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T- Give Our Natlve Grasses Some Love Bill Shanabruch

The identification of grasses can require a good microscope; mastering a strange language W
like glume, ligule, scabrous, obpyramidal, etc.; and unlimited patience and diligence. In short, itis o
left to the experts. However, Forest Hill Park possesses some very interesting and attractive natiy
that anyone can identify and enjoy.

Letds start with East elripsacgnadactylgidgs Ehis relatisecof cernis
tall grass that flowers and produces seeds throughout the summer in the Richmond area. Unlike ¢
perennial grass that forms clumps over time. And instead of ears with multiple rows of kernels, g4
produces a linear seed head (spike) with abduil8® @A ker nel so on the | owe
number of male flowers on the upper end of the spike. (See picture on following pages.) The most
feature of the flower spike is the purple feathlez structures (stigmata) extending from each female flg
These beautiful appendages help collect pollen to fertilize the egg cell at the base of the developing K
like the silks on an ear of corn. You can find a couple clumps of eastern gamagrass on the west s
lake near the old warming house.

The next easily identified native grass in Forest Hill Park is bottlebrush grass (scientific rzlyas
mushystriXY) and the common name says it all. The seed head of bottlebrush grass bears a remarka
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blance to a cylindrical brush that would be used in a chemistry lab to clean glassware. There is no other gr;

t hat could possibly be mistaken -sfecars ointd. g rBacstst].

foliage in the spring; produces its seed head before the end of June; and then dies back in the heat
mer. However, the seed heads can remain on the plant throughout the summer. (See picture on
pages.) There are several small populations of bottlebrush plants in Forest Hill Park downstream of
And there are lots of scattered plants in James River Park on both sides of the river.

Bottlebrush grass is closely related to s
these is Virginia wild rye (scientific nameElymus virginicuswhich is probably the species present in Fd
Hill Park. Like bottlebrush grass, Virginia wild rye is also a perennial, cool season grass and possess
uni que seed head that features densely packe
Virginia wild rye is a very adaptable plant {
most grasses. In Forest Hill Park, there are several plants that grow-shg@detalong the stone wall on
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western side of the lake. Pony Pasture has a huge population of Virginia wild rye (or a close relative) ar

some of it grows in shaded wetland areas. Like bottlebrush grass, the attractive seed heads of Vir
rye often hang on throughout the summer.

Slender wood oats (scientific nameChasmanthium laxujms much less conspicuous than the pr|
Ous grasses. Il n fact, |l wasndédt sure it |lived
it is present in the same type of floodplain habitat where it grows along Reedy Creek in Crooked Br

ginia w

eVi-
i n
hnch R




vine Park. Slender wood oats is a perennial grass that forms clumps and only reaches about 12 inche:
height. It grows in moist soils and, like Virginia wild rye, can tolerate a lot of shade. The key distinguishinc
feature of slender wood oats is its relatively long aeny thin flower spike. By late summer, many small
seeds (less than 1/8 inch) are visible and very closely attached to the spike. Now is the time to look for t
dainty little grass. The pictures below were taken in Forest Hill Park between the dam and Riverside Drive.

Splitbeard bluestem (scientific nameAndropogon ternarijs i s a warm season
really get going until the middle of the summer and does not produce seed until well into the Fall. Althoug
the foliage of this perennial grass dies after frost, the golden brown stalks often remain well into the followin
summer after new vegetation has started to grow. The main attraction of this grass is the seed heads. Do\
white fibers are attached to each seed which aid with dispersal by the wind. The combination of golden brov
stalks topped by tufts of white is a beautiful sight that lasts deep into winter. (See picture on following pages

Most of the split beardstem in Forest Hill Park is located along the maintenance road near the o
azalea garden. For many years this area was mowed and there was very little vegetation. Instead, there
lots of bare soil that was eroding and being carried into the lake. About 6 years ago, volunteers did a tr
planting on this slope to stop the erosion and city staff stopped mowing the area. One of the first plants
colonize the slope was splitbeard bluestem because it is one tough plant. It can tolerate full sun, dry con
tions, and pathetic soil. As the population of splitbeard bluestem has grown, its clumps have helped stop
soil erosion and also helps collect fallen leaves. In turn, the leaves decompose which adds nutrients to the
and improves infiltration of stormwater. Like so many of our native grasses, splitbeard bluestem provide
beauty as well as indispensable ecosystem services.

Seed head or spike of Eastern gamagrass. The wider structures with purple
Afeatherso wil/ become seeds for the next genera
tures on the left are the male flowers that have not opened yet.



Seed head of bottlebrush grass. Note how each
stands out perpendicular to the main stem and has |
very long hairs

A stand of Virginia wild rye (or a close
relative) in James River Park.

Beautiful seed head of Virginia wild rye.
Picture taken on Aug. 24, 2017.




Slender wood oats in Forest Hill Park.
The seed heads are so slender that they are
not visible in this picture.

Seed spikes of slender wood oats.

Stand of splitbeard bluestem in Forest

Hill Park near the azalea garden. Note
the dead vegetation from the previous

year is still visible while new growth is

occurring.



