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Grass Identification 
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Why Start with Genera? 

Ultimate objective: ID to species 
 723 grass species in Texas (Shaw, 2012)
 181 grass genera in Texas (Shaw, 2012) 
Within a county, etc. limited number of major genera & species 
Working from genera can get to species quicker 
 Requires 
Understanding certain anatomical terms 
Practice 



Texas Genera with Most Species/Genus 

Muhlenbergia – 50
 Eragrostis – 32 
 Paspalum – 32 
Dichanthelium – 26 
 Panicum – 24 
 Sporobolus -23 



Texas A&M University Press
323 pages



Texas A&M University Press
1080 pages, 668 species 
keyed with illustrations, 
short descriptions, some 
photos 





Select Bluestem Genera
Characteristic Andropogon Bothrichloa Schizachyrium
Clums (stems) soild, branched solid solid
Leaves basal & cauline basal & cauline basal & cauline
Sheaths open open open
Ligules ciliate membrane ciliate membrane membranous
Blades flat or folded flat, midveines present flat & folded
Panicle 2-6 rames (panicle branches) numerous rames, ascending spicate racemes terminal & axillary

Spikelet paired: 1 sessile & fertile; 1 pedicilate & sterile 
paired: 1 sessil & fertile; 1 pedicipate & 
sterile

paired: 1 sessil & fertile; 1 pedicipate & 
sterile, dorsally compressed

Glumes subequal, flat equal, as long as lemmas equal
Disarticulation base of sessile spikelets below glumes below glumes

Lemma awns upper lemmas awned upper lemmas awned
lower lemmas awnless; upper lemmas 
awned

Miscellaneous most species aromatic when crushed

Species common names
Big bluestem, Bushy bluestem, Splitbeard 
bluestem Cane bluestem, Pinhole blue stem, Little bluestem 

King Ranch bluestem, Silver bluestem

Hatch & Umphres, 2015





Bothriochloa: King Ranch bluestem Dichanthium: Kleberg bluestem



Panicums and Bristlegrasses
Characteristic Panicum Seteria
Clums Usually solid Solid
Leaves Basal or cauline Basal or cauline or both 
Sheaths Open, cylindrical or occasionally keeled Open, cylindrical 
Ligules Membrane or ciliate membrane or rarely absent Ciliate membrane or line of hairs
Blades Flat Flat
Panicle Open or contracted Contracted

Spikelet 2 florets, dorasally compressed Subtended by 1-several bristles
Glumes Awnless, 1st usually reduced
Disarticulation Below glumes Above bristles 
Lemma awns Not awned
Miscellaneous

Species common names Beaked panicum, Hall’s panicum, Vine mesquite, 
Plains bristlegrass, Knotroot bristlegrass, 
Reverchon’s bristlegrass

Switchgrass Southwestern bristlegrass

Hatch & Umphres, 2015





Lovegrasses and Tridens
Characteristic Eragrostis Tridens
Clums Hollow Solid or hollow
Leaves Basal and cauline Basal and cauline 
Sheaths Open, cylindrical Open, cylindrical or keeled 
Ligules Ciliate membrane or line of hairs
Blades Flat or folded Flat 
Panicle Open or contracted Open or contracted 

Spikelet Awnless
Glumes Shorter than first floret Unequal to subequal 
Disarticulation Above glumes Above glumes 

Lemma awns No
3-nerved, short-hairy on veins below; awnless, or midvein 
extended as short mucro (awn)

Miscellaneous

Species common names Plains lovegrass, Red lovegrass, Sand lovegrass White tridens, Purpletop, Slim tridens

Hatch & Umphres, 2015





Muhlys and Dropseeds
Characteristic Mulenbergia Sporobolus
Clums Solid Soild or pithy 
Leaves Basal and cauline Basal and/or cauline 
Sheaths Open, mostly terete Open, terete, or keeled 
Ligules Membranous Line of hairs or short cilleate membrane
Blades Flat or involute Flat, folded, or involute
Panicle Open or contracted Open or contracted
Spikelet Laterally compressed Pedicellate 
Glumes Usually unequal Awnless, usually unequal
Disarticulation Above glumes Above glumes
Lemma awns 3-nerved, usually awned 1-veined

