction of the sheath and the blade.  

(Not all grasses have auricles.) 

 

E. The LIGULE is a thin sheath or ring of hairs inside 

the leaf at the collar. 

 

F. The STOLON is a propagative stem that creeps 

aboveground, with roots at each node. 

 

G. The RHIZOME is similar to a stolon, but it is a 

stem that grows underground. 
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