M. Siegenthaler

- 8 s @ _ -
LADY BIRD JOHNSON WILDFLOWER CENTER

Educating people about the environmental necessity, economic value, and natural beauty of native plants. L

July/ August 1998

Volume 15, Number 4

Sorghastrum nutans {Indian grass);
Midwest and Southwest

By F. M. Oxley, Senior Botanist

As interest int natural landscapes grows,
many home gardeners and landscape pro-
fessionals are incorporating native plants
into their gardens and designs. Native
wildflowers, trees, vines, and shrubs are
viable options to the non-native species
we have traditionally used, but when was
the Fast time you thought about your
ground cover? In our enthusiasm for
native landscapes, we often forget one of
the most important components of that
landscape: grasses.

Grasses form one of the largest plant
families, the Poaceae or, as it is some-
times known, the Gramineae. Containing
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approximately 630 genera and 9,000
species, the Poaceae are the most
ecologically dominant plant species. They
occur in nearly every habitat and are eco-
nomically important throughout most of
the world. Virtually every society relies
ORn ONE 0T MOTe grass species as a staple
food crop. Com, for example, is a grass
crop used widely in the Americas.

Grasses are critical to the function of
our ecosystems. They provide support
and protection for wildflowers and fill in
spaces that would otherwise be occupied
by weed species. Their fibrous root sys-
terns aerate and stabilize the soil, prevent-
ing erosion. They also provide food and
cover for wildlife. Grasses keep on giv-
ing, even after they die. Their decompos-
ing stems and leaves are recycled back
into the ecosystem, providing soil-build-
ing compost and notrients other plants use
during their life cycles.

Think about the ways we use grasses
in our landscape today. In most of North
America, grasses fill a cultural niche as
well as an ecological niche. Native grass-
es can function as well as exotic species
in just about any sitnation. Individually, or
with other native plants, they bring great
natural beauty to any setting by adding
color and texture to the landscape.
Wiggle-your-toes soft grasses are the stuff
of childhood memories, of games with the
neighborhood kids and lazy afternoons
under the shade tree. A lush green lawn
is beautiful. Native grasses can meet a
variety of landscape needs—and do so
much more.

grasses grow?
Grasses can be either mat-forming or
bunch-forming. Buffalo grass (Buchloé-
dactyloides), a mat- or sod-forming.
species, spreads by runners or stems that
grow horizontally along the ground,
putting roots down as they grow. Unlike
non-native turf grasses, such as St.
Augustine and ryegrasses, which are too
competitive to allow other plants to::
become established; many native sod -
grasses grow in a loose matrix that easily

allows room for wildflowers.... .
continued on page 3
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GRASSES

Bunch grasses, such as little bluestem {Schizachyrium scopar-
fum), grama grasses (Bouteloua spp.), and muhly grasses
(Muhlenbergia spp.). grow in distinct clumps or tufts. The
open spaces between native bunch grasses provide gaps with-
in which wildflowers can become established.

Perennial grasses, such as big bluestem (Andropogon ger-
ardi), return each year from their rootstocks, while annual
grasses, such as poverty drapseed (Sporobolus vaginaeflores),
must re-seed themselves.

Cool-season grasses
grow in the early spring,
from late March to early
June. As they mature in
fate spring or early
summer, the cool-season
grasses produce and
disperse seeds, and then

Will 1. Corley
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Growth usually resumes during the cool fall moaths.

Warm-season grasses, on the other hand, grow during the
late spring, producing most of their foliage in midsummer,
and continuing until the early fall,

Because grasses are wind-pollinated, grass flowers do not
rely on birds or insects for pollination. They are extremely
specialized to take advantage of any small breeze. The sepals
and petals are very small, inconspicuous scales, and the flow-
ers are protected by modi-
fied, boat-shaped leaves
called bracts. The anthers
produce copious amounts
of air-borne pollen to
ensure that at least some
of it reaches a compatible
flower. The stigmas are
feathery, enabling them

Norman G. Flaigg

become dormant during Chasmanthium sp. Muthlenbergia Panicum virgatum to catch as much pollen
the hot summer months. (Inland sea oats); lindheimeri (Switchgrass); as possible,
Southwest and {Lindheimer muhiy); Southeast
Mid-Atlantic states Southwest

Consider these species when planning for native grasses in your landscape

NORTHEAST
Bromus kalinii
Danthonia spicaia

Prairie brome, wild chess
Poverty grass
Switchgrass

Little bluestem

Indian grass

Northern dropseed

Panicum virgatun
Schizachyriunt scoparium
Sorghastrum nutans

Sporobolus beterolepis

MID-ATLANTIC

Andropogon virginicus Broom sedge

Arundinaria gigantea Giant cane

Chasmantbium latifolivm Inland sea oats, wild cats, river cats
Elymus canadensis " Canada wild rye

