
Individual plants of fine fescue are from the left Pennlawn, Wintergreen and Highlight, in these samples, 
Wintergreen displays a prominent rhizome, Highlight almost none. Lawn institute photo. 

By DR. ROBERT W. SCHERY, Director 
The Lawn Institute 

'TVHE F I N E or r ed fescues, Festuca 
* rubra, in m a n y var ie t ies and s u b -

species, is c i r cumborea le today bu t 
p robab ly of E u r o p e a n origin. F i n e 
fescue is one of t he t w o m a j o r l a w n -
grasses ut i l ized genera l ly fo r f i ne 
tur f in N o r t h A m e r i c a and Europe , 
w h e r e t he cus tom of hav ing o r n a -
m e n t a l home l awns has become so 
wide ly per fec ted . F i n e fescues a re 
especial ly noted fo r t he i r a t t r a c t i ve -
ness and tenac i ty w h e r e g rowing is 
d i f f icul t , such as on poor soil, in d r y 
locations, and u n d e r shade. They 
m a k e an excel lent compan ion fo r 
K e n t u c k y b luegrass in t h e seed 
b lends used fo r l a w n s f r o m t h e 
bo rde r s ta tes n o r t h w a r d in t he 
Uni ted States . 

The fescue g roup is a confus ing 
one, t he d is t inc t iveness even of 
species o f t en be ing based upon ob-
scure character is t ics . I t is not a t all 
s t range , then , t h a t va r i e ty iden t i f i -
cat ion becomes al l bu t impossible fo r 
anyone bu t t h e exper t . Var ie t ies a re 
d is t inguished mos t ly by physio logi -
cal response and res is tance to d is -
ease, r a t h e r t h a n by dis t inc t ive 
v isua l f ea tu res . The species spreads 
by u n d e r g r o u n d s tems or rhizomes, 

bu t t he Chewings t y p e (F. rubra 
commutata, = F. r. fallax) is t h e o -
re t ica l ly a bunchgrass . However , al l 
cu l t ivars seem to yield p lan t s t h a t 
h a v e at least a degree of t he r h i z o m -
ing habi t . W h e t h e r an ind iv idua l 
p lan t g rows in t u f t s or sp reads by 
rh izomes m a y be m o r e a response to 
hab i t a t t h a n to genet ic m a k e u p ! 
T h e r e is l i t t le doub t t ha t w idesp read 
crossing occurs b e t w e e n var ie t ies 
t h r o u g h o u t t h e wor ld , and m a n y 
cu l t ivars no doub t conta in bo th 
"creeping r e d " and "Chewings" 
blood lines. 

In N o r t h Amer ica , f i ne fescues a re 
l isted by Hi tchcock as endemic in al l 
except a f e w of t he p ra i r i e s ta tes and 
those bo rde r ing t h e Gulf of Mexico. 
They a re v e r y m u c h at h o m e in t h e 
m o r e n o r t h e r l y regions, and v o l u n -
t ee r wide ly in w e s t e r n Canada . Fes-
tuca rubra u sua l ly r esen t s w a t e r -
logged soil in hot wea the r , bu t eco-
types a re f o u n d in m a r s h y hab i t a t 
bo th in n o r t h e r n E u r o p e and m a n y 
pa r t s of N o r t h Amer i ca (viz., ac-
cording to Hitchcock, "meadows, 
hills, bogs and m a r s h e s in t h e cooler 
pa r t s of t he n o r t h e r n hemisphere , 
ex t end ing sou th — to t h e S a n B e r -

na rd ino m o u n t a i n s — N e w Mexico— 
t h e Al l egheny m o u n t a i n s and the 
At lan t i c coastal ma r shes to Geor -
gia.") . 

