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forage, roadside stabilization, and the control of

soil erosion. Interest and use of tall fescue as a
forage and conservation grass increased in the United
States with the development and release of ‘Alta’ and
‘Kentucky 317 in 1940 and 1943, respectively. By the
1960’s, Kentucky 31 was becoming more widely recog-
nized as a useful turfgrass in the transition zone of the
United States due to its good heat tolerance and adapta-
tion to a wide range of'soil (pH, fertility and moisture) and
light conditions.

T all fescue (Festuca arundinacea) is widely use for

Compared to other widely used cool-season grasses, tall
fescue has the capacity to develop a deep root system that
provides tolerance or avoidance of drought stress. This
grass can also survive under reduce fertility, and tolerates
insects better than many other cool-season grasses. Al-
though short rhizomes are often observed on some plants,
tall fescue has a bunch-type growth habit. Emergence of
tall fescue seed occurs within 5 to 7 days in warm moist
soil. Itsrate of tillering and establishment is slower than
perennial ryegrass and, therefore, may require higher
seeding rates.

Breeding for turf-type tall fescues was initiated in 1972.
The first turf-type variety with a lower growth habit, finer
leaves, and reduce vertical growth was ‘Rebel,” followed
closely by the release of ‘Falcon’ and ‘Olympic.” Com-
pared to Kentucky 31, these cultivars had considerably
highertiller density, darker green color, greater tolerance
of close mowing, and better disease resistance.

Purchasing Seed

The purchase of certified seed from wholesale or retail
outlets is strongly suggested. Certified seed ensures vari-
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etal purity and seed quality (e.g., low weed seed and
noxious weed content). Knowing the variety of seed in the
container is important because newer improved varieties
produce higher quality turf with greater persistence and
less input of energy than older varieties (Table 1). More-
over, use of poorly adapted varieties can result in extensive
turf failure, which increases the likelihood of renovating
the turf (Table 2). Seed that does not identify varieties or
is described as variety-not-stated (VNS) presents a great
risk to the purchaser because the turf quality of the seed is
unknown. The seed in the container could produce turf
quality ranging from extremely poor to good.

Use and Maintenance of
Tall Fescue Turf

During the last 15 years, the use of improved tall fescue
for turfhas increased dramatically. Turf-type tall fescues
have been used to improve the quality and durability of
home lawns, school grounds, athletic fields, and parks in
many areas of the United States. The lower-growing
cultivars of tall fescue offer reduced mowing costs as well
as improved turf performance. Lower irrigation and
fertility requirements of tall fescue make it possible to
maintain moderate to high quality turf while reducing
energy inputs.

Tall fescue is adapted to moderately well drained and
fertile soil of slight acidity (optimum pH of 6.5 to 6.7).
Tall fescue is noted for good shade tolerance and is an
excellent choice for low to medium maintenance turfs
where irrigation is limited or not available. The drought
tolerance of tall fescue is dependent on the turf being
capable of developing a deep extensive root system.
Growing tall fescue in shallow or poor quality soil con-
ditions will severely limit root development and negate
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any expected benefits of drought tolerance. Thus, efforts
to improve soil quality will enhance the drought toler-
ance of tall fescue as well as other turfgrasses.

The good wear tolerance of well-established tall fescue
makes this grass an option for athletic fields and other
high traffic sites. Use of athletic fields should be withheld
several months after seeding to ensure development of
wear tolerance in tall fescue turf. Good recovery from
wear damage is partly due to lateral spreading growth of
rhizomes and re-growth from meristems 1/3 of an inch
below the soil surface. Tall fescue lacks abundant rhi-
zomes, which are necessary for aggressive lateral spread-
ing; thus, Kentucky bluegrass is commonly mixed with
tall fescue to increase the ability of the turf to spread
laterally. Such mixtures should consist of one or more
Kentucky bluegrass varieties in combination with two or
more of the turf-type tall fescue varieties with the follow-
ing standards (percentage by weight):

85 to 95% Tall Fescue (turf-types, see Table 1)
5 to 15% Kentucky Bluegrass

NOTE - Use rust resistant, lower maintenance Ken-
tucky bluegrass varieties such as the Bellevue Type;
Mid-Atlantic Type; and Aspen, Cheri, Ram I, and
NuStar. For more information on Kentucky blue-
grass varieties see Rutgers Cooperative Extension
publication Kentucky Bluegrass Varieties for New
Jersey.