Eragrostis spectabilis Purple lovegrass, tumblegrass
Tripsacumt dactyloides Eastern gamagrass

SOUTHEAST
Andropogon ternarius

Eragrostis spectabilis

Hystrix patula

Panicum virgatwm
Schizaclytinm scoparium
Tripsacum dactyloides

Splithbeard bluestem

Purple love grass, tumblegrass
Bottlebrush grass

Switchgrass

Little bluestem

Eastern gamagrass

MIDWEST
Andropogon ballii
Hystrix patula

Panicum virgatum
Schizachyrium scoparium
Sorghastrum nutans
Stipa spartea

Sand bluestem
Bottlebrush grass
Switchgrass
Little bluestem
Indian grass
Porcupine grass

ROCKY MOUNTAINS
Avistida longiseta Red threcawn
Bouteloua gracilis Blue grama

Tufted hairgrass

Sweet grass

Alpine bluegrass
Needie-and-thread grass

Deschampsia caespitosa
Hierochloé odorata
Poa alpina

tiba comata

NORTHWEST
Agropyton spicatum
Calamagrostis canadensis

Bluebunch wheatgrass

Blue joint grass

Blue wild rye

[daho fescue, blue bunchgrass
June grass

Spike trisetum

Elymus glaucus
Festuca idahoensis
Keeleria macrantha
Trisetum spicatum

SOUTHWEST
Andropogon gerardi

Bouteloua curtipendula
Chastanthivm latifolfum

Elymus canadensis

Mublenbergia lindbeimeri
Sorghastrum autqns

Big bluestem, turkeyfoot
Sideoats grama

Inland sez oats

Canada wild rye
Lindheimer muhly
Indian grass

CALIFORNIA
Adrostis scabra

Bromus carinatus

Distichlis spicata var. spicaia

Ticklegrass, fly-away grass
California brome
Seashore saltgrass
California fescue

Vanilla grass

Coast range melic

Festuca californica
Hierochlo# accidentalis
Melica imperfecta

ALASKA
Agrostis exarata
Arctagrostis latifolia
Danthonta intermedia
Elyraus mollis
Hierochloé odorata

Phieun alpimm

Spikebent, spike red top

Polar grass

Timber oatgrass

American dune grass, beach wild rye
Sweet grass

Alpine timothy

(Grasses are an essential component of any healthy
ecosystem, and they bring a unigue beauty to the landscape.
(Call your favorite native plant nursery or call the Wildflower
Center Clearinghouse at 512-292-4200 for more information
about native grasses in your area.
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This time of year, many flowers have bloomed and their seed heads are
heavy. Have you considered harvesting your own seeds for next season's
wildflower gardens? All it takes is careful chservation, a gentle touch,
and plenty of patience.

Planning for harvesting
begins when wildflowers are in full
bloom. There are a number
of ways to collect seeds; it all
depends on the plant.

The Site

* If the plants are on someone
else's property, be sure you have
permission to collect the seeds
before you walk into the garden
or meadow. Investigate sites that
are being developed, such as

new construction or highway
expansions.

» Plants growing on federally or
state-owned public fands are often
protected by law. Ask before you harvest.

The Plants

* Plan to harvest seeds from about five percent of the plants, leaving
enough for the healthy stand to re-seed naturally and continae thriving,
* Know the species you are harvesting. o not harvest seeds from an
endangered, rare, or unknown species.

* Avoid ptants that have signs of disease or insect damage.

» After identifying good plant prospects, use a thin slip of plastic tape or
ribbon tied loosely to the stem (or simply note a nearby landmark) to
mark the plants you want use as a seed source.

* Begin collecting when the seeds are mature. Mature fruits and seeds
are usuzlly dark in color, firm, and dry.

Andy Berner

Screen cleaning Pensterion ssp.
Its easy for all ages.

2] J
The Tools
= Gloves, boots, and pruring shears; cheesecloth, screen, or tray, paper
or canvas bags (never plastic), and twine.

Andy Berner

ROCKEFELLER
COMMISSIONS
Mrs. Johnson’s Portrait

Laurance S. Rockefeller commis-
sioned this portrait of Lady Bird
Johnson, which now hangs in the
lobby of the Center’s auditorinm.
Artist Raymond Kinstler, one of
America's foremost portraitists, paint-
ed the official presidential portraits of
Gerald Ford and Ronald Reagan, Mr.
Rockefeiler presented the portrait to
Mis. Johnson during a visit

to the LBJ Ranch.