Chewings fescue, was fo r m a n y 
yea r s expor t ed to t he Uni ted Sta tes 
f r o m N e w Zealand, bu t shipping 
d i f f icu l t ies and inabi l i ty to ma in t a in 
h igh s t anda rds of qua l i ty he lped 
swi tch seed p roduc t ion to Oregon 
w h e r e mos t Chewings is now grown. 
A n Oregon selection of Chewings is 
k n o w n as Cascade. 

Fine Fescue Traits 

The f ine fescues h a v e m a n y a t t r i -
bu tes m a r k i n g t h e m as top l a w n -
grasses. The fol iage is of an a t t r a c t -
ive, de l ica te t ex tu re , ye t dense 
enough to r e s t r a in weeds well ; its 
color is a lus t rous d a r k green tha t 
b lends beau t i fu l l y w i t h most b lue -
grasses. The leaves themse lves a re 
r a t h e r w i r y and resi l ient ; leaf m a r -
gins a re genera l ly rol led i n w a r d g iv-
ing a cur led appea rance to t he leaf 
in cross section, especial ly du r ing 
d r y w e a t h e r . The leaf shea ths a re 
f ibrous , reddish, pers is tent , a good 
d is t inguish ing f e a t u r e he lp ing to 
i den t i fy f ine fescue in a mixed tu r f . 



Rhizome spread is not so man i f e s t as 
w i t h bluegrass , bu t most var ie t ies 
e x p a n d wel l to f i l l - in sca r red sod. 
Seedheads a re p roduced ea r ly in 
summer , bu t a r e se ldom m u c h in 
evidence w i t h p lan t s c rowded in to a 
lawn. The grass is a l i t t le m o r e f i -
b rous t h a n is bluegrass , and should 
be mowed w i t h e q u i p m e n t kep t 
sha rp and in good a d j u s t m e n t . 

It is a p p a r e n t t h a t f ine fescues 
adapt widely, a l t hough the i r tu r f 
qua l i ty is not t h e best in h o t - h u m i d 
climates. They are v e r y to l e ran t of 
soils, t h r i v ing on eve ry th ing f r o m 
pea ty bogs to nea r sands and on i n -
fert i le , rocky m o u n t a i n sides. As to 
fer t i l i ty , t hey can t a k e it or l eave it. 
Tests con f i rm t h a t fescues h a v e a 
be t t e r color and appea rance w h e n 
we l l fer t i l ized, b u t seldom is it nec-
essary to use m o r e t h a n t w o or 
t h r e e pounds e l emen ta l n i t rogen (N) 
per 1,000 sq. f t . (M) annua l ly , — con-
s iderably less t h a n w i t h mos t l a w n 
species. As w i t h bluegrass , f e r t i l i za -
t ion is best prac t iced d u r i n g t h e 
cooler pa r t s of t h e year . F i n e fescues 
a re good insurance in a seed m i x t u r e 
for l awns t h a t cannot be in tens ive ly 
tended; t h e y usua l ly su rv ive w h e r e 
lesser grasses won ' t , — in sandy, 
w i n d - s w e p t spots, fo r example , or on 
dry, in fe r t i l e pa r t s of t h e lawn. They 
persis t in shade w h e r e compet i t ion 
w i th t r ee roots is o f t en too m u c h fo r 
o ther grasses. Obviously, f ine fescues 
a re e x c e l l e n t , l o w - m a i n t e n a n c e 
grasses, se l f - suf f ic ien t and r e c u p e r a -
tive. 

F ine fescues a re qu i t e t o l e r an t to 
cold (seedlings, of course, m a y heave 
in win te r , dec imat ion t h e n be ing 
m o r e f r o m desiccat ion t h a n f r o m low 
t e m p e r a t u r e ) . In n o r t h e r n Michigan, 
Highl ight , P e n n l a w n and Chewings 
var ie t ies showed the least w i n t e r k i l l 
in recen t tests, and even so f a r n o r t h 
as Alaska ( w h e r e m a n y tu r fg ra s se s 
do su f f e r w i n t e r i n j u r y ) to le ran t f ine 
fescues have been f o u n d (Arc ta red , 
Table 1, is be ing tes ted as a possible 
commerc ia l in t roduc t ion) . 