Miscellaneous
Panicles often enclosed or partially enclosed in subtending 
sheath

Species common names Lindheimer muhly, Niblewill, Seep muhly  Tall dropseed, Sand dropseed, Smutgrass

Hatch & Umphres, 2015





Gramas
Characteristic Bouteloua/Chondrosum
Clums Solid
Leaves Basal and cauline
Sheaths Open, terete or keeled 
Ligules Membranous or line of hairs
Blades Flat or folded 
Panicle Spicate unilateral primary branches 
Spikelet Sessile or subsessile 
Glumes 1-veined
Disarticulation
Lemma awns 3-veined, awned
Miscellaneous

Species common names Sideoats grama, Hairy grama, Texas grama, Blue grama

Hatch & Umphres, 2015





Chloris

Windmillgrass
Characteristic Chloris
Clums Solid, branched or unbranched 
Leaves Basal and cauline
Sheaths Open, terete or keeled 
Ligules Cilliate membrane
Blades Flat or folded or involute 

Panicle
Spicate primary unilateral branches, branches verticillate, 
digitate, or aggregated on upper portion of the central axis 

Spikelet Sessile or subsessile 
Glumes 1-veined
Disarticulation Above glumes 
Lemma awns 3-veined, awned
Miscellaneous

Species common names Hooded windmillgrass, Shortspike windmillgrass
Showy chloris



Paspalum

Characteristic Paspalum
Clums Solid 
Leaves Basal and cauline
Sheaths Open, terete or keeled 
Ligules Membranous or line of hairs 
Blades Flat or folded 
Panicle Spicate primary unilateral branches, alternate 
Spikelet Solitary or paired, awnless 
Glumes 1st usually absent 
Disarticulation Below glumes 
Lemma awns No 
Miscellaneous

Species common names Brownseed paspalum, Dallisgrass, Longtom, Bahiagrass
Thin paspalum





Bluestem 
Grasses 
in Texas

Authors: Megan Clayton, 
Suzanne Walsh, Larry 

Redmon, and Bob Shaw
Editor: Diane Bowen

Designer: Kelsey Siegmund

A Reason to PARTY in 2020!



BLUESTEMS
• 27 Species

• 21 Native
• 6 Introduced

• 4 Genera
• Andropogon
• Bothriochloa
• Dichanthium
• Schizachyrium



27 Bluestems?
• Angleton
• Australian
• Awnless
• Big
• Broomsedge
• Bushy
• Cane
• Crimson
• Elliott’s
• Honey
• Hybrid
• King Ranch

• Kleberg
• Little
• Longspike silver
• Merrill’s
• Pitted
• Sand
• Seacost
• Silky
• Silver
• Slender
• Splitbeard
• Springfield

• Tall
• Texas
• Wright’s



Individual Pages



The Only Parts You 
Need to Know



How to Use this Guide
Three simple steps for using this guide:
• To avoid aimlessly flipping through all the plants, first refer to the seed head key (pages 66–68) to narrow down the 

list. Determine which group of bluestems your grass’s seed head fits best.
• Next, check either the range maps on individual plant pages or the list of bluestems by county (pages 69–73) to 

learn which bluestems are likely to be in your area. You now should have just a few plants to consider.
• Find the individual page for each plant and compare the characteristics listed to those of your unknown plant—all 

the individual pages for the 27 grasses are in alphabetical order by common plant name. Or check the index for a 
specific page number.

We have tried to use as many nontechnical terms as possible. However, a drawing of plant parts (page vii) and the 
glossary (page 74) may help you clarify what to look for.
For help in measuring, a small ruler is printed on the back cover. The book itself is 9 inches tall.
Note: When sources disagree on a description, this book uses those of the Utah State University Intermountain 
Herbarium (www.herbarium.usu.edu/webmanual).



