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WHY LATE LAWN SEEDINGS OFTEN FAIL
We normally recommend that Kentucky bluegrass and tall fescue be seeded in September but no later than
October 15. Though plantings later than October 15 can be successful, the odds of success diminish as time
passes. The problem with late plantings is not that the seed will not come up or that young grass plants are
sensitive to cold. Most often, the problem is with rooting. Unless the young grass plants have a fairly extensive
root system, the freezing and thawing that takes place during winter heaves plants out of the ground, and
they dry out and die. Regardless of when planted, be sure the new lawn is kept watered through the fall. More
mature lawns will need less frequent watering but all should go into the winter with moist soil.

Winter Storage of Summer Bulbs
As winter approaches, we need to start thinking about storage of the bulbs that will not survive Kansas
winters. The bulbs of gladiolus, caladium, dahlia, tuberous begonia, calla lily, and canna lily need to be dug and
stored so they can be planted next year. Actually, the storage organ of the above plants is not a true bulb.
Canna and calla lilies are rhizomes, caladium, and tuberous begonias are tubers, gladiolus is a corm, and dahlia
is a tuberous rooted plant. All of these plants should be dug after frost has browned the foliage. Then, allow
them to dry for about a week in a shady, well-ventilated site such as a garage or tool shed. Remove any excess
soil and pack them in peat moss, vermiculite, or perlite. Make sure the bulbs don’t touch so that if one decays,
the rot doesn’t spread. Dusting them with fungicide before storage will help prevent them from rotting.
Caladium should be stored between 50 and 60 degrees F. The other bulbs mentioned should be stored near 40
degrees F. Finding a good spot to store the bulbs may be difficult. Some people place them against a basement
wall farthest from the furnace and insulate them so the wall keeps them cool.

Fall is a Good Time for Soil Testing
Though we often think of soil testing as a spring chore, fall can actually be a better time. Soil-testing
laboratories are often very busy during the spring resulting in a longer turnaround from submission to
recommendations. Also, soils in the spring are often waterlogged, making taking samples difficult. If your soil
test suggests more organic matter, fall is a much better season because materials are more available than in
the spring, and fresher materials can be used without harming young tender spring-planted plants. Begin by
taking a representative sample from several locations in the garden or lawn. Each sample should contain soil
from the surface to about 6 to 8 inches deep. This is most easily done with a soil sampler. Many K-State
Research and Extension offices have such samplers available for checkout. If you don’t have a sampler, use a
shovel to dig straight down into the soil. Then shave a small layer off the back of the hole for your sample. Mix
the samples together in a clean plastic container and select about 1 to 1.5 cups of soil. This can be placed in a
plastic container such as a resealable plastic bag. Take the soil to your county extension office to have tests
done for a small charge at the K-State soil-testing laboratory. A soil test determines fertility problems, not
other conditions that may exist such as poor drainage, poor soil structure, soil borne diseases or insects,
chemical contaminants or damage, or shade with root competition from other plants. All of these conditions
may reduce plant performance but cannot be evaluated by a soil test.

Work Garden Soil in the Fall
Fall is the preferred time to prepare garden soil for next spring’s vegetable garden. Spring is often wet
making it difficult to work soil without forming clods that remain the rest of the season. Fall usually is drier
allowing more time to work the soil when it is at the correct soil moisture content. Even if you work wet soil in
the fall and it form clods, the freezing and thawing that takes place in the winter will break them down,
leaving a mellow soil the following spring.
Insects often hide in garden debris. If that debris is worked into the soil, insects will be less likely to survive the
winter. Diseases are also less likely to overwinter if old plants are worked under. Also, garden debris will

increase the organic matter content of the soil. Working the debris into the soil is easier if you mow the old
vegetable plants several times to reduce the size of the debris. Fall is also an excellent time to add organic
matter. Not only are organic materials usually more available in the fall (leaves, rotten hay or silage, grass
clippings) but fresher materials can be added in the fall than in the spring because there is more time for them
to break down before planting. As a general rule, add 2 inches of organic material to the surface of the soil and
till it in. Be careful not to over till. You should end up with particles the size of grape nuts or larger. If you work
garden soil into the consistency of flour, you have destroyed the soil structure.

Amending Soils with Sand
Sand is sometimes suggested as an amendment material for clay soils. However, there is good reason to be
cautious about using sand. In order for sand to be effective in breaking up a clay soil, sand grains must touch
one another so there are pore spaces between grains that can hold air and/or water. If the grains do not
touch, the clay fills in all the voids between the sand particles leaving no room for pores. This is the same
principle used to make concrete and the result is somewhat the same. You end up making a bad situation
worse. So how much sand does it take for it to be effective? Normally, we consider about 80 percent sand to
be sufficient. In most cases this makes the use of sand impractical. The addition of organic matter is a much
better choice.

