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GRASS IN THE NURSERY? 
 
Consider the following scenario about a fellow who wanted to grow rhododendrons in a field 
operation. 
 
Having worked on a golf course most of his life, he didn't know much about nurseries, but he 
figured it couldn't be too difficult. His first step was to visit other growers and observe their 
operations. The current state-of-the-art seemed to be clean soil culture where rooted cuttings 
were planted in a cultivated field and grown to a marketable size with the aid of solid-set 
sprinklers, fertilizer, and lots of herbicides to eliminate competing weeds. 
 
Common problems seemed to be poor soil drainage, chlorosis and stunted growth in young 
plantings, and high mortality rates in some cultivars, which apparently were due to water-borne 
pathogens that spread in mud and free water that were distributed in wind during and after 
rainstorms. Another problem that only he seemed to notice was the sloppy, muddy condition the 
fields were in during much of the year, which made them impossible to walk through without 
gathering a thick layer of mud on his boots. 
 
What he saw didn't really appeal to him because he was used to the neat, orderly appearance of 
plantings on the golf course. Besides, he didn't really care to be slopping around in the mud all 
the time. 
 
After some thought, he decided that maybe he could combine the best from both worlds and put 
turf to work in helping him grow better rhododendrons. What he finally decided was to prepare 
his field initially to plant grass. Perennial ryegrass seemed like the ideal grass to plant since it is 
a bunchgrass, it germinates and establishes quickly, is easy to control by witholding fertilizer, 
and is cheap. Utilizing his solid-set sprinklers, he established the turf in just a few weeks. After 
mowing several times, he sprayed the entire field with broadleaf herbicides to eliminate weeds. 
Then he sprayed two-foot-wide strips with Round-up and left three-foot-wide turf alleys between 
the sprayed strips. The turf alleys were the same width as the flail mower he had purchased. 
Once the grass was dead, he planted his rhododendron cuttings directly into the dead sod and 
banded fertilizer along the new plants. He then adapted a machine to apply preemergence 
herbicides only to the fallow strips since there were no weed problems in the turf. He was also 
able to use herbicides (i.e. bensulide, oxadiazon, etc.) that were safe on turf so there was no risk 
of killing his grass. 
 



That winter he noted several things that encouraged him. First, his fields weren't so muddy -- he 
could actually walk between rows without sinking up to his ankles. Second, there wasn't nearly 
as much mud splattered over the plants. Third, there was very little standing water anywhere in 
the field. Fourth, none of his plants suffered from Phytophthora. When spring came, his field 
seemed, to firm up earlier and all the plants looked very healthy. Mowing proved to be a simple 
chore, and he used far less herbicide than before. By selectively fertilizing the rhodies and by 
applying minimal fertilizer to the grass, he found no problems with competition. It was a 
pleasure to work in the fields and they looked nice as well. When the plants were big enough to 
harvest, virtually all of them had survived, so he made a good profit even though he had planted 
fewer plants per acre than his competitors. 
 
After the harvest he sprayed the entire field with a non-selective herbicide, rotovated, graded and 
replanted with ryegrass. When he sprayed out planting strips for the next crop he shifted each 
row two feet to avoid planting his liners in the same location as the previous crop. He felt this 
might ultimately reduce potential for soil born diseases and help maintain organic matter 
throughout the field. He also considered devising a plot layout that would allow him to simply 
rotovate the harvested row, grade and replant with grass and at the same time spray out planting 
strips in the existing sod strips and plant liners directly into those areas. 
 
This is one of perhaps a dozen scenarios that come to mind when I think of the potential cultural 
systems that might be better than the standard practices of many growers. Is this all just an 
academic pipe dream? Perhaps, but I don't think so. If we look back in time, many people 
remember growers who used complementary plantings of sod and crops to facilitate weed 
management. Most of these people are gone now and their sons have long since given up sod 
plantings in favor of herbicides. They are also discovering that long-term use of chemicals has 
created new problems that are very difficult to solve. In checking with several shade-tree 
growers, I was pleasantly surprised to see that they have been using sod as part of their 
management program with great success. In fact it was impressive to see them operating heavy 
equipment and harvesting trees in weather conditions that would have been impossible with 
clean soil culture. (Gone was the panic syndrome that other growers go through when trying to 
harvest bareroot stock prior to the onset of fall rains). With all of the economic, environmental, 
and political problems facing the industry, the time for innovation in all facets of production is 
long overdue. It may be to your benefit to explore different ways to produce crops, including the 
use of grass for weed and disease suppression. 
 
