Resist the Urge


Are there any homes in your neighborhood that make you wonder, “What are they thinking?” Down the road from me is a house that until recently was painted Pepto Bismo pink with a fake rock façade along one side and a landscape of ducks in a wetland painted across the garage door. The couple that lives there is quite nice, but every time I passed their house, I couldn’t help but wonder, “Why pink?” 


I am fairly certain that I am not the only one who passes silent judgment on my neighbors’ homes and yards, because I hear people talk about homes in their neighborhoods all the time. “What made them decide to put a giant paper mache fish in their front yard?” (Yet another example from my own neighborhood.) “Did you see how nice their new garden looks?” “Too bad those newly planted oaks are dying.” 


Until three days ago, I have a strong suspicion that my husband and I were the subject of silent derision in our neighborhood. You see, our lawn mower broke around May 27, and between travel for work and out-of-town weddings, we had not yet had time to fix it. Meanwhile, the lawn was growing more and more shaggy by the day. “Please, please, fix it soon,” I begged my husband, when the grass grew taller than one foot. “Arr!” I cried in agony when I watched a neighbor drive by and give my yard “the look.” I could see the headlines in the paper, “Local water resource educator fined for unkempt lawn.”  


Finally, this weekend, Gary spent an entire morning changing oil, filters and parts until at last, the mower roared again. With a sense of determination, I wrestled back control of my lawn, plucked the newest weeds from my gardens and then heaved a sigh of relief. We are safe from neighborhood scorn now for at least a week I hope. 


For many of us, our home and yard are an extension of ourselves, and as such, we wish to put the best foot forward. Unfortunately, however, there are many common lawn care practices that actually make our lawns worse, not better. Over-watering is a prime example. Turf grass, on average, needs only one inch of water per week to remain green. If it rains enough during the week, you shouldn’t have to water at all. If your lawn is composed mostly of Kentucky bluegrasses, it is also capable of entering a dormancy period during the summer, requiring no more than ¼ to ½ of water every three weeks. It won’t be green per say, but it will perk right back up in the fall when the rain returns. Last summer, for example, our lawn survived the entire summer without watering. 


Over-watering can cause fungal growth in grass roots and blades. If you’ve been watering regularly and your lawn is turning yellow, it is probably a sign of too much water, not too little. When turf grass is over-watered, it also tends to become “lazy,” and grow shorter roots, making it less healthy in the long run. So, if you’re looking at your lawn this evening and thinking, “Golly, I haven’t watered in two days,” go inside and resist the urge. 


Another common mistake is to cut the grass too short. It is hard not to fall prey to this temptation, especially when your neighbor cuts his or her lawn an inch shorter than yours, thereby rendering your lawn “shaggy and unkempt.” In reality, though, turf grass is healthiest when it is 2.5 to 3.5 inches tall. Shorter grass has a shorter root system, requiring more water and fertilizer, and is less resistant to weeds. So, when you feel the urge to drop your mower height down to “putting green” height, resist! 


The University of Minnesota Extension has conducted extensive research on lawn care techniques and created a guide to Low Input Lawn Care. You can find guidelines for transitioning from a high to a low maintenance lawn on their website at www.extension.umn.edu; click on Garden in the left hand column and then Lawns – Culture on the next to get to the list of publications including Low Input Lawn Care, as well as several other links related to lawns and turf management. 

Angie Hong is an educator with the East Metro Water Resource Education Program. She can be reached at (651) 275-1136 x. 35 angie.hong@mnwcd.org  