Tall fescue is not well suited for mixtures with other
grasses when a uniform appearance of the turf'is desired.
The most uniform appearance occurs when tall fescue is
seeded as the only turfgrass (monoculture) or in a mixture
with Kentucky bluegrass. Tall fescue is commonly mixed
with perennial ryegrass and sold for turf seed. The
perennial ryegrass component of the seed mixture is
included to provide a darker green turf. However, a seed
mixture including perennial ryegrass is not recom-
mended if the turf'is likely to be subjected to low nitrogen
fertility because perennial ryegrass will not perform as
well under such low maintenance. Turfgrass breeders
have continued to develop tall fescue varieties with

darker green color and the need to include perennial
ryegrass for color enhancement has decreased. A 100%
tall fescue turf should be seeded at 4 to 8 pounds of seed
per 1000 square feet of turf area. A tall fescue and
Kentucky bluegrass mixture should be seeded at 4 to 6
pounds of seed per 1000 square feet.

Tall fescue may be grown in some rather poor soil condi-
tions and can be maintained at a higher mowing height
and alow to moderate level of fertility. Without measures
taken to improve the conditions, the overall appearance
of turf grown on poor soil will not be of high quality.
Mowing height under low maintenance or poor soil
conditions should be 3 inches or higher. Mowing heights
of 1’ to 2 inches can be used when turf-type tall fescues
are maintained with moderate levels of fertility and
sufficient water under cool to warm environmental con-
ditions. Tall fescue turfs are usually prone to weed
invasion at mowing heights less than 2 inches. Mowing
heights of 2% to 3 inches are more appropriate during
high temperature stress.

Annual nitrogen fertilization rates vary depending on the
soil fertility and desired turf quality, and range from 1 to
4 pounds of nitrogen per 1000 square feet of turf area.
Higher annual nitrogen rates may be appropriate for
establishing turf or intensively trafficked turf such as
athletic fields where recovery from severe wear damage is
necessary. Older turf, where soil fertility has been im-
proved, will generally require lower rates of nitrogen
fertilization. Applying the majority of nitrogen fertilizer
in late summer and early fall will improve density and
health of the turf better than spring application of fertil-
izer. For more information on turf fertilization see
Rutgers Cooperative Extension publication FS 633, Fer-
tilizing Turf in New Jersey.

Irrigation may be necessary under severe drought con-
ditions to maintain green vigorous growth; however, a
healthy tall fescue turf is capable of surviving drought
for many weeks by going dormant. Tall fescue drought
survival will be best if insects, disease or intense traffic
is not damaging the turf. Tall fescue turf grown on
shallow or poor quality soils will have a limited root
system and, therefore, less persistence under severe
drought stress.



Table 1. Improved varieties of turf-type Tall Fescue suggested for use in
New Jersey.

High Quality Turf-Type Varieties (finer leaf blades, higher shoot density, and darker green color)

Alamo E+ Anthem II Apache I1 Arid 2 Arid 3
Aztecll Bingo Biltmore Brandy Bravo
Bulldawg Chapel Hill Bonsai 2000 Coyote Crossfire Il
Empress Falcon IT Coronado Gold Finesse Focus
Gazelle Genesis Finelawn Petite Houndog 5 Jaguar 37
Lion Masterpiece Genesis 1 Olympic Gold Picasso
Plantation Prospect Millennium Rebel 2000 Rebel Sentry
Regiment Rembrandt Rebel Exeda Shenandoah II Southern Choice
SR 8250 SR 8500 Scorpion Sunpro Tarheel
Tomahawk E+ Watchdog SR 8600 Wyatt

Wolfpack"

Moderate Quality Turf-Type Varieties (moderately fine leaf blades, high shoot density, and dark green)

Amigo Austin Avanti Bonanza Bonanza II
Chieftain Cimarron Cochise Crewcut Crossfire
Duke Eldorado Era Guardian Hubbard 87
Jaguar II Lancer Maverick I1 Mesa Mini Mustang
Monarch Montauk Olympic II Pixie Rebel Jr.
Rebel 3D Safari Shenandoah Shortstop Silverado

SR 8200 SR 8300 Thoroughbred Titan Tomahawk
Trailblazer I Tribute Virtue Vegas Winchester
Wrangler

" indicates high quality varieties that do not exhibit darker green color compared to moderate quality varieties.

Table 2. Varieties of Tall Fescue to be avoided where the appearance of
a lower growth habit, finer leaf blades, high shoot density, and darker
green color is desired.

Alta! Fawn Kenhy Kentucky 31

! Use of varieties in Table 2 should be restricted to utility turfs. Note that varieties listed in Table 1 can be used for utility turfs as well.
In addition to attractiveness, the varieties in Table 1 will likely provide a lower mowing requirement and better stress tolerance than varieties
in Table 2.
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