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Cover photo: Texas prairie grasses silhouetted against a sunset reflection
Inset photos: (from left) Seedheads of eastern gamagrass, California cottontop and Texas wintergrass
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ural resources. Early explorers and natural-

ists found Texas to be a vast “sea of grass”
that stretched from horizon to horizon. Though
the landscape itself varies from forests to wet-
lands, from coastal prairies to mountain slopes,
and from shrublands to deserts, grass is the domi-
nant plant type in all landscapes.

Grasses are one of Texas’ most valuable nat-

While the Sunflower Family has the largest
number of species in Texas, the Grass Family
(Poaceae) is second, with about 560 species of
native and introduced grasses. All grasses are
monocotyledons (having one embryonic leaf in
the seed), but they are otherwise quite varied.
Some are annuals and some perennials. Some
are cool-season plants and some are warm-sea-
son plants. Some form sod and some grow in
bunches. And, of course, they have many differ-
ent physical characteristics.

Sometimes these characteristics gave rise to the
names of grasses, such as tall or short, little or
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big, hairy, thin, blue or silver. Some native grass-
es were named after other grasses they resembled,
such as seaoats, wildrye, wheatgrass, cane or bar-
ley. Some were named for the locale in which
they grew, such as sand, alkali, meadow, marsh,
inland or upland. Others were named for the part
of the country in which they were found, such as
northern or southern. Some grasses were named
to honor botanists, naturalists or explorers. The
name given to a grass often builds a mental
vision for us of what the “namer” saw on a spe-
cific day in history.

We humans often attach our own names to the
things around us in an effort to communicate
clearly to others. Thus, many grasses ended up
with long lists of common names. Texas pan-
icum, a fairly common warm-season annual, has
also been called sourgrass, Texas millet, Colorado
grass, hoo-rah grass and Texas signalgrass.
Sometimes two different grasses are called by the
same common name in different parts of the
state. To solve this problem, common names are




often standardized to the ones used most often in
most geographical areas. But common names are
sometimes changed. Sideoats grama, the state
grass of Texas, was known as buffalograss in the
late 1800s. Today, buffalograss is the common
name of a different grass species.

Grasses have great value to the landscape and
to people. Native grasses protect the soil from ero-
sion, discourage invasion by undesirable plants,
help maintain or rebuild the natural hydrologic
and nutrient cycles, and help rainfall penetrate
the soil—even the tightest clays. They are also
essential to many species of wildlife. Most people
know grasses as the plants used to build a beauti-
ful lawn or landscape. Some know that some
grass species provide us with food, among them
oats, wheat, rice, barley and corn. Others think of
grass as the main food source for cattle and other
livestock.

Today, we know that grasses are important indi-
cators of environmental health. The types of
grasses growing in a particular area, and their
condition, tell us whether the land is deteriorat-
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ing from its natural state or recovering from past
disturbances or land use. If you know the names
of the plants you see, you can interpret the
health of the landscape and determine how it
may be different from the natural conditions that
once prevailed. The way people intend to use
land causes them to label some grasses desirable
and others undesirable. In reality, each grass
species fills a specific niche where it has adapted
to the climate, soils, water, nutrients and land use
of a particular environment.

There is widespread interest today in under-
standing the natural world around us. This publi-
cation will introduce you to the amazing variety
of grasses in Texas. Plants are arranged alphabet-
ically by common name, with scientific names
given for clarity and reference. With each illustra-
tion you will find a brief description of the plant
and numbers that identify the areas of Texas in
which it grows (see the map on page 7). When
we can name the plants we see and know some-
thing about them, we gain even more apprecia-
tion for our environment.
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1 - Pineywoods

2 — Gulf Coast Prairies and Marshes

3 — Post Oak Savannah

4 — Blackland Prairies

5 — Cross Timbers and Prairies
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6 — South Texas Plains
7 — Edwards Plateau

8 - Rolling Plains

9 - High Plains

10 - Trans-Pecos




1 - Pineywoods

The Pineywoods area extends into Texas for 75 to
125 miles west of Louisiana. The area is a nearly
level forested plain, with some hills. Upland soils are
generally acidic sandy loams and sands with sandy
loam or clay subsoils. Bottomland soils are acidic to
calcareous, loamy to clayey alluvial soils.

The dominant vegetation is a mixed pine-hard-
wood forest on the uplands and a mixed hardwood
forest on the lowlands. Native pine species are lob-
lolly, shortleaf and longleaf. Slash pine, a native of
the southeastern U.S., has been widely planted on
plantations. The main hardwoods are sweetgum,
oaks, water tupelo, blackgum, magnolias, elms, cot-
tonwoods, hickories, walnuts, maples, American
beech, ashes and baldcypresses. Grasses common in
forested areas are blackseed needlegrass, Virginia
wildrye, Canada wildrye, purpletop, broadleaf wood-
oats, narrowleaf woodoats, eastern little bluestem,
giant cane, carpetgrass and brownseed paspalum.

Timber production is the leading land use in the
Pineywoods. There are also large areas of improved
pastures for cattle production, where introduced
grasses such as bermudagrass, dallisgrass and bahi-
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agrass are grown. Other enterprises include the pro-
duction of fruits, vegetables, forages and feed grains.
White-tailed deer and other wildlife are abundant.