Assuming you are interested in using grasses, what's the first step? Simply stated, you need to 
learn as much as possible about available grasses to determine if you can achieve your goals. 
The following discussion details some of the important characteristics I feel you should be aware 
of. Keep in mind that my perspective is from the Willamette Valley and Puget Sound areas, so 
much of what I say may not be applicable to areas east of the Cascades. 
 
Perennial ryegrass - 
Ryegrass would be my first choice for weed suppression in most crop situations that come to 
mind. Perennial ryegrass is extremely fast to germinate and establish, as a result it is very 
competitive during the early going, when weeds are also trying to establish. In side-by-side 
comparisons, young ryegrass will always have fewer weeds in it than all other turfgrasses. 



Another advantage is that perennial ryegrass is a bunchgrass, which means it won't encroach into 
crop rows once you establish the border with chemicals or cultivation. Other grasses present 
constant problems in this regard. 
 
Under turf, perennial ryegrass has the highest fertility requirement of all turfgrasses. Without 
regular fertilizer applications it will quit growing and eventually thin out. On the other hand, 
ryegrass responds well to fertilizer applications and will regain vigor and density quickly. I view 
these characteristics as advantages in crop situations since growers can stimulate or retard 
growth as needed simply by manipulating nitrogen fertility levels. 
 
Wear tolerance is very good. Once ryegrass turf is worn bare, however, its recuperative ability is 
poor, since there are no rhizomes or stolons to fill in bare areas. Under most situations, ryegrass 
has tolerated wheel travel quite well and can be grown in areas where nothing would grow 
before. 
 
Most textbooks rate drought tolerance as poor, but my observations indicate it tolerates drought 
as well as or better than most other grasses we grow. Once injured from drought, ryegrass also 
recovers rapidly when water becomes available. Its bad reputation seems to come from its poor 
performance in areas with hot, humid summers. In those areas it often fails because of disease or 
prolonged drought, which we don't have to contend with. 
 
Cold tolerance is poor, so ryegrass may be injured in climates with severe winters. Cold has 
never caused any problems in the Willamette Valley or coastal areas. In cold portions of interior 
Oregon ryegrass may thin over a period of several years. 
 
One final point to consider regarding perennial ryegrass is that there are two types available. 
Common types such as Linn, Norlea, and Pelo are fast, rank-growing grasses which have poor 
density under turf conditions. I don't feel these would be acceptable for most circumstances. The 
improved turf types listed in Table 1 have much better density, tillering, etc. and are the ones 
you will probably find most useful.  
 
TABLE 1. Some Available Improved Perennial Ryegrasses 

Acclaim Futura* 
Barry Loretta 
Belle Manhattan 
Birdie Omega 
Blazer Palmer 
CBS* Pennant 
Citation Pennfine 
Dasher Prelude 
Derby Premier 
Diplomat Regal 
Elka Yorktown 
Fiesta Yorktown II 

 *Commercial blends of perennial ryegrass 
 
 
 



 
Tall fescue - 
This grass rates very close to perennial ryegrass in most performance characteristics. Tall fescue 
germinates and establishes relatively fast provided temperatures are fairly warm. Once 
temperatures drop in late September and October, germination slows and the grass establishes 
very slowly. It is not as competitive as perennial ryegrass initially unless seeded at rates of 7 lbs 
seed/1000 sq. feet or higher. Persistence under low fertility is better than perennial ryegrass but it 
must be fertilized enough to maintain density. Wear tolerance to wheel traffic is quite good, but 
once injured, recuperative potential is poor. Drought tolerance is superior to all other cool-season 
turfgrasses. Tall fescue can remain green and growing without irrigation during most Willamette 
Valley summers. Cold tolerance is only fair, but practically speaking, is not likely to be of 
significance. 
 
As with perennial ryegrass it is important to distinguish among tall fescue varieties. Old varieties 
such as Ky. 31, Fawn, and Alta are rank-growing forage grasses. They get large and require 
frequent mowing to keep under control. Newer varieties have been selected for turf 
characteristics and are denser, finer textured, and somewhat lower growing provided they are 
mowed. If allowed to grow wild, these improved types get just as rank as the old varieties. 
Neither produce significant rhizomes, so both behave essentially as bunchgrasses. Which is best 
for you depends on your situation. Some of the newer tall fescues are: Clemfine, Falcon, 
Houndog, Mustang, Olympic, and Rebel. 
 
