


“Sedges have edges and rushes 
are round; grasses are hollow 

and rush all around.” 



What makes it a grass? 

■ The  stems of  grasses are called culms and 
are round and usually hollow 

■ The culms of  sedges are solid and often 
three sided 

■ Swellings along the culm are called nodes, 
and these are the growing points of  grasses.  
Stem tips form growing points on most other 
flowering plants 

■ The leaves offer protection to the nodes 
■ 10,000 species of  true grasses



True Grasses…

■ Are in the Poaceae (formerly known as 
Gramineae) family 

■ Includes lawn grasses, cereal grains, 
bamboo, and the showier species of  
ornamental grasses 

■ The term ‘ornamental grass’ often includes 
plants that are not true grasses but sedges 
(Carex), liriopes, and cattails.  

■ For example, Black Mondo Grass 
(Ophiopogon planiscapus) is not a grass but 
species of  flowering plant in the family 
Asparagaceae. 



Cool-Season or Warm Season?

■ Cool season grasses will start to grow early 
in the spring and may even remain semi-
evergreen over the winter. They  seem to do 
better and have better color in cool weather 
or if  they are given sufficient water during 
drought periods. If  they are not watered 
during drought, they tend to go dormant 
resulting in brown foliage. 

■ Fescues, Blue Oat Grass (Helictotrichon), 
Tufted Hair Grass (Deschampsia), Golden 
Wood Millet (Millium effusium ‘Aureola’)



Warm Season

■ Warm season grasses will do better during warmer 
times of  the year and remain good looking even 
when temperatures are high and moisture is limited. 
Warm season grasses do not begin to show growth 
until the weather becomes stable and the soil 
warms. The previous season’s growth usually 
browns out in the fall requiring the cutting back of  
plants to about 4-6 inches in the spring.  

■ Northern Sea Oats (Chasmanthium), Japanese Silver 
Grass (Miscanthus sp.), Hardy Pampas Grass 
(Erianthus and Cortaderia), Perennial Fountain 
Grass (Pennisetum), and Switch Grass (Panicum). 



Root Systems and 
Growth Habit



Running or Spreading Grasses

■ Can spread by 
above ground 
horizontal roots 
called stolons, or 
underground 
rhizomes. 

■ Can be invasive in 
the garden setting 
but helpful in erosion 
control and bank 
establishment.



Clumping or Bunching Grasses

■ Grow in lateral 
shoots from their 
base, keeping the 
plant compact 

■ Slow, steady 
growers most often 
used in beds and 
borders



Grass Forms

■ Upright 
■ Upright arching 
■ Arching 
■ Upright divergent 
■ Mounded 
■ Tufted



UPRIGHT 
erect foliage growing uniformly 

Typha latifolia

 
 



Upright Divergent  
vertical, erect foliage that 

grows up and out in a 
divergent manner 

Helictotrichon sempervirens  
 
 
 



 
 
 

UPRIGHT ARCHING  

   



 
 

MOUNDING 
weeping foliage that droops over the leaves below 



 
 

TUFTED  
Fine textured, spikey foliage 





WATERING 

■ Once established, moisture needs vary by 
grass species, soil type, temperature, and 
other factors.  Most ornamental grasses will 
grow best with at least 1” of  water each week 
from rain or irrigation 

■ Many varieties are very adaptable to our dry 
climate and will thrive here 

■ Drought tolerance increases as the plant 
matures 

■ Keeping your grasses on the dry side and not 
fertilizing will help keep them from spreading 
so vigorously



FERTILIZATION

■ Most ornamental grasses need very 
little fertilizer.  Excessive nitrogen in the 
soil can lead to disease susceptibility, 
rank growth, and weak stems.



CUTTING BACK



■ Cut back grasses before the new season’s growth 
begins.  Many grasses are attractive in the garden 
through the winter, so cut back in late winter or early 
spring.  Cut stems to a few inches above ground for 
best appearance.  You can cut by hand with pruners 
or hedge shears, with electric hedge shears, a weed-
eater with a brush cutting blade, a chain saw, or 
reciprocating saw. 

■ Some evergreen grasses do not recover quickly from 
cutting back.  Comb the foliage of  these grasses 
with gloved hands in the spring to remove old leaves.



Dividing Ornamental Grasses



■ Most grasses should be divided every 3-4 years.  If  
not divided, most ornamental grasses will eventually 
become thin or die out in the center.  More upright 
forms may become floppy. It is best to divide grasses 
WHILE THEY ARE A MANAGEABLE SIZE.  
Overgrown grasses can be incredibly difficult to 
divide.   

■ Dig and divide warm season grasses in early spring, 
just before new growth begins.  Divide cool season 
grasses in early fall.  

■ Use a shovel, saw, or axe.  Hose off  soil to make 
roots easier to work with.  Separate and replant the 
vigorous growth on the outer edges of  the clump, 
and replant promptly before the roots can dry out. 





PROBLEMS

■ Ornamental grasses have few insect or disease 
problems.  Diseases are more common on 
plants in improper growing conditions, with low 
light, poor air circulation, or excessive 
fertilization. 

