Don't Hate My Lawn! 5 Keys to Responsible
Lawn Care
By Steve Bender

Where would you rather sit? On the lawn or on the gravel? Photo by Steve Bender.

Lawn lovers, we are victorious! Last week, we decisively proved that there are very good
reasons to cherish our carpets of green! But with great power comes great responsibility.
Here are ﬁve ways to become an environmentally sensitive lawn owner.
1. Use a mulching mower. When you fertilize a lawn, the fertilizer's most important and
expensive component -- nitrogen -- goes into making green grass blades. If you bag your
clippings and put them out with the trash, you might as well dump half of your fertilizer
in the trash too. Plus, you're ﬁlling up landﬁlls with material that's easily compostable. A
mulching mower chops the clippings into ﬁne particles and returns them to decompose
on the lawn. This returns the original nitrogen, so you don't have to fertilize as much.
"We can't do that," you protest. "We're having the Pootwaters over for pie and bourbon
after church and I won't have their devil's spawn tracking clippings all through my clean
house!" No problemo. Just buy a mulching mower with a removable bagger. Bag them
this time and compost them. The clippings, I mean, not the Pootwaters.
2. Water wisely. Don't moronically set a sprinkler system on automatic so it waters for
20 minutes every day at 4 AM. This wastes water, increases fungus problems, and turns
your grass into a shallow-rooted, water-craving junkie. Most lawns need no more than
an inch of water a week. An easy way to measure this is by placing a couple of empty, 5-

ounce tuna cans on the lawn before you turn on the sprinkler. When the cans are ﬁlled,
you've watered enough for the week. Water when it's cool in early morning, so the water
doesn't evaporate before it does the job. If you can, choose drought-tolerant, warmseason grasses like Bermuda, Zoysia, and buffalograss. In droughts, they go dormant and
turn brown. Don't freak out. Have more bourbon with the Pootwaters. The grass will
quickly green up again the next time it rains.
3. Don't overfertilize. Doing so means more mowing, more disease problems, and more
bugs. Select a fertilizer formulated for your type of grass. Feed warm-season grasses
(Bermuda, Zoysia, St. Augustine, buffalograss) once in late spring and once in summer.
(Feed centipede only once in late spring.) Feed cool-season grasses (Kentucky bluegrass,
tall fescue) once in fall and once in late spring. If you object to chemical fertilizers, use an
organic alternative, like Sustane 8-2-4. Unlike synthetic fertilizer, Sustane's nitrogen
comes from composted turkey litter and feather meal, not natural gas. Yes, it's more
expensive. But it releases nutrients slowly and is good for the soil. What's good for the soil
is good for your grass. Even the Pootwaters say so.
4. Don't scalp the lawn. Grass blades make food for the lawn. Scalping them off starves
the lawn. Roots stop growing. Then the lawn turns brown, so you immediately have to
water, and pretty soon you're out there mowing like an idiot again. You know what likes
to be scalped? No, not General Custer. Weeds. Lawn weeds thrive on close cutting. The
more you scalp your lawn, the more weedy it will be. So mow high -- no shorter than
two inches. Don't mow at all in dry weather. Tall grass stays green a lot longer than short
grass and you'll save a lot of water.
5. Speaking of weeds, forget the weed & feed. Yeah, I know, it sounds like you're getting
a two-fer here, so what's wrong with that? Plenty. For starters, most big box stores start
selling it in March, while warm-season grasses are still dormant and brown. Use it then
and you're wasting the fertilizer. Second, in order for the weed-killing granules to work,
they must stick to actively growing weed leaves for 48 hours. If they fall off or get washed
off by rain before then, they fall to the ground and merely fertilize the weeds.
But without weed & feed, aren't you doomed to a disgusting, weedy lawn? No. Just mow,
water, and fertilize properly, and your grass will outcompete the weeds. You'll also feel
better knowing you're not one of those nasty people destroying the planet.
Now bring me some bourbon. Those dang Pootwaters are at the door again!

