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The ma jor woodland-forage
site in Central and South Florida
is the flatwoods site. Originally,
this was an open forest of com-
mon slash pine (Pinus elliottii
var elliottlii) with an understory
of shrubs and tall grasses. Under
the influence of a tropical or
sub-tropical climate large
amounts of herbage were pro-
duced, much of which was un-
grazed. Unused grass termed
“rough” by present day ranchers
was a fire hazard to early day
turpentine operations. Burning
of the accumulated grass was
often done to protect the gum
producing trees. Earlier, Indians
often used fire to lure game into
the “greened-up” areas.

Cattlemen have long recog-
nized a decided increase in body
weight of cattle which grazed
the new growth of grass made
available by burning the accu-
mulated rough (Dacy 1940). Sea-
sonal analyses of pineland three-
awn (Aristida stricta) indicate a
higher nutritive value in spring
months on burned than on un-
burned ranges and a sharp de-
cline under both treatments dur-
ing late May and June (Halls

et. al. 1952). Livestock placed on
freshly burned areas will utilize
nearly all grass species equally
well until May or June. At this
time the palatability of pineland
threeawn or “wiregrass” de-
creases sharply. The more de-
sirable or tall, broadleafed
grasses, however, are generally
selectively grazed through much
of the growing season. The pro-
cess of repeated burning and un-
controlled grazing has created
the present wiregrass ranges
which produce approximately
700 pounds of air-dry forage per
acre. This herbage is generally
available only during a two-
month period in the early spring
(Southern Forest Experiment
Station 1958).

Well over 350 native species of
grass are found in Florida, 147
of which furnish forage (Hitch-
cock 1951; Rummell 1957). Very
few have been closely observed
for their reaction to grazing or
position in plant succession.
Technical assistance to land -
owners in organized Soil Con-
servation Districts in Florida has
focused the attention of ranchers
on several important species on

the flatwoods range site. Some
have been mentioned only brief-
ly in previous literature as being
a part of the composition of a
wiregrass range (Biswell et. al.
1943) . Others were briefly recog-
nized as contributing in part to
the total available forage and
classified as broad-leaf grasses
or broom sedge or miscellaneous
(Halls et. al. 1956).

The most widespread desirable
native grass being managed on
South Florida ranges is creeping
bluestem (Andropogon stoloni-
fer) (Figure 1). This warm-sea-
son, perennial bluestem forms
dense colonies from extensively
creeping rhizomes. Leaf blades
are often as much as 24” long.
Seed stalks appear in late August
and September, grow 2-6 feet
tall and mature seed by mid-

Ficure 1. Rhizomes of creeping bluestem—
elongate as much as 12 inches in a single
growing season.
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Ficure 2. Seasonal development of important and associated grasses of South Florida.

October. Creeping bluestem is
associated on ranges in good and
excellent condition with Florida
threeawn (Aristida rhizomo-
phora), lopsided Indiangrass
(Sorghastrum secundum ),
chalky bluestem (Andropogon
capillipes), pineland threeawn
and cutthroat grass (Panicum
abscissum). A pure stand of
creeping bluestem will yield be-
tween 4000 and 5000 pounds of
air dry herbage per acre. Major
growth occurs from January un-
til seed forms during September.
Observations in South Central
Florida have indicated a 6”
growth in 5 weeks following
clipping to ground level the first
week in January.

On heavily grazed ranges,
creeping bluestem may be found
within such protected areas as
clumps of saw palmetto (Serenoa
repens). This important blue-
stem is classified as a decreaser
on all sites.

Florida threeawn (Aristida
rhizomophora) is regarded by
many ranchers as a valuable
grass. This species is unique
among the threeawns. It is the

only species within the genus in
the United States having well
developed rhizomes. Its major
growth period is from late
February until October. Florida
threeawn is a decreaser on sweet
flatwood range sites where the
pH of subsoils is slightly neutral
or below. A pure stand of Florida
threeawn will produce approxi-
mately 1750 pounds of air-dry
herbage per acre by mid-March.
Associated grasses on ranges in
good and excellent condition are
creeping and chalky bluestem,
Florida paspalum (Paspalum
floridanum), tall threeawn
(Aristida patula) and pineland
threeawn. Florida threeawn is
very palatable from spring until
late summer and provides good
roughage during winter months
when supplemented with pro-
tein.