Growth Pattern 

Fine fescues fo l low essent ia l ly t h e 
K e n t u c k y b luegrass g r o w t h cycle. 
The grass bui lds u p food d u r i n g cooler 
wea ther , becoming dense t h r o u g h 
pro l i fe ra t ion of n e w til lers, and 
spread ing to a g rea t e r or lesser e x -
ten t by rhizomes. If fer t i l ized in 
au tumn, fescue turf is essent ia l ly r e -
sp lendent t h e fo l lowing spring, 
beau t i fu l ly thick, of deep color, and 
wi th an e legant t ex tu re . D u r i n g 
summer , f ine fescues m a y exper ience 
th inn ing and become pa tchy , es-
pecial ly if t h e w e a t h e r is ho t and 
muggy, t h e soil sa tu ra ted . D ie -ou t is 
usual ly b l amed on "disease," b u t 

seems m o r e a re f l ec t ion of phys io -
logical weaken ing . Never the less , f e s -
cues a re a t t acked by severa l diseases, 
of w h i c h leafspot (Helminthospor-
ium) is ser ious as w e a t h e r wa rms , 
and r e d t h r e a d (Corticium) and 
snowmold (Typhula, Fusarium, etc.) 
m o r e act ive in cooler w e a t h e r and 
win te r . W h e r e s u m m e r w e a t h e r e n -
courages patchiness , f i ne fescues a re 
usua l ly b lended w i t h K e n t u c k y 
bluegrass . Spa r ing use of fe r t i l i zer 
d u r i n g t h e w a r m season should also 
he lp w i t h s t a n d disease. H igh m o w i n g 
(IV2 inches or m o r e ) aids survival , 
ye t in equab le c l imates such as 
Eng land f ine fescue can be m o w e d as 
low as is a bentgrass . Win te r seed ings 
of golf g reens in t h e Sou th w i t h m i x -
t u r e s conta in ing f i ne fescue also s u r -
v ive fo r t he season m o w e d at one 
q u a r t e r inch. 

Maintenance 

Main tenance r e q u i r e m e n t s a re not 
onerous w i t h t h e f ine fescues. R a t h e r 
casual fe r t i l i za t ion o f t en suffices, a 
pound or t w o of N / M keep ing t h e 
grass r easonab ly a t t rac t ive . Up to 6 
lbs. N h a v e been used w i t h spec tacu-
la r resu l t s so f a r as color and dens i ty 
a re concerned, bu t only in n o r t h e r l y 
locat ions w h e r e s u m m e r p rob lems 
a r e not serious. As w i t h any grass, 
fe r t i l iza t ion should be m a t c h e d to 
t he soil, keep ing in m i n d t h a t b y - a n d -
la rge f ine fescue gets by w i t h half or 
less t h e a m o u n t of fe r t i l izer r e c o m -
m e n d e d fo r el i te bluegrasses , b e n t -
grasses and be rmudagrasses . 

Wi th so d r o u g h t - t o l e r a n t a grass, 
i r r iga t ion is se ldom vital , bu t as fo r 
a n y w e l l - k e p t tu r f is needed d u r i n g 
per iods of d rough t in o rde r to hold 
t he grass green . Be especial ly c a r e f u l 
w i t h f ine fescue not to o v e r - w a t e r , 
someth ing t h a t can p rove d isas t rous 
on poor ly d ra ined soils in w a r m 
w e a t h e r . 