Seed Head Comparisons
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Bluestems by County



Bluestems by County (4 pages)



Bluestem Distribution



Simple Glossary



Ordering Options ($20)

1. Marketplace
• While supplies last – cheaper 

shipping
• https://secure.touchnet.com:44

3/C21490_ustores/web/product
_detail.jsp?PRODUCTID=13419&
FROMQRCODE=true

• Link in the agenda emailed yesterday

2. AgriLifeBookstore.org
• Search box at top – type “Bluestem 

grasses in Texas”

https://secure.touchnet.com/C21490_ustores/web/product_detail.jsp?PRODUCTID=13419&FROMQRCODE=true
https://secure.touchnet.com/C21490_ustores/web/product_detail.jsp?PRODUCTID=13419&FROMQRCODE=true


Grass as Livestock 
Forage – Which Ones?

Larry A. Redmon
Texas A&M AgriLife Extension 

Service



Vegetation Areas of Texas

Piney-
woods

Gulf Prairies 
and Marshes

Post Oak 
Savannah

Blackland 
Prairies

South 
Texas 
Plains

Cross 
Timbers 
and 
Prairies

Edwards 
Plateau

Trans-Pecos

High 
Plains Rolling 

Plains



Introduced vs Native

• Introduced (not necessarily improved)
– Africa 

• Bermudagrass, kleingrass, Wilman and weeping 
lovegrass, johnsongrass, sorghum, sorghum-
sudangrass, sudangrass, pearl millet, teff 

– Asia
• Old World bluestems, johnsongrass, 

– South America
• Bahiagrass, dallisgrass

• Native



Introduced vs Native

• Bermudagrass, bahiagrass, and 
dallisgrass are typically grown east of 
IH35/IH37.

• Kleingrass, Wilman lovegrass, and Old 
World bluestems are typically grown west 
of IH35.

• Most of the natives are found west of IH35



Forage Choices by Vegetation 
Region for Grazing

Gulf Prairies Piney- Post Oak Blackland Cross Timbers South TX Edwards Rolling High Trans-
& Marshes woods Savannah Prairies & Prairies Plains Plateau Plains Plains Pecos

Bahiagrass XX XXX XXX XX
Bermudagrass XX XXX XXX XX X X X
Buffelgrass XXX
Dallisgrass XXX XXX X
Kleingrass XX XX XX X XX X
Natives XXX XXX XXX XXX XXX XXX XXX XXX XXX XXX
OWB XXX XX XX XX X XXX XXX XXX X

For hay, use bermudagrass if adapted due to a 
better DM return for your fertilizer dollar…
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Livestock Forage

• Any of the forage species can serve as the 
basis for livestock production enterprise.

• Stocking rate is the most important aspect.
• Under grazing there is little to no 

requirement for fertilizer…except for 
bermudagrass.

• All hay crops require soil test and fertilizer 
application based on soil test requirement.



Kleingrass Toxicity

• Saponins in the grass causes liver 
damage in horses, sheep and goats, 
with accompanying secondary 
photosensitization in small ruminants.

• Green growth after moisture or grazing is 
reported to be more toxic than old or 
dormant growth.



Dallisgrass Staggers

• Seed can become infected with ergot fungus 
(Claviceps paspali) = alkaloid compounds = 
nervous system impacts = death in severe cases

• Remove cattle when seedheads turn orange or 
rust colored or when symptoms occur



Warm-season Annuals
• Can provide good to excellent cattle 

performance.
• Can provide high quantities of fair to 

good hay.
• Are relatively expensive to use 

compared with perennial species.
• Can accumulate nitrates to toxic levels 

in hay.
• Sorghums can produce prussic acid, 

which is toxic.



Summary
• Warm-season perennial grasses form the basis for any 

livestock operation in Texas.
• Bermudagrass species differ in many regards; think 

about what you need from a variety.
• There are alternative species to bermudagrass which 

require less fertility inputs.
• Stocking rates will be reduced with any alternative 

forage compared with well-managed bermudagrass.
• Native forages may offer benefits not provided by 

introduced forages.
– Improved wildlife habitat, reduced input costs, aesthetics, 

increased plant and wildlife species diversity.



Think forage…



Bluestems
Beyond the 
Field
Dr. Megan Clayton

Dr. Bob Lyons

Extension Range Specialists 



Confusion
1. King Ranch bluestem (Bothriochloa ischaemum)

2. Kleberg bluestem (Dichanthium annulatum)

3. Angleton bluestem (Dichanthium aristatum)

Does it Matter?



