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I T HAS BEEN several years since 
* Kentucky bluegrass, Poa pratensis, 
was reviewed in Weeds, Trees and 
Turf as the first grass in a series of 
turfgrass portraits. An updating is 
timely for this turf issue. 

Kentucky bluegrass not only re-
mains the prime favorite for lawn 
seeding and sod from border state 
latitudes northward, but interest in 
it has intensified both domestically 
and in Europe. Skillful breeding has 
given a host of new cultivars, some 
already available commercially, oth-
ers still in the testing and develop-
mental stages. Many new, elite vari-
eties for specialized use have now 
joined traditional, carefree types 
(which have also been perfected as 
varieties, viz. Arboretum, Kenblue, 
Park, etc.). An exciting decade lies 
ahead for Kentucky bluegrass enthu-
siasts. 
A B i t o f H i s t o r y 

Bluegrass appears to have received 
first recorded mention by the Greeks, 
in southeastern Europe before Chris-
tian times. Perhaps primitive "di-
ploid" forms could still be found in 
the mountains there (as is the case 
with many cultivated plants)? Rec-
ords from the Middle Ages show the 
plant (not to be named Poa pratensis 
until 1753) widespread throughout 
Europe, undoubtedly in many of its 
present polyploid forms. Most likely 
it spread to the New World with ear-
ly European colonization, the seed 
probably a chance component of 
shipboard hay and cattle bedding. 
Before the American Revolution it 
was reliably identified on the North 
American east coast, and especially 
in the St. Lawrence valley. 

Evidence suggests that the French 
missionaries carried Poa pratensis to 
the Great Lakes country, and so far 
south as the Ohio River valley, be-
fore 1700. It grew superlatively on 
the phosphatic soils of north central 
Kentucky, where it supported in the 
Lexington area the first "civiliza-
tion" of the white man west of the 
mountains. Called "June grass" and 
many other common names during 
its early years in North America, 
Kentucky bluegrass became identi-
fied with the state of Kentucky some-
time between about 1830 and 1850. 
Gradually " K e n t u c k y bluegrass" 

came to be accepted for the species, 
and the name has stuck ever since. 

Today Kentucky bluegrass is still 
recognized as an excellent pasture 
species, but even more as the premier 
species for lawn, recreational, road-
side, and industrial turfs, even so far 
south as the mountains of Arizona 
and Alabama-Georgia. In Europe, 
too, it is gaining favor for fine turf, 
even though the milder, rainier cli-
mate there and the custom of close-
mowing has tended to favor other 
species. In North America more 
bluegrass plants grow on more high 
priced land than is likely the case 
with any agricultural crop from corn 
on down. 
B l u e g r a s s T r a i t s 

Kentucky bluegrass is noteworthy 
not only for its graceful foliage that 
mows exceedingly well, but for its 
ability to spread by underground 
stems called rhizomes. By this means 
a single bluegrass plant can even-
tually colonize many square feet of 
ground, and of course this constitutes 
a built-in system for thickening up 
turf that has thinned for any reason. 

Kentucky bluegrass can withstand 
drought, cold and abuse well, reviv-
ing even after seeming to have been 
completely wiped out. Although it 
prefers fertile, friable soils, it is a 
reasonably tolerant species that re-
quires little pampering. Many of the 
traditional varieties get along quite 
well with no attention other than 
mowing, if planted to reasonably 
good soil. Bluegrass withstands mod-
erate shade well, and the usual pesti-
cides. Some of the newer selections 
such as Fylking and Pennstar can 
be mowed so low as V2 inch (tradi-
tional varieties are best mowed IV2 
inches or taller). The foliage texture 
is first-rate, its color deep and not 
at all garish. 
G r o w t h P a t t e r n 

Kentucky bluegrass responds ex-
cellently to coolish weather—temper-
atures such as are normal in norther-
ly states during September and Oc-
tober. Judging from performance in 
the deserts of southern California, 
bluegrass can withstand fairly high 
daytime temperatures, too, if the 
nights cool down (as they do from ra-
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diation in the clear a tmosphere of the 
desert). Kept for long periods at tem-
pera tures much above 80° F, most 
Kentucky bluegrass cult ivars ex-
haust accumulated food reserves, 
thus weakening the plant . But be-
tween freezing and about 80° F blue-
grass is strongly accumulat ive; it 
builds up carbohydrates qui te mark -
edly in au tumn. Reserves are d rawn 
down in spring in order to foster the 
exuberan t f lush of new growth oc-
curr ing then. 

Bluegrass begins to green as soon 
as the wea ther warms in spring. Dur-
ing hot, d ry wea ther of summer, 
growth slows and a degree of dor-
mancy of ten sets in (which can be 
counteracted to a great degree by 
irrigation and ferti l ization). With on-
set of cooler wea ther in early au tumn 
growth is r ampan t again, but in re-
sponse to declining day lengths it is 
of a short, consolidative nature , wi th 
many stocky, t ight tillers. 

