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Soil testing is an important first step in developing a lawn care 
program. For some nutrients, it is the only way you can accurately 
determine how much fertilizer your lawn needs. For a nominal 
fee, The Mill offers a lab testing service for a standard soil test 
for phosphorus, potassium, and lime requirements. More com-
prehensive soil analyses are available upon request and if desired, 
The Mill can schedule a visit to inspect the lawn, pull samples and 
develop a multi-season plan for you.

A soil test program involves sampling, laboratory analysis,  
interpretation, and recommendations. The results obtained from 
a soil test are only as good as the sample submitted. Sampling  
directions vary from lab to lab, so follow instructions on the test 
kit carefully. Instructions should tell you how many subsamples 
are required per test, the sampling pattern, the sampling depth, 
and whether thatch should be included in the sample.

Sampling instructions suggest collecting 12 or more subsamples per 
location in a regular grid pattern. If the site varies in soil type, previous 
lime or fertilizer treatment, or other past maintenance practices, 
take separate samples accordingly. Test kit instructions suggest 
sampling soil 3 to 4 inches in depth and discarding thatch. Mix all 
subsamples together to make one sample, then take about 1/3 pint 
of this mix and place it in the mailing kit. Be careful not to contaminate 
the sample with lime or fertilizer during sampling and mixing.

Typically, soil tests should be taken every year or at least two out 
of three years. If you wish to monitor nutrient levels over many 
years, take the samples at about the same time of year every time 
you sample. Always test the soil before establishing or renovating 
an area of your yard.

Interpretation of soil test results allows your nutrient levels to be 
placed into categories such as low (deficient), adequate, or high 
based on the research and experience of turfgrass specialists.  
Recommendations are usually provided as pounds of fertilizer per 
1,000 square feet (also based on research and the experience of 
turfgrass specialists). Make sure you understand the recommen-
dations before applying the fertilizer; that is, determine whether  
the recommended amount of fertilizer is to be applied in several 
separate applications or provided in one application.

Recommendations offered by The Mill’s lab testing service are based 
on research with turfgrass in MD/PA and the experience of turf 
specialists at The Mill. It is not surprising that recommendations from 
other states differ since soils, research procedures, and specialists’ 
opinions differ from those of The Mill’s Specialists. To maintain 
consistent soil test results and recommendations, work with the 
same lab that is convenient to use and whose recommendations you 
can understand.

Once the lawn has been established there are regular management 
practices that must be followed to ensure lawn quality. This handout  
is intended to provide a quick reference to general lawn management 
principles. In addition to basic guidelines, this is a reference source 
for more detailed information on specific subjects.

By following the principles outlined here, many potential problems 
can be avoided. The most common causes of poor lawns include:

 • Poorly adapted species or cultivar(s) were planted

 • Improper time of planting seed

 • Improper use of fertilizers and limestone

 • Poor watering practices or poorly drained soils

 • Too much traffic or compaction of soil 

 • Too much shade

 • Mowing the lawn too closely or too infrequently 

 • Poor weed control practices

 • Failure to replant areas damaged by pests or stress 

 • Uncertified seed or sod were used
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 Turfgrass Species and Cultivars

lnformation about species and cultivars suitable for Maryland is 
provided in: “TT-77: Turfgrass Cultivar Recommendations for 
Maryland”. 

This and other Turfgrass Technical Updates can be found at: 
www.mdturfcouncil.org or www.turf.umd.edu.

In general, tall fescue is the lawn grass best adapted for Maryland’s 
soils and climate. Kentucky bluegrass provides the most aesthetically 
pleasing lawn turf, but it requires a higher level of maintenance 
than tall fescue. Perennial ryegrass cultivars have been improved 
in recent years, but this species is not recommended for use on 
lawns due to its susceptibility to many diseases. Fine leaf fescues 
(e.g. Creeping Red, Chewings, Sheep and Hard fescue) perform well 
in acid soils and moderate shade, but don’t tolerate low mowing 
in summer. (See “TT-41: Establishing and Maintaining Fine Leaf Fescues 
for Low Maintenance Sites”)

 Zoysiagrass is perhaps our best low maintenance grass for lawns, 
but it is slow and expensive to establish (see “TT-69: Planting and 
Care of a Zoysiagrass Lawn”). 

Bermudagrass is best adapted to Southern and Eastern Shore 
Maryland and is susceptible to winter kill.