Bluestems Introduced to Texas



Where are they located?

King Ranch Kleberg Angleton



Stolons or Rhizomes

• Stolon – a stem that originates at the base of the main stem, grows 
horizontally ABOVE ground, takes root at various intervals, and produces 
new plants                         

Stolon = See

• Rhizome – a stem that originates at the base of the main stem, grows 
horizontally UNDER ground, and produces new plants 

Rhizome = Root



Stolons or Rhizomes

• Stolons OR Rhizomes

King Ranch Kleberg Angleton
• Stolons



Spikelet Shape
King Ranch Kleberg Angleton

• Sharp • Blunted



Kleberg from Angleton? Look at the hairs!
Kleberg Angleton

• Long hair on bottom of 
spikelet

• Long hair towards top 
of spikelet



Summary
King Ranch Kleberg Angleton

• Sharp spikelet

• Stolons or rhizomes

• Blunted spikelet

• Stolons

• Long hair on bottom of 
spikelet

• Blunted spikelet

• Stolons

• Long hair towards top of 
spikelet



NATIVE SEED SELECTION TOOL





Species selection is important











Variety Species Variety Species Variety Species Variety Species
Plateau Awnless bush sunflower Oso Germplasm halls panicum Duval Germplasm red lovegrass Blackwell Switchgrass

Venado Germplasm awnless bush sunflower Mariah Germplasm Hooded windmillgrass Zapata Germplasm rio grande clammyweed Cave in rock Switchgrass

Earl Big Bluestem Reno Illinois Bundleflower Chet Sand bluestem Kanlow Switchgrass

Kaw Big Bluestem Sabine Illinois Bundleflower Woodward Sand bluestem Atascosa Germplasm Texas grama

OZ70 Big bluestem Paloma Indian Ricegrass Nueces Germplasm Sand Dropseed Arriba Western wheatgrass

Falfurrias Germplasm big sacaton Cheyenne Indiangrass Bend sand lovegrass Barton Western Wheatgrass

Nogal Black grama El Reno Indiangrass Welder Germplasm Shortspike windmillgrass Webb Germplasm whiplash pappusgrass

Appar Blue Flax Lometa indiangrass Showy Showy tick trefoil Nueces Germplasm Sand Dropseed

Alma Blue Grama Aldous Little bluestem El Reno Sideoats grama Bend sand lovegrass

Hachita Blue Grama Camper Little Bluestem Haskell Sideoats grama Welder Germplasm Shortspike windmillgrass

Lovington Blue Grama Carrizo blend Little Bluestem Niner Sideoats Grama Showy Showy tick trefoil

Catarina blend Bristlegrass Cimarron Little bluestem South Texas Sideoats grama Plains Germplasm Prairie acacia

Sharps Improved Buffalograss OK Select Little bluestem South Texas Germplasm sideoats grama Rio Grande Germplasm prairie acacia

SWI1001 Buffalograss Aztec Maximillian sunflower Vaughn Sideoats grama Goshen Prairie sandreed

Texoka Buffalograss Cache Meadow Brome Dilley Germplasm Slender grama Balli Germplasm prostrate bundleflower

Timeless Buffalograss Cicer Milkvetch First Strike Slender Wheatgrass Kinney Germplasm false rhodes grass

TopGun II Buffalograss Hidalgo Germplasm
mulitflowered false 
rhodes grass Ramadero Germplasm

spike lovegrass
Viva Galleta

Beewild bundleflower Goliad Germplasm
orange zexmenia

Sodar
Streambank 
Wheatgrass Lodorm Green needlegrass

Lavaca Canada wildrye Potomac Orchardgrass Alamo Switchgrass Van Horn Green Sprangletop

Mandan Canada wildrye Profile Orchardgrass Kaneb Purple prairie clover Woodward Sand bluestem

redriver
Crabgrass 

Quick Draw Orchardgrass Duval Germplasm red lovegrass Maverick Germplasm pink pappusgrass