Chalky bluestem, a bunch-
grass, is one of the most palat-
able native grasses in Florida. It
has statewide distribution on a
wide range of soils. Plants are
covered with a chalky-glaucous
exudate which rubs off easily. It
is from this substance that it

takes its name. Vigorous plants
commence growth early in Janu-
ary and mature seed in October.
Chalky bluestem is readily selec-
ted by cattle throughout the
growing season and is classified
as a decreaser. Chalky bluestem
is rarely found in pure stands; it
occurs with Florida threeawn,
creeping bluestem and cutthroat
grass. Cutthroat grass, a peren-
nial, warm season grass well
known to ranchers, often occurs
in pure stands and is limited
primarily to Highlands County,
Florida and fringes of adjacent
counties. Optimum growth is ob-
tained on slopes which receive
extra moisture from seepage.
Growth is from a robust tuft and
spreads primarily from short,
thick rhizomes. The sheath is
very wide, strongly keeled and
cuts back sharply to form the
blade-—thus the name, cutthroat.
Cutthroat grass, in pure stands,
will produce approximately 800
pounds air-dry herbage by April
1 and a maximum of 3200 pounds
by August 1. Seed is produced
in June or July. Regrowth is
rapid, often producing as much
as 12 to 14” within 25 days fol-
lowing a clipping at any one
time during the growing season.
It is readily grazed by all classes
of livestock during spring and
summer. It is considered ex-
cellent winter forage when high
protein supplements are fur-
nished. The main grasses as-
sociated with cutthroat are
chalky and creeping bluestem
and lopsided Indiangrass.

Two species of toothachegrass,
Ctenium aromaticum, a bunch-
grass and C. floridanum, a rhizo-
matous plant, occur throughout
the sloughs and flatwoods sites.
Both are warm season peren-
nials. Growth commences in late
January and seeds are produced
in April or May. Regrowth con-
tinues until October. Portions of
the base of the culms immediate-
ly beneath the soil surface pro-
duce a deadening effect on the
tongue and gums when chewed.



This medicinal quality gave
these species their common
name. The flowering stalks, fre-
quently 3-4 feet tall, have spike-
lets arranged on one side of the
rachis. Toothachegrass furnishes
fair to good forage during spring
and summer. It is utilized with
other desirable grasses in fall
and winter when protein supple-
ments are fed.

Lopsided Indiangrass (Figure
3) is a warm season, perennial
bunchgrass widely distributed
on flatwood sites. Unlike other
species of this genus, the panicle
is distinctly one-sided. This grass
is commonly called wildoats by
ranchers. Lopsided Indiangrass
acts as a decreaser under con-

Ficure 3. Lopsided Indiangrass, a peren-
nial bunchgrass of the flatwoods site.

tinued grazing pressure. Growth
starts in early January or Febru-
ary and continues until the boot-
ing stage in early July. From
July until seed maturity in late
October, all growth is repre-
sented by the development of
the seed stalk. Very little re-
growth occurs after seed forma-
tion.

Blue maidencane (Amphicar-
pum muhlenbergianum) (Figure
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Fertile sub-

Ficure 4. Blue maidencane.
terranean spikelet indicated by arrow.

4) is a perennial, warm season
grass usually 1 to 2 feet tall.
Spikelets are of two kinds on the
same plant, one a terminal pan-
icle, perfect but sterile, the other
perfect and producing seed on
slender leafless subterranean
branches from the base of the
culm. The seed producing spike-
let beneath the soil surface is
often Y4 to % inch long. This
may explain the common name
of “goobergrass”. Goober is a
colloquial term for peanuts in
the southeast.

Blue maidencane occurs
throughout Florida on flatwood
sites. It spreads rapidly from
vigorous creeping rhizomes, es-
pecially on mechanically dis-
turbed soils. Major growth oc-
curs during the warm season.
Blue maidencane is associated
primarily with pineland three-
awn. Pure, high producing
stands occur under the canopies
providing 40-50 percent shade.

Production records from four
south Florida ranches indicate
the potential of the more desir-
able native grasses when co-
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ordinated with improved pas-
tures and good animal hus-
bandry. On these four south
Florida ranches calf crops have
averaged 85 percent compared
with the national average of 86
percent and the Florida average
of 64 percent. The average live-
weight of all cattle in the United
States is about 1,000 pounds. In
Florida it is 735 pounds. Live-
weight of breeding animals on
these same four ranches will
meet the national average. Aver-
age price paid per hundred
weight in the U. S. during 1960
was $22.60 compared with a
Florida average of $20.50. The
four Florida ranches equalled
the national average.
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