
A DIFFERENT ACCENT 
Use of ornamental grasses is spreading at a healthy rate 

across the United States. Perhaps because they're pretty close 
to the 'perfect ornamental.' 

By JeffSobul, assistant editor 

Remember those commercials 
when the announcer would 
come on and say, "Be the first 

kid on your block to have blah, blah, 
blah." 

It's been the same for ornamental 
grass use during the 1980s, except that 
the people who sell the grasses aren't 
trying to sell you a "neat, faddy" piece 
of junk. 

They are trying to sell you a dif-
ferent concept in landscape design. 
And people who use the grasses rave 
about them. 

One advantage is, after the first 
month or so, the grasses essentially 
take care of themselves if you have 
the proper plant in the proper place. 
"Their adaptability is clear across the 
United S t a t e s , " says Michael 
Hurdzan, Ph.D., a golf course archi-
tect with Kidwell & Hurdzan, Colum-

bus, Ohio. 
So where have they been all your 

life? Probably right in your own back-
yard, or along the highway. 

"The problem was that people 
didn't take the time to learn about 
them," Hurdzan says. Hurdzan and 
Richard Hurley, Ph.D., research di-
rector for Lofts Seed, are doing much 
toward correcting that with presenta-
tions at turf conferences. 

"They are plants that are found in 
the wild," says Hurley, who did grad-
uate research work on ornamental 
grasses at Rutgers. In 1979, he started 
pushing the idea of using them in the 
landscape. "Their only limit is your 
imagination," he says. 

A wide variety 
"In Europe, ornamental grass use is a 
matter of fact," says Kurt Bluemel, the 

largest supplier of ornamental grasses 
in the country. (Bluemel's Fallston, 
Md. facility has more than 500 spe-
cies.) It took Europe a few years to 
accept them, but Bluemel says he has 
European garden magazines from the 
1920s which show their use as com-
mon. 

When Bluemel came to the U.S. 
from Switzerland in 1960, ornamen-
tals were nearly unheard of. But he 
began growing and selling them, as 
did another Maryland nurseryman, 
Richard Simon of Bluemount Nurs-
eries in Monkton. 

Sales of ornamental grasses have 
skyrocketed the last five to seven 
years. 

"Our grass sales are increasing at a 
strong rate over the last few years," 
Simon says; he estimates nearly 100 
percent yearly increases. 

Ornamental grasses look great around water. Here, giant reed grass (next to diving board) flanked by switch grass 
and cord grass (foreground) are used. 



Pampas grass and giant reed grass are used to shield a green from the cart path at Hillcrest Country Club. 

Most of Simon's sales have been to 
landscape contractors, "which means 
that they're being specified by land-
scape architects," he says. 

Hurdzan specifies them at ever-in-
creasing rates. "They're easy to use," 
he says. Just dig the appropriate size 
hole, add organic material for nutri-
tion, water sufficiently for four to six 
weeks. The only other maintenance is 
cutting them down once a year in 
winter or early spring, depending on 
the variety, to six or eight inches 
above ground. Sometimes, every 
seven to 10 years, it is necessary to 
split them and move some of the plant 
if it is spreading too wide. They have 
also proven to be almost completely 
disease- and insect-free. 

Hurdzan has used ornamental 
grasses about everywhere on the golf 
course: rough areas, non-play areas 
and even in play. Some seem to do 
better the worse the conditions get— 
bad soils, landfills, strip mines, under 
hotter and drier conditions. 

John Moorman, superintendent at 
the nine-hole Hillcrest Country Club 
in Batesville, Ind., was one of the first 
people to experiment with Hurdzan's 
suggestions for ornamental grasses, 
beginning in 1981. 

"We had no idea what we were get-
ting into," Moorman says. "We were 
kind of hesitant. We were surprised 
the greens committee even let us do it, 
not knowing what we were getting 
into." 

What they got into was something 

that became quite successful—so suc-
cessful that the new course logo is an 
ornamental grass. 

Maiden grass, giant reed grass, 
fountain grass and zebra grass are 
common on the course, used as accent 
plants or screens and even as a hazard 
on one short par four. 

Hillcrest is in the process of build-
ing the second nine, and Hurdzan is 
frequently incorporating ornamental 
grasses in the holes' design. 

Ornamental grasses are not very 
exc i t ing- looking when they are 
planted, which is best done in the 
spring in colder climes. They are 

nothing more than a few short, dead-
looking stalks sticking out of the 
ground, and some early criticism 
might have to be endured. But once 
they start shooting, look out. 

"By the fall, the same members 
who were complaining in the spring 
wanted to know where to buy them 
for their lawns," Moorman smiles. 

Moorman got his grasses from Rich 
Simon. "They have a lot of attri-
butes," Simon notes. "To say why we 
should not use (ornamental) grasses, I 
can't give any reason." He emphasizes 
that understanding the grasses and 
their characteristics is paramount to 

John Moorman uses Maiden grass extensively at Hillcrest Country Club. The 
plant often grows to six feet. 



using them properly. (He and other 
nurserys can help potential users with 
this.) 

Greg Kane of Lake County Nursery 
in Perry, Ohio, says, "People selling 
them have to be familiar with the 
grasses or they can't sell them. As we 
became more familiar with them, we 
started picking up more each year." 