Garrison Creeping Foxtail Comanche Partridge pea Zapata Germplasm rio grande clammyweed Eldorado Engelmann daisy

PMK - 24 Eastern Gamagrass Lark Partridge pea Chet Sand bluestem 87 varieties 267 VNS 
  Arizona Cottontop     



Texas Native Seeds (CKWRI)
Seed mix map

https://www.ckwri.tamuk.edu/research-
programs/texas-native-seeds-program-tns/native-
seed-selection-tool







• CENTRAL TEXAS
• J. Randy Bow
• (254)592-4886
• john.bow@tamuk.edu

• COASTAL PRAIRIES
• Doug Jobes
• (229)256-8620
• douglas.jobes@tamuk.edu

• WEST TEXAS
• Colin Shackelford
• (432)294-2676
• colin.shackelford@tamuk.edu

• EAST TEXAS
• Tyler Wayland
• (281)773-6141
• tyler.wayland@tamuk.edu

• PANHANDLE/PERMIAN
• Sam Lutfy
• (570)903-0970
• samuel.lutfy@tamuk.edu

• SOUTH TEXAS
• Tony Falk
• (815)762-6178
• Anthony.Falk@tamuk.edu

mailto:john.bow@tamuk.edu
mailto:douglas.jobes@tamuk.edu
mailto:colin.shackelford@tamuk.edu
mailto:tyler.wayland@tamuk.edu
mailto:samuel.lutfy@tamuk.edu
mailto:Anthony.Falk@tamuk.edu


My “Big 4” 

1. Switchgrass
2. Johnsongrass
3. Kleingrass
4. Guinea grass

Dr. Megan Clayton
Dr. Barron Rector
Extension Range Specialists



1. Switchgrass
Panicum virgatum

• Only Native

• Good grazing

• Decreases with heavy 
grazing



2. Johnsongrass
Sorghum halepense

• Native to Turkey, spread 
across most of southern US

• Weed in cultivated fields, 
ditches

• Forage and erosion control

• Toxic accumulations: 
Cyanide in freshly frosted 
plants, nitrates after 
fertilization and during 
drought



3. Kleingrass
Panicum coloratum

• Good grazing

• May cause 
photosensitization in 
horses, sheep and 
goats

• Seeds for birds?



4. Guinea grass
Megathyrsus maxima

• Native to Africa

• Creeping rhizomes

• Fire ladder and 
creates high intensity

Photographer: Steve Conklin
Source: Rio Grande Valley Invaders



Seed Head



Seed Head

• SWITCH: seeds mostly on short stalks; may have purple tinge; 6-24” long

• JOHNSON: often long awns; seeds much bigger than the others; 8-16” long

• GUINEA: seeds bigger than Klein, but equal or bigger than Switch; 1.5-16” long

• KLEIN: smallest seed; 3-10” long



Plant Height

• SWITCH: 3-8’, can be over 10’

• JOHNSON: 2-6.5’, shorter on dry sites

• GUINEA: up to 8’ 

• KLEIN: up to 4.5-6’



Stems

• SWITCH: straight up; very hollow

• JOHNSON: straight up; big, store sugar; 
indented at bottom (even 2-3” up)

• GUINEA: straight up; very thin, but do not fall 
down right away

• KLEIN: straight or at an angle, thin and weak, 
even falling while still green



Leaf

• SWITCH: yellow-green color; tapers at end

• JOHNSON: prominent white midvein (back); 
endophyte fungus making red/purple blotches; 
leaf edge sharp

• GUINEA: sheath collars have lots of hairs, 
leaves weep over; usually shortest leaf

• KLEIN: can be bluish; flat or rolled edges; white 
midvein on lower part of the leaf; has 
glands/pimples on side of leaf (bottom 1/5 of 
leaf only) with a hair coming out of it; sharply 
pointed



What is this?

1. Switchgrass
2. Johnsongrass
3. Kleingrass
4. Guinea grass
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What is this?
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Feedipedia.org



What is this?

1. Switchgrass
2. Johnsongrass
3. Kleingrass
4. Guinea grass



Thank You 
for participating

Please complete the survey at: 
https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/J9KMNKD
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