■ A few grasses themselves can become pests if  
planted in the wrong location.  Choose 
carefully where you plant  running grasses or 
confine the root system in a deep bottomless 
container.  Non-native grasses that seed 
vigorously should be used with care, especially 
near natural or wetland areas.



Acorus graminus ‘Ogon’ 
Japanese Sweet Flag

■ Grown for fine, grass-
like evergreen leaves 

■ Loves moist soil, will 
grow in part-shade 

■ Great container plant 
■ Leaves fragrant when 

crushed 
■ Tracy’s Top 50 
■ Small upright 
■ F10”, W12”



Bouteloua gracilis  
‘Blonde Ambition’

        Plant Select winner 2011. Its profusion of  big, 
showy chartreuse flowers, held horizontally 
above the leaves is unlike any other ornamental 
grass in cultivation. An exceptionally large 
growing selection of  our native Blue Grama, it 
has 2 1/2 to 3 ft. tall stems of  flowers that 
mature to long lasting blonde seed heads.  
 
These flag-like flowers rise up out of  the blue-
green foliage in mid-summer and are held on 
stiff, weather resistant stems. 'Blonde Ambition' 
provides exceptional winter interest as the 
stems of  seed heads pop up even after a heavy 
snow and remain standing through winter, 
giving the grass 6 to 8 months of  garden color 
and texture.  
 
 Extremely cold hardy, grows in a wide range of  
soil types and is a perfect choice for low 
maintenance home or commercial landscapes. 

         Medium upright divergent 
         F2’, FL3’, W2’



Calamagrostis brachytricha 
Korean Feather Reed Grass

■ Arching dark leaves 
form a broad mounded 
clump 

■ Pink plumes in the Fall  
■ Tracy’s Top 50 
■ Her favorite ornamental 

grass 
■ Medium arching 
■ F30”, FL4’, W30” 
■ Zone 4



Calamagrostis acutiflora 
‘Karl Foerster’ 

Feather Reed Grass

■ First grass to win PP of the Year 2001 
■ Cool season clumper,  
■ Medium, upright, divergent 
■ Part shade, moist soil 
■ F30’, FL 4’, W30’



Calamagrostis x acutiflora ‘Overdam’ 
Feather Reed Grass 

■ Cool season, clump 
forming 

■ White striped foliage 
turning pink in cool 
weather 

■ Zone 4 
■ Sometimes confused with 

‘Karl Foerster’ 
    Medium upright divergent 
■ Part shade and moist soil 
■ F30”, FL4’, W30”



Carex buchananii ‘Red Rooster’ 
Leatherleaf  Sedge

■ Narrow-leaved, dense, erect 
tussocks of  russet-red or 
copper-bronze .Plants exhibit a 
strong, vertical form when 
young, then arch downward with 
age and possess distinctly 
curled leaf  tips and 
inconspicuous flowers. Full sun 
or partial shade, with moist, well 
draining soil. Grows in full sun 
along the coast, but requires 
some shade inland. Newly 
planted clumps may be slow to 
establish.  

■ Great container plant  
■ Zone 7 
■ Small upright divergent 
■ F2’, W14”



Carex elata ‘Aurea’ 
Bowles’ Golden Sedge

■ Bright yellow new leaves in 
spring are striking,and color 
carries through the year. 
Best color in full sun, but 
also brightens shady areas. 
For dramatic effect, combine 
with contrasting deep green 
foliage plants such as 
Hostas. Thrives in moist 
soils; tolerates shallow water 
at the edge of  ponds.  

■ F18”, W14” 
■ Small arching 
■ Can be semi-evergreen



Carex morrowii ‘Aurea variegata’ 
Japanese Sedge

■ Grass-like clumper 
grown for its 
evergreen leaves 

■ Small mounded 
■ F1’, W14” 
■ Part shade and 

moist soil



Carex plantaginea 
Seersucker Sedge

■ Evergreen, 
spreading sedge 
with narrow 
puckered foliage is 
shiny and bright 
green, reaching over 
a foot long 

■ Small, mounding 
■ F1’, FL18”,W1’ 
■ shade



Chasmanthium latifolia 
Northern Sea Oats

■ Native grass thrives in 
shade or morning sun 

■ Oval flowers prized for 
arrangements dangle from 
3’ curving stems in fall 

■ Prefers moist, rich soil but 
tolerates drought when 
established 

■ Can self-seed 
■ Tracy’s Top 50 
■ Medium upright arching 
■ F3’, FL4’, W2’



Deschampsia cespitosa  ‘Northern Lights’ 
Tufted Hair Grass

■ Highly variegated cream and green 
■ Moist soil 
■ 12” x 12”



Elymus magellanicus 
Blue Oat Grass

■ Bold blue colored grass for 
dramatic design. Exceptional 
plant for foliage contrast and 
accent in wild gardens, beds 
and borders. Clump-forming. 
Bluish-green flower spikes 
mature to tan as the seed 
ripens; reminiscent of  the 
heads of  wheat. Foliage 
retains blue color in winter 

■ F2’ x FL3’ x 2’



Hakonechloa macra ‘Aureola’ 
Golden Japanese Forest Grass

■ Small mounded 
■ F1’, W2’ 
■ Brightly variegated golden 

foliage with green stripes near 
the leaf  margins. Too much 
shade can cause the golden 
portion to fade to lime green. 
This slow-grower may not reach 
a mature size for three years. 
Foliage tends to be mostly 
golden when grown in sun, with 
a sharp contrast between green 
and yellow if  grown in shade. 
Use it to line pathways or 
waterways, or plant under trees 
and shrubs.  