Red fescue - 
There are three types of fine fescue used commonly for turf. Historically, red fescue has been 
most widely planted. Red fescue is a rhizomatous grass that germinates relatively fast but is 
somewhat slow to establish. During establishment it does not tolerate wear very well. It is not 
very competitive during establishment but once it is mature it competes fairly well. Fertility 
requirements are lower than most other grasses but density will improve if at least some fertilizer 
is applied annually. Wear tolerance is fair, but traffic during wet times of the year will cause 
severe loss due to Helminthosporium blights. It would not be a good choice in orchards where 
winter activity is high (i.e., pruning, spraying, etc.). Drought tolerance is fair to good, but ranks 
well below Tall fescue. Cold tolerance is not a problem in Oregon. 
 
There are relatively few improved red fescues available. Fortunately the common types and 
older varieties perform reasonably well. One newer variety that looks promising is Ensylva. 
 
Hard fescue 
Of the various fine fescues, Hard fescue has more potential than any of the others, but it has one 
major weakness, which is establishment. Hard fescue is probably the hardest grass to establish of 
those we currently use. Once established it forms a dense, fine-textured turf that is very 
competitive. It definitely has a low fertility requirement and has ranked almost as good as 
perennial ryegrass in wear-tolerance trials. Its drought tolerance ranks second only to Tall 
fescue. Little is known about cold tolerance at this time. 
 
Because of its establishment problems, Hard fescue will probably only be used in mixtures with 
fast-starting grasses such as perennial ryegrass. In mixtures it would probably come on very 
slowly and eventually dominate under drought and low-fertility conditions. Improved cultivars 



are just starting to come on to the market. Some available varieties include Scaldis, Tournament, 
Waldina, Reliant, and Biljart. 
 
Chewings fescue 
Chewings fescue is the third widely used fine fescue. It is popular for turf because it is dense and 
aggressive, even though it is a bunchgrass. It germinates fast but is only moderate to establish. 
Its fertility requirements and wear tolerance are similar to red fescue. It has the poorest drought 
tolerance of all the fine fescues. Once injured from drought, it is very slow to recover. Cold 
tolerance is similar to other fine fescues. 
 
My experience tells me that chewings fescue has the least potential of the fine fescues for 
mulching in crop situations. In choosing varieties, you can just about take your pick from the 
many common and improved types. 
 
Colonial bentgrass - 
Ecologically, bentgrasses are better adapted to the valley climate than any of the other 
turfgrasses. Practically speaking, they probably have limited value as mulches in most crop 
situations. Colonial bentgrass would be the only bentgrass I would even consider. Compared to 
other grasses it germinates fast but establishes slowly and does not tolerate wear at all during 
establishment. Its juvenile period is so long that it pretty much has to overwinter once before it is 
able to tolerate much wear and tear. It is moderately aggressive once established and most 
varieties will produce stolons or rhizomes, or both. Its fertility requirement is lower than most 
grasses and it tolerates acid soils quite well. Wear tolerance is very poor. Along with this I've 
noticed that while perennial ryegrass and tall fescue tend to firm up the soil once established, 
bentgrass never does. Once bentgrass turf gets wet, the soil is almost as mushy as bare soil. 
Drought tolerance is poor, though survival via dormancy is quite good. Cold tolerance is good. 
Available varieties include Highland, Astoria, Exeter, and Bardot. 
 
Kentucky bluegrass - 
Kentucky bluegrass is the most widely used turfgrass in the northern regions. Unfortunately it 
does not do terribly well in our climate and has little to offer in my opinion. 
 
Germination and establishment rates are slow. Once established, it is vigorous and invasive (via 
rhizomes) for several years if fertilized regularly. Eventually it thins out and is replaced by 
weedy species. Its fertility requirement is high and under low fertility rust is a serious problem. 
Wear tolerance is good and recuperative ability is good. Drought tolerance is fair and cold 
tolerance is quite good. 
 
For us, the main problem is poor establishment and lack of persistence. Its rhizome system 
makes it invasive also, which is undesirable. It may have value in mixtures for recuperative 
reasons, but I doubt it. There are many varieties available but it seems pointless to list them here. 
 
Annual bluegrass - 
Regardless of what you start with, annual bluegrass is probably what you will end up with! 
Unfortunately you can't readily obtain seed, so you can't plant this grass intentionally. Annual 
bluegrass is a genetically variable plant that ranges from distinct annual to perennial types. Its 
habit ranges from bunch to stoloniferous. It germinates at an average rate, but establishes very 



quickly. Fertility requirements are moderate, but it can invade at either high or low fertility 
levels. Wear tolerance is reasonably good. It has no drought tolerance. 
 
