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What Do Grasses
Look Like?

ROOTS

The root systems of grasses (Fig. 2) are always
fibrous. While the germinating seed produces a
primary root, this soon dies and in most cases is
replaced by numerous roots that arise from the
basal nodes of the stems. Because of the fibrous
nature o f  the roots, they are excellent soi l
binders. When we pull up a  grass plant, we
remove only a small portion o f  the total root
system. In some species, the roots may reach a
depth of two meters or more.

Figure 2

STEMS

The flowering stems of grasses are called culms
(Fig. 2). They are jointed and the internodes are
usually round  a n d  ho l low,  b u t  t h e  jo in ts
(nodes) are solid. They may branch, in  which
instance a thin membrane, H-shaped in cross
section, lies between the main culm and the
branch. This is the prophyllum (Fig. 3), the
strangely modified first leaf of  the branch. I t
clasps the main culm with two flanges and the
branch with the other two. Thus i t  serves to
brace the weak V-joint between the main stem
and the branch. Stems may be erect, o r  with
bent, knee-like bases (decumbent), or they may
trail o n  the  surface o f  the  ground. Such
creeping stems, called stolons, bear foliage
leaves. Underground stems, called rhizomes,
bear only scale-like leaves and are non-green.
Both stolons and rhizomes are important means
of reproduction and aid the grasses in coping
with grazing. Short, leafy, non-blooming basal
stems are called innovations. They add to the
density and desirability of  such turf grasses as
Kentucky bluegrass. The stems o f  some alpine
and desert grasses are only a few centimeters
tall, while those o f  the giant timber bamboos
may reach as much as 35 meters in length. Most
grass stems are between one and f ive mi l l i -
meters thick. Those of the larger bamboos may
reach 10-15 centimeters in thickness.
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