■ Moist soil, great container plant 
■ PP of  the Year 2009



Helictotrichon sempervirens 
Blue Oat Grass

■ Graceful fountains of  
silver-blue blades form 
neat ornamental clumps 
that combine well with 
other grasses. Beige to 
light brown terminal 
panicles appear June 
through August. 
Reliable and attractive 
accent or specimen. 
Evergreen. 

■ Hardy to Zone 4 
■ F16”, FL 4’, W2” 
■ Medium mounded



Miscanthus sinensis ‘Strictus’ 
Porcupine Grass

■ Similar to M. Zebrinis 
but more upright 

■ Green foliage is 
highlighted by dramatic 
horizontal golden 
bands. Reddish bronze 
plumes above the 
foliage in summer. 

■ Tall upright arching 
■ F5’, FL6’, W4’ 
■ Dwarf   form ‘Gold Bar’ 

grows 4’ x 3’ 



So much miscanthus, so little time…..

■ Miscanthus sinensis ‘Sarabande’ 
Miscanthus sinensis ‘Puenktchen’ 
Miscanthus sinensis ‘Rotsilber’ 
Miscanthus sinensis ‘Zebrinus’ 
Miscanthus sinensis ‘Huron Sunrise’ 
Miscanthus sinensis ‘Variegatus’ 
Miscanthus sinensis ‘Graziella’ 
Miscanthus sinensis ‘Silberpfeil’ 
Miscanthus sinensis condensatus ‘Cosmopolitan’ Tracy Top 50 
Miscanthus sinensis ‘Strictus’ 
Miscanthus ‘Purpurascens’ 
Miscanthus sinensis ‘Staccato’ 
Miscanthus sinensis ‘Morning Light’ 
Miscanthus sinensis ‘Silberfeder’ 
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Molinia caerulea arundinacea ‘Skyracer’ 
Tall Purple Moor Grass

■ Tall upright divergent 
■ F3’, FL8’, W3’ 
■ Perfect grass for places 

where height and scale 
are needed but space 
won’t allow a heavier 
plant 

■ Looks great with 
backlighting 

■ Zone 4 
■ Tracy’s Top 50 and her 

favorite ornamental 
grass



Molinia caerulea ‘Variegata’

■ Short clumper, 18” x 18” 
■ Cream striped foliage 
■ Mounding, slow growing 
■ Moist soil 

   



Panicum virgatum ‘Northwind’ 
Switch Grass

■ PP of the Year 2014 
■ Most of the seed heads are in 
    the middle of the clump, rather  
    than arching  away 
    Medium, arching 
    F3’  FL4’, W3’



Panicum virgatum ‘Ruby Ribbons’ 
Switch Grass

    - Medium arching 
    - F3’ FL 4’ W3’    
     -Soft blue-green foliage 

emerges in the spring on 
upright, clumping plants. 
The foliage takes on a 
wine-red color in early 
summer, which intensifies 
as the season progresses. 
Flower heads appear in 
late summer, followed by 
ornamental seed heads, 
which, if  left uncut, 
provide long-lasting winter 
interest.   

 



Pennisetum alopecuroides ‘Little Bunny’ 
Dwarf Fountain Grass

■ Arching, clumping 
■ Slow growing 12” x 12”



Pennisetum orientale ‘Karly Rose’  
Chinese Fountain Grass

■ A selection  has improved hardiness 
and richer color. It forms an upright 
clump of  arching dark-green leaves, 
with bottlebrush spikes of  soft-pink 
flowers from midsummer into the 
autumn. Effective as a specimen or 
when mass planted, also excellent in 
containers. Flowers are excellent for 
cutting, fresh or dried. Plants 
usually remain attractive well into 
the winter, the leaves turning bright 
golden-yellow in the fall. Clumps 
may be easily divided in spring. Old 
foliage should be cut to the ground 
in March. Drought tolerant once 
established. Discovered by David 
Skwiot at Sunny Border Nursery in 
Connecticut, and named after his 
daughter.  

■ 3’ x 3’, Zone 5



Stipa tenuissima 
Mexican Feather Grass

       
-Bright green foliage resembles   
delicate filaments that arise in 
elegant, vase-like clumps and 
spill outward like a soft 
fountain. All summer it bears a 
profusion of  feathery awned  
panicles, which mature from 
foamy-green to blonde. Grow in 
moderately fertile, well-drained 
soil in full sun. Remove the old 
foliage of  evergreen species in 
early spring 

      -Medium arching 
      -Zone 6 
      -F1’, FL2’, W1’ 
      -Great container plant
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