Zoysiagrass and Bermudagrass can be established from seed or 
vegetatively. Plant these grasses in May or June for best results. The 
best time of year to seed or overseed damaged areas of tall fescue 
and the other cool-season grasses is late August and September.

Spring seedings of cool season grasses are fraught with problems and 
should not be attempted on a large scale without knowledge of 
appropriate herbicides. Winter or dormant seeding is only recom-
mended for Kentucky bluegrass. All other species of seeds will die 
over winter.  

KEY POINTS:

 • Tall fescue is the best all-purpose turf species for Maryland. 

 • September is the best time to plant tall fescue seed. Seed  
  mixes that contain annual ryegrass or perennial ryegrass  
  are not recommended. 

 • Proper mowing, nitrogen fertility and weed control are the  
  most important needs for healthy turf maintenance

Mowing

Low and infrequent mowing are perhaps the major causes of lawn 
deterioration. When mowing, never remove more than one-third 
of the leaf surface at any one time. For example, if the desired 
mowing height is 2.0 inches, do not allow the turf to grow higher 
than 3.0 inches before mowing.

It is best to maintain the mowing heights shown below for spring 
and autumn year-round; however, height of cut can be reduced during 
autumn and winter. Mow as needed but avoid mowing too low.

The proper mowing heights for lawn grasses are as follows:

Lawn Grass Spring/Summer/
Autumn

Winter

Kentucky  
Bluegrass

2.5 - 3.0 inches 2.0 inches

Perennial  
Ryegrass

2.5 - 3.0 inches 2.0 inches

Tall Fescue 2.5 - 3.5 inches 2.5 inches
Fine Leaf  
Fescue

3.0 - 4.0 inches 3.0 inches

Zoysiagrass .5 - 1.0 inches .5 - 1.0 inches
Bermudagrass .75 - 1.25 inches .75 - 1.5 inches



1-866-THE-MILL • www.themillstores.com

Bel Air
424 N. Main St
410-838-6111

Black Horse
4551 Norrisville Rd

410-692-2200

Hampstead
607 Hanover Pike

410-374-6066

Hereford
17106 York Rd
410-329-6558

Kingstown
7121 Church Hill Rd

410-778-1551

Red Lion, PA
327 E. Broadway

717-244-4511

Whiteford
2422 Whiteford Rd

410-452-8177

Fertilizer

Fertilize Zoysiagrass 0 to 2 times and bermudagrass 2 to 3 times 
during the late spring and early summer. Kentucky bluegrass, tall 
fescue, perennial ryegrass, and fine fescue should be fertilized in 
3 to 5 applications per season with around 70% during the au-
tumn and early winter. Never apply fertilizer anytime soils are 
frozen or excessively wet.

The MD Lawn Fertilizer Bill enacted in 2011 by the Gener-
al Assembly requires at least 20% of nitrogen (N) in fertilizer 
be slow-release N fertilizers such as sulfur or poly-coated urea, 
methylene urea or natural organic products. Water soluble ma-
terials such as urea and ammonium nitrate are good performers 
and less expensive, but they acidify soil more rapidly and provide 
a shorter-lived greening response. Established turfgrasses often 
require only nitrogen fertilizer. Soil tests should be completed to 
determine the need for phosphorus and potassium (potash) fer-
tilizers, soil pH, and calcium needs. Fertilizers are identified on 
the bag by three numbers (eg. 10- 10-10), which correspond to a 
percent by weight of N + P2O5+ K2O contained in the bag. There 
is some flexibility, a good total amount of Nitrogen per species are 
shown below:

 

For example:

 a 50 bag of 22-0-14 50% slow release 5 % iron would have 

11 lbs. of Nitrogen 

0 lbs. of  Phosphorus

 7 lbs. of Potassium per bag in it (must divide in half since % is based 
on 100 lbs and bag is 50 lbs)

Therefore, if you used 3 bags per acre you would get 33 lbs. of 
Nitrogen and 21 lbs. of Potassium per acre.  

Calculate the rate per 1000 sq. feet (33 ÷ 43.560 sq. feet in an acre):  

Therefore, you are applying 0.75 lbs. N per 1000 sq. ft. and 0.49 
lbs. of Potassium per thousand sq. feet.  Mill specialists can help 
you figure out how much to apply to your lawn!

Tall Fescue 2.9 lbs. of N
Kentucky Bluegrass 2.9 lbs. of N
Fine Fescue 1.5 lbs. of N
Zoysiagrass 1.9 lbs. of N
Bermudagrass 2.9 lbs. of N
Ryegrass 2.9 lbs. of N


