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Give Our Native Grasses Some Love

Bill Shanabruch

The identification of grasses can require a good microscope; mastering a strange language with words
like glume, ligule, scabrous, obpyramidal, etc.; and unlimited patience and diligence. In short, it is often best
left to the experts. However, Forest Hill Park possesses some very interesting and attractive native grasses
that anyone can identify and enjoy.
Let’s start with Eastern gamagrass (scientific name = Tripsacum dactyloides). This relative of corn is a
tall grass that flowers and produces seeds throughout the summer in the Richmond area. Unlike corn, it is a
perennial grass that forms clumps over time. And instead of ears with multiple rows of kernels, gamagrass
produces a linear seed head (spike) with about 8 – 10 “kernels” on the lower fourth of the spike and a larger
number of male flowers on the upper end of the spike. (See picture on following pages.) The most stunning
feature of the flower spike is the purple feather-like structures (stigmata) extending from each female flower.
These beautiful appendages help collect pollen to fertilize the egg cell at the base of the developing kernel just
like the silks on an ear of corn. You can find a couple clumps of eastern gamagrass on the west side of the
lake near the old warming house.
The next easily identified native grass in Forest Hill Park is bottlebrush grass (scientific name = Elymus hystrix) and the common name says it all. The seed head of bottlebrush grass bears a remarkable resemblance to a cylindrical brush that would be used in a chemistry lab to clean glassware. There is no other grass
that could possibly be mistaken for it. Bottlebrush grass is a perennial, “cool-season” grass. It starts growing
foliage in the spring; produces its seed head before the end of June; and then dies back in the heat of the summer. However, the seed heads can remain on the plant throughout the summer. (See picture on following
pages.) There are several small populations of bottlebrush plants in Forest Hill Park downstream of the dam.
And there are lots of scattered plants in James River Park on both sides of the river.
Bottlebrush grass is closely related to several species of native “rye” grasses. The most common of
these is Virginia wild rye (scientific name = Elymus virginicus) which is probably the species present in Forest
Hill Park. Like bottlebrush grass, Virginia wild rye is also a perennial, cool season grass and possesses a fairly
unique seed head that features densely packed seeds with long “hairs”. (See pictures on following pages .)
Virginia wild rye is a very adaptable plant that can tolerate shady conditions and “wet feet” much better than
most grasses. In Forest Hill Park, there are several plants that grow in part-shade along the stone wall on the
western side of the lake. Pony Pasture has a huge population of Virginia wild rye (or a close relative) and
some of it grows in shaded wetland areas. Like bottlebrush grass, the attractive seed heads of Virginia wild
rye often hang on throughout the summer.
Slender wood oats (scientific name = Chasmanthium laxum) is much less conspicuous than the previous grasses. In fact, I wasn’t sure it lived in Forest Hill Park until I went looking for it recently. Sure enough,
it is present in the same type of floodplain habitat where it grows along Reedy Creek in Crooked Branch Ra-

vine Park. Slender wood oats is a perennial grass that forms clumps and only reaches about 12 inches in
height. It grows in moist soils and, like Virginia wild rye, can tolerate a lot of shade. The key distinguishing
feature of slender wood oats is its relatively long and very 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 this
dainty little grass. The pictures below were taken in Forest Hill Park between the dam and Riverside Drive.
Splitbeard bluestem (scientific name = Andropogon ternarius) is a warm season grass that doesn’t
really get going until the middle of the summer and does not produce seed until well into the Fall. Although
the foliage of this perennial grass dies after frost, the golden brown stalks often remain well into the following
summer after new vegetation has started to grow. The main attraction of this grass is the seed heads. Downy,
white fibers are attached to each seed which aid with dispersal by the wind. The combination of golden brown
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 old
azalea garden. For many years this area was mowed and there was very little vegetation. Instead, there was
lots of bare soil that was eroding and being carried into the lake. About 6 years ago, volunteers did a tree
planting on this slope to stop the erosion and city staff stopped mowing the area. One of the first plants to
colonize the slope was splitbeard bluestem because it is one tough plant. It can tolerate full sun, dry conditions, and pathetic soil. As the population of splitbeard bluestem has grown, its clumps have helped stop the
soil erosion and also helps collect fallen leaves. In turn, the leaves decompose which adds nutrients to the soil
and improves infiltration of stormwater. Like so many of our native grasses, splitbeard bluestem provides
beauty as well as indispensable ecosystem services.

Seed head or spike of Eastern gamagrass. The wider structures with purple
“feathers” will become seeds for the next generation. The row of narrower structures on the left are the male flowers that have not opened yet.

Seed head of bottlebrush grass. Note how each seed
stands out perpendicular to the main stem and has two
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.

Splitbeard bluestem seed heads in winter.
Picture by Sally and Andy Wasowski
LBJ Wildflower Center

RAM CAMP 2017

During the third week in August, hundreds of VCU freshmen scattered around the
Richmond area to do volunteer work in the community. They took part in a program
called Ram Camp which provides opportunities to students to allow them to make a difference in the VCU community by volunteering their time and energy.
Some of the student teams cleaned up graffiti, picked up trash in alleys, assisted
at senior centers and engaged in a myriad of other worthwhile efforts. Friends of Forest Hill Park was lucky enough to host student volunteers for two days that week.
More than 60 students spent their time in Forest Hill Park pulling weeds, privet,
English ivy, stilt grass, greenbrier, honeysuckle and euonymus. They cut down wisteria
and removed unwanted sprouts from serviceberry trees. Even in the high humidity and
heat, their camaraderie was obvious and laughter was prevalent. It was a grand opportunity to work alongside them as they achieved a great deal of good and needed
work.

Ram Camp volunteers spent two days removing non-native plants from Forest Hill
Park and what a difference they made!

Come with us September 23rd on our next Walking History Tour and we’ll tell you about Veranda
Cottage, pictured here.
We will show you a porte -cochere and a home built during the Edwardian era by an international
sculptor and a home where a fortune teller and other amusement park workers rented rooms.
Meet us at 9:30 in the Stone House in Forest Hill Park to look at old neighborhood photographs. The
two-hour walking tour begins at 10:00 with Matt Zipperer as our guide. The cost is $15 (tax deductible) per
person. There is no charge for members of Friends of Forest Hill Park ($15 annual membership fee for individuals, $20 for family.)

Coming during October, a Landscaping Conservation Workshop sponsored by Friends
of Forest Hill Park
During the first week of September, we will provide
details about our first Landscaping Conservation Workshop.
Some of the areas addressed will be the vital role of native
plants in healthy ecosystems, benefits of conservation landscapes, identification and removal of non-native plants and resources to select native plants. Each person attending will receive a complimentary native plant to take home. At the conclusion of the workshop, there will be a native plant sale.
The workshop size will be limited to 20 attendees.
There will be a registration deadline. The cost is $10 per person, free to members of Friends of Forest Hill
Park. Check you email September 1—9 for more complete information.