2 — Gulf Coast Prairies & Marshes

The Gulf Coast Marshes cover about 500,000 acres
in a narrow strip of lowlands adjacent to the coast.
The area stretches from Louisiana to Mexico. The
Gulf Coast Prairies extend 30 to 80 miles inland
from the Marshes. Soils of the area are sands, sandy
loams and clays, often poorly drained. The loamy
and clayey soils are often saline and sodic. Prairie
soils are slightly acidic in the northeast, less so far-
ther south. Soils of the river bottoms and deltaic
plains are slightly acidic to calcareous, loamy to
clayey, and alluvial.

Typical trees are honey mesquite, acacia, live oak,
post oak, huisache and blackbrush. The Gulf Prairies
originally were covered in tallgrass prairie and post
oak savannah, with grasses such as gulf cordgrass,
big bluestem, little bluestem, Indiangrass, eastern
gamagrass, gulf muhly, tanglehead and many
species of Panicum and Paspalum. Many other
grasses and forbs have invaded over time and are
now common. The Gulf Marshes support sedges,
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rushes, bulrushes, cordgrasses, seashore saltgrass,
common reed, marshmillet, longtom, seashore
dropseed, knotroot bristlegrass and maidencane.
There are also many aquatic plants.

The low, marshy areas are excellent habitat for
upland game and waterfowl. The prairies are used
for crops, livestock grazing, wildlife habitat and,
increasingly, urban and industrial centers.

3 - Post Oak Savannah

The Post Oak Savannah lies just to the west of the
Pineywoods and mixes considerably with the
Blackland Prairies to the south. It is a gently rolling,
moderately dissected wooded plain. Upland soils are
slightly acidic sandy loams with clayey subsoils.
Bottomland soils are slightly acidic to calcareous,
loamy to clayey, and alluvial.

Thickets of short oak trees occur with tallgrasses.
Other trees are elms, junipers, hackberries and hick-
ories. Yaupon, American beautyberry, coralberry,
greenbriar and grapes are common understory
shrubs and vines. Grasses include little bluestem,
Indiangrass, switchgrass, silver bluestem, Texas win-
tergrass, purpletop, narrowleaf woodoats, beaked

panicum, brownseed paspalum, threeawns,
broomsedge bluestem, splitbeard bluestem, rosette
grasses and lovegrasses.

The area is well suited to grain crops, cotton, veg-
etables and fruit trees. Livestock operations are also
abundant. Many pasturelands have been planted to
introduced species such as bermudagrass, bahia-
grass, weeping lovegrass and clover. Wildlife of the
region include white-tailed deer, squirrel, quail, and
many small mammals and birds.

4 - Blackland Prairies

This rolling prairie is the southern extension of the
true prairie that extends from Texas to Canada. It
intermingles with the Post Oak Savannah in the
southeast. Upland blacklands are calcareous, clayey
soils. Bottomland soils are generally slightly acidic
to calcareous, loamy to clayey, and alluvial. Though
inherently fertile, many soils have lost productivity
because of erosion and continuous cropping.

This once luxuriant tallgrass prairie was dominat-
ed by little bluestem, big bluestem, Indiangrass, tall
dropseed and Silveus dropseed. Minor species such
as sideoats grama, hairy grama, Mead’s sedge,
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Texas wintergrass and buffalograss have increased
with grazing pressure. A wide assortment of forbs
and legumes are found. Mesquite, huisache, oak,
elm, cottonwood and native pecan are common.

About 98 percent of the Blackland Prairies region
was cultivated during the late 19th and early 20th
centuries. Now, about half of the land is in crops,

with the rest used for pasture and forage production.

S - Cross Timbers and Prairies

This region in north central Texas contains closely
associated prairie and woodland sites. Sharp
changes in the vegetation occur with differences in
soils and topography. Upland soils of the eastern
and western parts of the region are slightly acidic
loamy sands and sandy loams with clayey subsoils.
Bottomland soils are loamy to clayey, calcareous
and alluvial. In the north central prairie region,
upland soils are slightly acidic sandy loam to silt
loam, with neutral to alkaline clayey subsoils.
Bottomland soils are loamy and clayey, neutral to
calcareous, and alluvial.

This area once contained a significant variety of
prairie grasses and forbs. Past mismanagement and

cultivation have caused the uplands to be covered
mostly by scrub oak, juniper and mesquite, with
mid- and shortgrass understories; bottomland trees
are primarily hardwoods such as pecan, oak and
elm, but mesquite has invaded these areas.

Grasses include big bluestem, little bluestem,
Indiangrass, switchgrass, Canada wildrye, sideoats
grama, blue grama, hairy grama, Texas winter-
grass, buffalograss, hairy tridens, Texas grama, red
lovegrass, wild barleys, threeawns, fringed-leaf
paspalum and tumble windmillgrass.

About 75 percent of the region is used as range
and pasture. Major crops where the soil is sandy are
peanuts, fruits, sorghum, wheat, oats, corn and for-
ages. White-tailed deer, raccoon, squirrel, quail,
hawks and other birds are found in this habitat.

6 — South Texas Plains

The South Texas Plains lie south of a line from San
Antonio to Del Rio. The area is nearly level to
rolling. Upland soils are clayey, loamy to sandy, or
loamy. Some soils are saline and sodic.

The original vegetation was an open grassland
along the coast and brushy chaparral-grassland in
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