After seeding in the spring it simply dies when drought comes in the summer. When fall rains 
come it germinates again and establishes by early winter. The invasion rate in existing turfs is 
slow initially, but eventually increases almost geometrically. Cold tolerance in the Willamette 
Valley is fairly good. I have no idea where you can get seed commercially. 
 
Which grass to use? 
If someone asked me, "What should I plant between my trees?" I would probably say, "Start 
with perennial ryegrass, tall fescue, hard fescue, or a mixture containing perennial ryegrass and 
hard fescue." More complex mixtures might also work, but I can't predict how well. Tall fescue 
would generally perform best if planted by itself. 
 
Planting times are not critical for most grasses provided irrigation water is available. Notable 
exceptions include hard and tall fescue which definitely germinate and compete better when 
temperatures are warm. The best grass for late fall seeding is always perennial ryegrass. 
Seeding rates vary with each grass and with the season of planting. Higher seeding rates are 
necessary for late fall seedings and for grasses that are slow to germinate (i.e. hard fescue). 
Approximate timing and seed rates are listed below in Table 2.  
 
TABLE 2. Suggested seedling rates and dates for cool season grasses in the Willamette Valley 
and Puget Sound areas.  
 

Grass Rates, lbs/acre Optimum Planting Times 

Perennial rye ...............................120-240

Tall fescue ..................................200-400 

Red fescue ..................................200-300 

Hard fescue .................................200-400 

 .................................... Apr. 15-Oct. 15 

 .....................................Apr. 15-Sept. 1 

 .....................................Apr. 15-Sept. 1 

 .....................................Apr. 15-Sept. 1 
Chewings fescue................................. 200 ..................................... ….Apr. 15-Sept. 1 

Col. bentgrass .................................40-80 .....................................    .Apr. 15-Sept. 1 

Ky. bluegrass ..................................... 150 .....................................    ..Apr. 15-Sept. 1 

Annual bluegrass ................................................................................  ..After Sept. 15 

*These rates are extrapolated from rates used for turf areas. Lower rates 
may be satisfactory in many cropping situations depending on your goals. 

What about height control 
 
Mowing will probably be the major chore associated with maintaining sod areas between 
planting rows. Depending on width either orchard type rotary mowers or flail mowers would 
work quite well. The key point is to set up a regular mowing schedule to avoid cutting hay every 
time mowing is done. You'll find it is much faster to mow areas every 7-10 days during peak 
growth periods than it is to grind through tall grass every 20-30 days. 



An exciting possibility for minimizing mowing involves the use of chemical, Embark. It has 
been tested in turf trials at OSU and has shown promise even for use in fine turf. My experience 
has shown that it gives up to 6 weeks of growth suppression per application with minimal 
discoloration or thinning of most grasses. It appears to work best on perennial ryegrass and the 
fine fescues. It tends to cause severe injury to Kentucky bluegrass and annual bluegrass but I 
have never actually killed either of these. The least injury to all grasses occurs in spring (April - 
early May) and the most injury occurs from mid-summer applications. It has limited activity on 
most broadleaf weeds so weeds tend to increase when this chemical is used alone. It is 
compatible with common broadleaf herbicides. In most situations I suspect you could make up to 
two applications per year without causing permanent thinning to your turf. An interesting note is 
that after growth suppression subsides the grass tends to green up just as if fertilizer had been 
applied. Because it is active at low rates it appears this chemical would be economical to use 
also. 
 
Another possible management technique to control grass height and minimize competition of the 
grass with the nursery crop for moisture and nitrogen would be to install drip irrigation in the 
nursery row to provide moisture to the nursery plants during their growing season; with no 
irrigation during the summer period, growth of grass aisles would be minimal. 
 

 
Pesticide Use - Due to constantly changing laws and regulations, no liability for the suggested use of chemicals in 
this Newsletter is assumed by the ONW Newsletter. Pesticides should be applied according to label directions on 
the pesticide container.  
Permission to Reprint material appearing in the ONW Newsletter is granted with the request that you credit the 
source: Ornamentals Northwest Newsletter, date, volume, issue, page numbers. Do not excerpt or reprint in such a 
manner as to imply the author's endorsement or criticism of a product or concept.  
Nondiscrimination - The information in the Ornamentals Northwest Newsletter is provided with the understanding 
that no discrimination is intended and that listing of commercial products implies no endorsement by the authors. 
Criticism of products or equipment is neither intended nor implied.  
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