Harvesting the Seeds

* Many scedpods or capsules dehisce, or open and spill their seeds,
when ripe. Try iaverting cheesecloth over the blooms and tying it
around the plaat stem with twine. The cheesecloth allows air to circulate
around the piant to dry the seeds, then coilects thern as they fali from
the plant. Be familiar with the seeds you seek. Certain seeds are

so tiny that they will fall through the cheesecloth, If that is the case, use
paper instead.

* Collect pods just before the

seed pods turn brown and dehisce.
Lay pods in a single layer on a
thin canvas, screen, or tray
elevated above the ground. Air-
dry the pods for up to three days.
When the pods split open, collect
the seeds, and store them in a
breathable container in a cool,

dry place.

« Threshing works well with some
smiall-seeded plants. Simply rub
the collected pods across a coarse
screen. This breaks the seedpod an
allows seeds to separate from the Seeds to fill a garden
chaff and fifter through the screen. full of Lupinus texensis.
Besides cleaning the seed, :

threshing removes seed predators,

such as insect eggs or mold spores,

from the seed inventory.

Storing the Seeds
* Store seeds in a cool, dry, dark place. It varies, but a general
rule for dry seed storage is 50 degrees Fahrenkeit and 50% humidity.
Constancy is key. _
* Store the seeds in paper bags to allow air circulation and prevent
molding.
* Seed longevity varies fram species to species. Some seeds may remain
viable for up to ten years; others may last in storage for ouly a year or
two. Ideally, seeds harvested should be planted the following season.
(If working with fleshy fruit seeds, harvest the seeds when the fruit
is ripe, and plant the seeds immediately. If the seeds dry out, they may
germinate early, or not at ail.) e
There are a number of books available about seed harvesting. Visit
your focal library or native plant society, or call Wild Ideas: The Store at
512-292-4300 for mail-order suggestions.

Mange

Tela Gooadw
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i Excerpted from The Ciiltivar, reprinted with pe
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NORTHEAST
Litlle Compton, RI: Natural Areas as
Design Examples, July 17

Contact: The New England Wild Flower
Society, 180 Hemenway Road,
Framingham, MA G1707; {(508) 877-7630
Conway, MA: Selecting a Native Plant
Palette, August 21-23 Contact: Conway
School of Landscape Design, PO Box 179,
Conway, MA 01341-0179; (413) 369-4044

MID-ATLANTIC

Baltimore, MD: Ecological Exchanges
Between Major Ecosystems, August 2-6
Contact: ESA Program Chair, Fred
Wagner, Ecology Center, Utah State
University, Logan, UT 84322;

(801) 797-2555

Baltimore, MD: 7th Annual Native Plant
Seminar and Sale, August 29

Contact: Irvine Natural Science Center, St.
Timothy's School, 8400 Greenspring
Avenue, Stevenson, MD 21153;

{(410) 484-2413

SOUTHEAST: .
. Atlanta; GA:Moss Gardening, July 14
“ Contact; Georgia Native Plant Society, PO
5, Atlanta, GA:; 30342 -2083;

Conference, July 26-30 Contact: Paul
Twigg, Ph.D., University of Nebraska at
Kearney, NE 68849-1140; or e-mail to
twiggp@platte.unk.edu

ROCKY MOUNTAINS

Crested Butte, CO: Crested Butte
Wildflower Festival, July 6-12

Contact: Dana Spencer, (970) 349-7153,
or (970) 349-2571

Gunnison, CO: Beginning Grass
Identification Field Trip, July 18

Contact: USFS Office Gunnison, CO;
(970) 641-6264

Jackson Hole, WY: Preserving Wildflowers
Workshop, August 15

Contact: Teton Science School Natural
History Seminars, PO Box 68, Kelly, WY
83011; (307) 733-4765

SOUTHWEST

Santa Fe, NM: 2nd Annual Hummingbird
and Buiterfly Festival, August 15-16
Contact: Santa Fe Greenhouses, 2904
Rufina Street, Santa Fe, NM 87501; (505)
473-2700 or (800) 492-7885

NORTHWEST

Eugene, OR: American Penstemon Society
Arnnual Meeting, July 5-6 Contact: Ann
Bartlett, American Penstemon Society;
(303) 986-8096

Richland, WA; Mt. Ellinor Native Plant

, July 12 Contact; Douglasia, 2214
venue, Richland,
32:4984

WA 99352; -
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&% Wild Ideas: The Store, (512) 292-4300
B Membership, (512) 292-4200

& Official Web Site, www.wildflower.org
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