Maintenance 

Both high-maintenance and low-
maintenance groups of bluegrass va-
rieties now seem shaping up. Most of 
the new selections have followed 
Merion's lead, and are bred for se-
lect, h igh-qual i ty turf tha t is fer t i -
lized regular ly and watered dur ing 
drought . Fylking, Merion, Penns ta r 
and most of the new hybrids prof i t 
f rom at least 4 pounds of e lemental 
ni trogen (N) annual ly per thousand 
square feet (M), and are sometimes 
provided as much as 12. In cool 
weather bluegrass can wi ths tand 
heavy feedings, but ordinari ly it is 
well not to apply more than 1 lb. 
N / M at a t ime, and only about a half 
pound in w a r m weather . 

As noted, mowing of the t radi t ion-
al variet ies should be relat ively tall, 
but newer variet ies have been se-
lected for low growth and wi ths tand 
quite low clipping. With any tur f -
grass it is best not to scalp the lawn 
by mowing short suddenly; never 
remove more than half to one-third 
of the green leaf at a single mowing. 

Although bluegrass is to lerant of a 
wide range of soils and pH, it per-
forms best on wel l -drained land tha t 
is not compacted. Fert i l izat ion should 
match the soil. 

Irr igation is increasingly practiced 

on f ine turf , wi th both favorable and 
unfavorable effects. Judicious water -
ing keeps a bluegrass lawn green 
when it might t u rn brown f rom 
drought, but in hot wea ther it may 
confer greater benef i t to certain 
weeds than to the bluegrass (espe-
cially if excessively done). When 
bluegrass sod is not let dry out al-
most to the wil t ing point occasional-
ly, such diff icult weeds as annua l 
bluegrass, crabgrass and nutsedge 
of ten become troublesome. 

For tunate ly , bluegrass is very tol-
erant of conventional l awn herbicides 
applied at recommended rate. 

Propagation 

Tenacity of bluegrass, and its abil-
ity to spread by rhizomes, permits 
it propagat ion by plugs (biscuits of 
sod), or as sod itself. But seeding is 
simpler, more economical. 

Nearly 40 million pounds of Ken-
tucky bluegrass is marke ted annual-
ly, each pound of which contains 
about two million seeds, potential ly 
80 trillion plants. 

Sophisticated t u r f m e n and many 
sod growers plant but a single type 
of bluegrass. However, experience 
has shown tha t blending several 
bluegrasses, or bluegrass variet ies 
wi th f ine fescues, creates a more 
widely adapted turf less likely to 
suf fer serious decimation. 

Kentucky bluegrass is highly apo-
mictic, meaning tha t the seed mostly 
comes t rue to the paren t type and is 
not affected by sexual crossing. 

Bluegrass Varieties 

The list of bluegrass varieties is in-
creasing almost daily; it is diff icult 
to keep t rack of the names alone, 
much less have experience wi th the 
cult ivars over a range of conditions. 

Table I lists those variet ies which 
are commercially procurable as this 
is wri t ten, or promised soon: they 
are categorized as elite, especially 
at t ract ive variet ies for highly main-
tained lawns; as self-reliant variet ies 
for less-tended turf and acreage sow-
ings; and as an " in termedia te" group 
which doesn't f i t neat ly into ei ther 
category. 

Kenblue is especially interest ing 
as an "old-fashioned," genetically 

mixed line tracing back to the f i rs t 
bluegrass in Kentucky ment ioned in 
the section on history. Of course any 
of these bluegrasses can provide a 
f i rs t - ra te turf if given suitable grow-
ing conditions. By-and-large those 
in the elite category should be more 
closely mowed, more heavily fer t i -
lized, and be provided supplemen-
tary at tent ions such as occasional re-
moval of thatch; the self-rel iant types 
should be mowed tall, and though re-
sponding well to fert i l ization survive 
without much (and may actually re-
sent feeding in hot weather) . 

Table II lists some of the addit ion-
al bluegrass varieties under test, not 
all of which will necessarily reach 
the market-place. A number of these 
are of European origin. Still others 
under test pr ivately have not re-
ceived a var ietal name, and are 
known only by code number . 

If one were to hazard a guess, 
many of the favori te bluegrasses for 
the 1970s will arise f rom this pool 
of coded selections. 

Table I. Proved Kentucky blue-
grass v a r i e t i e s , commercially 
avai lable or pending. 

ELITE CULTIVARS for well-
tended lawns: Fylking, Merion, 
Pennstar, W a r r e n vegetative 
selections. 

SELF-RELIANT TYPES for acre-
age and turf receiving only mod-
erate attention: Arboretum, Del-
ta, Kenblue, Natural common, 
Park. 

INTERMEDIATE V A R I E T I E S: 
Cougar, Newport, Prato, Primo, 
Sodco, Windsor. 

Table II. Examples of less fa-
mil iar Kentucky bluegrass culti-
vars not included in Table I, and 
varieties under test but not yet 
avai lable. 

Adorno, Arista, Atlas, Baron, 
*Belturf, Campus, Captan, Delft, 
Fjord, Fusa, *Geary, Golf, Nike, 
*Nudwar f , *Nugget, *Palouse, 
*Silverblue, Skandia, Sydsport, 
Southport, *Troy, Zwartberg, di-
verse selections known by code 
designations only. 

* signif ies domestic selections. 