In general, most of the higher-
growing varieties require full sun-

light, with the lower ones sometimes 
tolerating partial shade. 

Ornamental grasses are used more 
in the South, but they are spreading 
rapidly northward. "Creative design-
ers are looking at what's done with 
them in the South and doing it in the 
North," says Bill Hendricks of Klyn 
Nursery, also in Perry, Ohio. 

Hendricks was the first to bring or-
namental grasses to northeast Ohio, in 

the '60s, when he was running Lake 
County Nursery. He found them easy 
to grow in the nursery and also in the 
landscape. 

Blossoms 
Ornamental grasses, Hendricks says, 
are very cost-efficient because of their 
low maintenance and resiliency. 
Proper site planting reduces mowing 
expenses and labor requirements, fer-

O R N A M E N T A L G R A S S E S 
The following is a short list of some common species of ornamental grasses and their characteristics. For a complete 
list in your area, contact a local nursery which grows them. (Zones refer to USDA map below.) 

Giant reed grass (Arundo donax) grows to 14 feet; blooms mid-
September to early winter; for accent or specimen plant; zones 5-6. 

Plume grass (Erianthus ravennae) grows to 14 feet; blooms 
mid-August through late fall; accent or specimen plant; zone 5. 

Maiden grass (Miscansus sinensis Gracillema) grows to three 
to six feet; blooms early September through early winter; fine 
texture, reddish pink flowers; zone 5. 

Striped eulalia grass (S. variegata) grows to three to six feet; 
blooms mid-September to early winter; use as specimen, in groups 
or as screen; zone 5. 

Zebra grass (S. zebrina) grows to three to six feet; blooms mid-
September to early winter; unique green foliage with horizontal 
yellow bands; zone 5. 

Switch grass (Panicum virgatum) grows to four to seven feet; 
blooms August through early winter; narrow leaf and stem, open 
flower head; zone 5. 

Fountain grass (Pennisetum alopecuroides) grows to four feet; 
blooms late August to early fall; mounded form with feathery 
plume; zone 5. 

Dwarf fountain grass (A. hameln) dwarf version growing to one 
to two feet; also mounded form; zone 5. 

Ribbon grass (Phalaris arundinacea Picta) grows to two feet; 
multi-striped green and white blades; zone 4. 

Cord grass (Spartina michauxiana Aureo-marginata) grows to 
four feet; blooms September to early winter; shiny green foliage 
with yellow marginal stripes. 

April green fescue (Festuca amethystina) grows to 10 inches; 
blooms in June with purple flower spikes; use as accent, border or 
mass plantings; zone 4. 

Ruby grass (Rhynchelytrum roseum) grows to two to four feet; 
blooms late July to early October; flowers ruby red fading to pink or 
white; zones 5-9. 

Mop. The zones of plant hardiness (from Plant Hardiness Zone Map, Agricultural Research Service, U. S. D. A., Mis. Pub. No. 814, Gov. Print. Off., Wash. D.C.) 



tilizer and chemical costs as well. 
They are also attractive. Varieties 

show some kind of visual interest, in 
some cases, for nine months out of the 
y e a r b e c a u s e of t h e i r e x t e n d e d 
blooming period. The Miscanthus 
genus displays such lengthy bloom 
characteristics (see box). 

One of Hendricks' more recent 
customers, Joseph Baidy of Acacia 
Country Club in Lyndhurst, Ohio, be-
gan planting the grasses about two 
years ago. 

"Using the proper setting will com-
plement any planting on the course," 
he says. "You can replace trees with 
them and have less damage from the 
roots because they are fibrous." 

There is a caution, though. They 
are grasses, he emphasizes, "and you 
can wipe them out if you're not care-
ful with chemical applications." 

Baidy echoes Moorman's feelings: 
"It's remarkable the impact they've 

Superintendent John Moorman 
began planting ornamental grasses 
on a limited basis in 1981. Now, 
every hole at Hillcrest Country Club 
has grasses on them. 

Michael Hurdzan's design specifies where plume grass, maiden grass, 
fountain grass and various feather grasses will be planted on the par-four 
fifth hole at Dennis Highlands Golf Course on Cape Cod. 

had. The reduction in maintenance is 
great." 

Propagation 
The grasses are ideal for hillsides 
where mowers can't go and areas too 
dangerous for workers. 

Their only drawback? There exists 
a wide-spread lack of education about 
their longer-term growth habits. Blue-
mel says he has grasses that he 
planted in his home landscape nearly 
30 years ago and they're doing fine. 

But first-time buyers rarely are 
willing to dive in and use ornamental 
grasses, or anything else " n e w " for 
that matter, extensively. More com-
monly, as in Moorman's case, they 
start with a few varieties and experi-
ment. And then they expand their 
use. 

Use of ornamental grasses in parks 
and zoos is widespread. Simon be-
lieves golf courses have tremendous 
potential as well, and would like to 
see more of them on the links. "The 
space in use now is a drop in the 
bucket compared to the space avail-
able," he notes. Referring to Hill-
crest's second nine, he adds, "you can 
plant a lot of grasses on a nine-hole 
golf course." LM 

Richard Hurley, Ph.D., is one of the 
few people who has done research 
on ornamental grasses. 

Though a golf memorabilia collector and student of the 
game's past, