
Introduction

Grasses make up a significant portion of the vegetational covering of the state of 
Florida. With 118 genera and 463 species, the grass family has probably the largest 
number of plant forms within the state and is surely the most numerous in terms 
of numbers of individuals. Grasses are found in all parts of the land surface of the 
earth. Their ecological diversity is tremendous. Worldwide, grasses comprise more 
than 700 genera and 10,000 species. The grass family is the fourth-largest family of 
flowering plants. In importance, it surpasses all other plant families as the ultimate 
source of food for the world’s population and their domestic animals. Communi-
ties dominated by grasses, such as the African veld, the Asian steppe, the North 
American prairies and plains, the South American campos and pampas, account 
for 24% of the earth’s vegetation. The economic importance of grasses lies in their 
importance for food: 70% of the world’s farmland is planted in grass crops, and 
more than 50% of the world’s calories come from grasses. Humans have cultivated 
the cereals for about 10,000 years. Grass domestication has made possible the rise 
of civilization. The first four crops in terms of food production are sugar cane, 
wheat, rice, and corn.
 In aspect, of those areas most influenced by humans, large portions of Florida 
have grasses as the dominant ground cover, from coastal marshes and natural prai-
ries, to pastures both unimproved and improved, to crops, and even to roadsides, 
lawns, and golf courses. Largely overlooked are the vast grassland areas of the 
southern longleaf pine ecosystems.
 Grasses are extremely important for all wildlife, providing food in the form of 
seeds and browse. Many different grasses are planted to attract birds and game, 
sometimes for pure enjoyment and sometimes for hunters. Grasses also provide 
cover for wildlife and material for nests. Most grasses are adapted to burn periodi-
cally and grow more robustly when subjected to fires. Some species flower only 
after being burned. Grasses are important when habitats are burned as they can 
carry fires. The southern longleaf pine grassland ecosystems are examples of habi-
tats maintained by fire with grasses providing most of the material conducting the 
flames. Grasses are used by humans as bedding for domesticated animals as well as 
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for themselves. Grasses are extensively used for ornamental purposes other than 
as turf for lawns and roadsides. More recently, since grasses grow in virtually ev-
ery habitat on earth, they have become a major component in habitat restoration.
 The importance of grasses, together with their varied but unspectacularly dif-
ferent forms and structures, has created the need for a means of identifying them. 
Without the name of the grass, there is no way one can reach the accumulated 
knowledge of the species, whether needed for livestock production, for erosion 
control, for food and grain, for control of weeds, for aesthetic landscaping, or, 
recently, for restoration and conservation of natural native communities. With 
the correct name, knowledge from the world’s literature is available, and new in-
formation can be disseminated and made useful. It is hoped that the present treat-
ment will serve the purpose of providing reliable identifications of Florida’s grass 
species and further the utilization of these most valuable and interesting plants.

Brief Literature Survey

Treatments of the grasses of Florida are for the most part quite meager. Chapman 
in 1860 published his first edition of Flora of the Southern United States. This was 
the first treatment covering Florida to offer a somewhat comprehensive listing of 
genera and species along with descriptions. Descriptions were brief and keys to 
species were lacking. Many species now known to exist in Florida were unknown 
to Chapman.
 In 1883 Vasey published The Grasses of the United States. Like Chapman, Vasey 
reported all the grasses known to him, but many remained unknown. Genera 
were described, species were listed only by name, and no keys were provided.
 Small in 1903 published the Flora of the Southeastern United States. This com-
prehensive work not only contained descriptions of the genera and species by 
George Nash, but also furnished keys to both. Species descriptions were again 
brief, but Nash was able to supply a more complete knowledge of the grass flora. 
Small in 1913 published two floras pertaining to the southern part of the state, 
Flora of the Florida Keys and Flora of Miami. These updated the knowledge of 
grasses contained in his earlier comprehensive flora, as did the subsequent edition 
of the Flora of the Southeastern United States published in 1913.
 Small’s 1933 Flora of the Southeastern United States contained a treatment of 
the grasses by Hitchcock. Hitchcock in 1935 provided a monumental Manual of 
the Grasses of the United States. His descriptions were quite adequate and much 
superior to the efforts of previous authors. Chase in 1950 revised this work to add 
new discoveries and updated the nomenclature. In 1968 Ward updated the Florida 
nomenclature in Checklist of the Vascular Flora of Florida, Part I.
 Long and Lakela in 1971 published A Flora of Tropical Florida which contains a 
somewhat hasty treatment of the grasses in the southern peninsula.
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 Treatments of grasses from other states within the coastal plain can be valuable. 
The 1968 Manual of the Vascular Flora of the Carolinas by Radford, Ahles, and 
Bell can be useful in the Panhandle and in North Peninsula Florida. Many grasses 
contained in the 1992 Poaceae of Louisiana, by Allen, are found in Florida. A book 
by Gould in 1975, The Grasses of Texas, incorporates newer phylogeny along with 
good descriptions, keys, ranges, and up-to-date nomenclature. This publication 
describes many species common to both Louisiana and Florida and complements 
existing manuals. The grass treatment by Helen Correll in the 1979 Vascular Plants 
of Texas by Donovan Correll and Marshall Johnston provides yet another good 
interpretation for some species that occur in Florida.
 Valuable descriptions and other information for some of the more tropical spe-
cies found in south Florida can be found in the 1936 Grasses of the West Indies by 
Albert Hitchcock, in the 1982 Flora of the Bahama Archipelago by Donovan Cor-
rell and Helen Correll, and in the 1997 (I) and 2002 (II) Las gramineas de Cuba by 
Luis Catasus Guerra.
 The most modern inclusive floristic treatments of grasses within the U.S., in-
cluding Florida, are volumes 24 (2007) and 25 (2003) of the Flora of North Amer-
ica North of Mexico, which comprehensively cover this family.
 The most up-to-date treatment of grasses in Florida, as of this writing, is found 
within Wunderlin and Hansen’s 2011 Guide to the Vascular Plants of Florida, 3rd 
Edition, consisting of keys, updated nomenclature, habitats, range in Florida, fre-
quency, and season of flowering.

Geography

Florida, while existing wholly within the coastal plain, contains geographical 
variations that are in some measure reflected by vegetation. The diversity of 
vegetation is, for the most part, due to soil and topography. The vegetation is 
restricted by soil and topography and by the amount of time temperatures are 
below freezing and the frequency of the freezes. Florida can be divided vegeta-
tively into four regions: Panhandle, North, Central, and South, shown in the 
following map of Florida. The borders are not absolute but indications of trends 
in geography, vegetation, and climate.
 Harper in 1915, 1921, and 1927 analyzed the vegetation types of the state and 
correlated them with the geography. The geographic regions as discussed by 
Harper are in many cases now difficult to ascertain because of recent heavy devel-
opment. His regions have been somewhat modified and are treated in the follow-
ing paragraphs.
 Panhandle Florida exhibits varied topography. Jackson County contains the 
Marianna Red Lands Region, which is hilly and has red clay and frequent lime-
stone outcrops. 
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