Going low-mow


Based on casual observations, I have come to the conclusion that my mother’s boyfriend Ron has three favorite activities: 1) Mowing the lawn, 2) Chopping and stacking wood, and 3) Helping other people build garages. How these mundane and labor intensive activities could be considered pleasurable is beyond me, but it stands to reason that anyone who spends several hours a week mowing a lawn must really enjoy mowing lawns. For the rest of us who prefer reading, napping, biking, walking, camping, fishing, golf or any number of other activities more than mowing the lawn, the concept of a low-mow lawn may be of interest. 


The University of Minnesota has spent years researching and comparing varieties of lawn grasses. Using test plots and experimental procedures, they have come to a conclusion that most homeowners have known for years. Maintaining a lawn can be a big chore! Kentucky Bluegrass, the most common variety used in Minnesota lawns, requires constant mowing, watering, fertilizing and pesticide treatments to maintain a manicured look. The quest for a perfect lawn forces otherwise rational people to take irrational actions, like setting their sprinklers to go off at 5am the day after a record rainfall, drowning their grass in the process and drenching innocent runners (me) when they pass. Happily, an alternative is available. 


University researchers have found that fine fescues are a practical alternative to Kentucky Blue Grass for many lawns. Dubbed “low-mow” because they rarely grow taller than six inches, these fine fescue grasses are shade and drought tolerant and require no fertilizers. They don’t do as well in deep shade or poorly-drained, heavy clay soils. Most people with low-mow lawns need only mow once a year, when seed heads develop in the spring. After that, one might mow once a month to keep the grass four inches tall, or simply leave it alone and let the grass rest at a natural height of six inches. Best of all, fine fescues need neither watering nor fertilizing, which makes them a good choice for eco-savvy and penny-pinching homeowners alike. 


The best time of year to plant a fine fescue mix is now, between mid-August and mid-September. University Extension staff recommend that you use a weed-killer or sod cutter to remove all existing vegetation from the area you wish to seed, and then use one pound of 10-10-10 fertilizer per thousand square feet you will be seeding. The lawn will require daily watering for the first few weeks until the grass becomes established, but after that it is virtually maintenance free. This fall, Houle’s in Stillwater and E J Houle in Forest Lake will both be selling low-mow fine fescue mixes. Another source for low-mow mixes is PrairieNursery.com. 


Ron hasn’t heard yet about low-mow grasses, and I’m not sure I have the heart to break it to him. With several cords of wood already stacked for the winter, and a lull in garage building among his friends, I’m not really sure how else he might occupy his time. Then again, there’s always motorcycling, baseball games, television, poetry slams, history museums, bird watching and wood working. 
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