Because of t he i r dens i ty and t e n -
acity, f i ne fescues r e m a i n re la t ive ly 
f r e e of weeds w i t h o u t m u c h a t t e n -
tion. The re is even a h in t t h a t t h e y 
inhib i t t h e sp rou t ing of weed seeds; 
weed seedl ings m a y have d i f f i cu l ty 
ga in ing a toehold. W h e n weeds do 
occur, f i ne fescue is r easonab ly to l -
e r an t of t he convent iona l herbicides . 
P h e n o x y ma te r i a l s used at r e c o m -
m e n d e d ra tes f r e e fescue f r o m most 
broadleaf weeds w i thou t i n j u r y . F i n e 
fescue is a l i t t le less to le ran t to some 
p r e - e m e r g e n c e c rabgrass p r e v e n t e r s 
t h a n is bluegrass , d a m a g e hav ing 
been r epo r t ed f r o m bandane , bene f in 
and D C P A ; on t he o the r hand , if 
kept on t h e d r y side, and used as 
shade grass (as o f t en is t he case) , 
t h e r e wi l l not be m u c h c rabgrass 

BOOK REVIEWS 

THE PLANT KINGDOM by Ian 
Tribe, The Rowland Co., Inc., 415 
Madison Ave., N e w York, N.Y. 
10017. 

W h a t is a p lan t? T h e answer is 
not so simple, according to Dan 
Tribe, a u t h o r of P l a n t Kingdom, 
one of t h e in te res t ing and in-
f o r m a t i v e books in t he n e w 
Grosset & D u n l a p series of all-
color guides. "I t ' s easy to say 
t h a t a p l an t is green, has stems, 
roots and leaves," he says. B u t 
n u m e r o u s except ions c a n be 
found . Some p lan t s a re yel low, 
b r o w n or red . A n d roots and 
leaves do not appea r as such in 
the lower o rde r of p lants . T h e 
a u t h o r b r e a k s down the vas t 
m e m b e r s h i p of some 300,000 rec-
ognized m e m b e r s or species into 
m a j o r groupings . A m o n g these 
a re algae, mosses and f l ower ing 
p lants . Nex t h e considers t he 
p lan t as a l iving o rgan i sm which 
g rows and r ep roduces itself. The 
amaz ing solut ions to l iving wi th -
in t h e p lan t k ingdom r iva l in 
in teres t and va r i e ty any th ing 
tha t can be said about animals , 
Tr ibe asserts . The book has 410 
color i l lus t ra t ions . 

TURF MANAGEMENT HAND-
BOOK by Howard B. Sprague, 
former executive secretary of the 
Agricultural Board of the Na-
tional Research Council, National 
Academy of Sciences. Interstate 
Printers & Publishers, Inc., Dan-
ville, 111. 61832. $9.25 

This book is a p rac t i ca l guide 
to turf cul ture , exp la in ing the 
l i fe processes involved, and de-
scribing the specific grasses, 
mater ia l s , e q u i p m e n t and pro-
cedures t ha t h a v e been f o u n d 
to p roduce des i rab le resu l t s w i t h 
a m i n i m u m of e f fo r t and ex-
pense. H e r e a re the chap te r sub-
jects: (1) Basic in fo rma t ion ; (2) 
Soil condi t ions fo r hea l thy t u r f ; 
(3) Soil acidi ty and l iming to 
correct i t ; (4) P rac t i ca l use of 
fe r t i l izers on t u r f ; (5) Soil 
h u m u s and grass m a n a g e m e n t ; 
(6) H o w grasses g r o w ; (7) 
Charac ter i s t ics of turf grasses fo r 
cooler regions; (8) Charac te r i s -
tics of turf grasses fo r w a r m e r 
regions; (9) P l a n t i n g n e w t u r f ; 
(10) Regu la r ca re of t u r f ; (11) 
Special turf p rob lems and ren-
ovat ing poor t u r f ; (12) Control -
l ing weeds ; (13) Contro l l ing dis-
eases; (14) Contro l l ing insects 
and o ther pests ; (15) Seasonal 
schedules fo r m a n a g e m e n t of turf 
areas . T h e book has 258 pages 
and n u m e r o u s i l lus t ra t ions . 



A partially separated plug of fine fescue mowed about 1ZA" high. Note dense 
growth of tillers, fine texture, and persistent leaf sheaths. Lawn Institute photo. 

compet i t ion in a n y event . At the 
L a w n Ins t i tu te , f i ne fescue has been 
s ingu la r ly f r e e of coarse species, 
seeming in t i m e to "squeeze ou t" ta l l 
fescue, t imothy , and even q u a c k -
grass. 

F ine fescues a re to le ran t of t h e 
f ami l i a r insecticides and fungic ides . 
Sod w e b w o r m s , ch inch bugs, and 
o the r insects, can be control led w i t h 
most any insect icide approved fo r 
household use, if appl ied as d i rected. 
At t h e L a w n Ins t i tu te , t h e r e has 
been l i t t le need fo r or benef i t f r o m 
fung ic ide applicat ions, bu t r epor t s 
indica te t h a t pers i s ten t appl ica t ion of 
a fung ic ide m a y he lp p r e v e n t s u m m e r 
th inn ing . N a m e d fescue cu l t ivars 
be ing b red today a re at last in p a r t 
selected fo r some i m m u n i t y to d is -
ease. 

Propagation 

Fine fescue is p ropaga t ed a lmost 
exclus ively by seed. Consumpt ion of 
f ine fescue seed in t he Uni ted S ta tes 
reaches a lmost 30 mil l ion pounds , 
abou t half impor ted . Most domest ic 
seed is sold as n a m e d variet ies , gen -
era l ly p r e f e r r e d because of ped igree 
and because it is c a r e f u l y g r o w n as 
an ag r i cu l tu ra l crop r a t h e r t h a n 
s imply ha rves t ed f r o m vo lun tee r 
s tands (as is o f t en the case in w e s t -
e r n C a n a d a ) . 

F i n e fescue seed is of m e d i u m size, 
a b u n d a n t enough by the pound to be 
qu i te a ba rga in (over a half mil l ion 
seeds to t h e pound, ye t la rge enough 
to d i s t r ibu te easi ly and c a r r y s u f f i -
cient n u t r i e n t s fo r excel lent seedl ing 
vigor. Fescue inc luded in a b luegrass 
b lend sprou ts s o m e w h a t ahead of t h e 
bluegrass , and is rea l ly a super io r 
"nu r seg ras s" to some of t h e t e m p o -
r a r y grasses t h a t con t r ibu te no th ing 
to the even tua l sod. Domest ic seed is 
mos t ly c leaned u p to a h igh level of 
pur i ty , and is f r e e of pern ic ious 

weeds or coarse crop species. On t h e 
m o d e r n label f ine fescue joins b l u e -
grass and ben tg ras s in t h e " f i n e -
t e x t u r e " category, in such var ie t ies 
as a re l isted in Tab le 1 at t he end of 
this ar t icle . 

Fescue is usua l ly sowed 3 or 4 
lbs . /M alone, or 2-3 lbs . /M in m i x -
tu r e s w i t h b luegrass . The seed d is -
t r ibu te s v e r y nicely in m o d e r n l a w n 
spreaders . If t h e w e a t h e r r e m a i n s 
w a r m and t h e n e w seeding is we l l 
wa te red , fescue should be visible in 
about a week . A m u l c h is r e c o m -
m e n d e d over n e w seedings to p r e -
ven t d ry ing out, ensu r ing m o r e r ap id 
ge rmina t ion . Recent s tudies by Dr . 
Wood at t h e Unive r s i ty of V e r m o n t 
indica te t h a t f ine fescue tops t h e list 
of grasses tes ted fo r seedl ing to l e r -
ance to d rough t . T h e va r i e ty Gol f -
rood was especial ly n o t e w o r t h y in 
t he da ta repor ted . 

Table 1. Fine ! fescues commer-
dal ly available or expected soon in 
North America. 

Arctared lllahee 
Boreal* Jamestown 
Cascade Olds* 
Chewings* * Pennlawn 
Duraturi* Rainier 
Golfrood* * Ruby** 
Highlight** Winterg reen 

* Canadian 
** European origination 

Table 2. European fine fescue 
selections still under test, or not 
available in the United States. 

Barfella, Bargena, Bergere, Bra-
bantia, Cottage, Dawson, Echo, Elco, 
Erika, Oasis, Polar, Reptans, Rubin, 
S-59, Sceempter, Steinacher, Tjelvar, 
various selections known by code 
numbers only (including a number 
of American selections). 

Varieties 

The grea t s imi la r i ty in appea rance 
b e t w e e n fescue var ie t ies has been 
c o m m e n t e d upon; most a re i n t e r -
changeable . This s imi la r i ty also e x -
t ends in some degree to p e r f o r m -
ance; r epor t s indica te now one, now 
ano the r select ion s l ight ly super ior a 
g iven year , a g iven locat ion or a 
g iven season. 

As is ev idenced by Tables 1 and 2, 
a search fo r improved f ine fescues is 
in f u l l swing. M a n y n e w var ie t ies 
appea r each year , a n u m b e r of t h e m 
developed in E u r o p e and sent to 
Oregon fo r seed product ion . Some 
a re b red fo r dens i ty w h e n p lan ted 
alone, o the rs w i t h m o r e open g r o w t h 
fo r b lend ing w i t h K e n t u c k y b lue -
grass. 

P e n n l a w n is an especial ly i n t e r -
es t ing case. It was b red some years 
ago f r o m p a r e n t a l selections m a d e at 
P e n n s y l v a n i a S t a t e Univers i ty , se-
lected fo r res is tance to disease. Dr. 
Musser had accumula ted promis ing 
clones f r o m t h e golf course f a i r w a y 
(seeded severa l decades be fore to 
seed of E u r o p e a n or igin) and f r o m 
seed of domest ic and fo re ign sources. 
Th ree super io r s t ra ins (F-55, F-74, 
F-78) w e r e even tua l ly screened out 
on the basis of p e r f o r m a n c e both at 
Univers i ty P a r k P e n n s y l v a n i a and 
Beltsvil le, Md. P l a n t e d together , 
t hey yield seed t h a t is t h e synthe t ic 
va r i e ty Penncross , super io r to any of 
t he p a r e n t s alone. 

Very s imi lar to t he f i ne or red 
fescues a re t h e h a r d or sheep 's f e s -
cues (F. ovina) of wh ich one or t w o 
turf var ie t ies a re n o w being de -
veloped. Ne i the r the f ine nor t he 
h a r d fescues should be confused w i th 
t h e ta l i fescue g roup (F. arundi-
nacea), h o w e v e r fo r t he l a t t e r a re 
coarse var ie t ies used most ly fo r 
pas tu re s (but also p l an t ed to l awns 
in t he u p p e r South , w h e r e t h e hot 
s u m m e r s a r e in imical to t ine fescue 
and K e n t u c k y b luegrass ) . 

Tab le 1 lists f ine fescue var ie t ies 
ava i lab le on t h e m a r k e t today, or 
expec ted soon. Table 2 lists add i -
t iona l cu l t ivars not genera l ly ava i l -
able in th is count ry . Some of t h e 
coded select ions m a y become fescue 
s ta rs of t he f u t u r e if t hey pass the i r 
screen tes ts well . Meanwhi l e the t r a -
d i t ional var ie t ies such as Chewings, 
I l lahee, P e n n l a w n and Rain ier ca r ry 
on, doing al l t he th ings a f ine fescue 
is m e a n t to do, inc luding backing u p 
K e n t u c k y b luegrass in l a w n m i x -
tu re s o f f e red genera l ly f r o m t h e 
bo rde r s ta tes n o r t h w a r d in the 
Uni ted States . 


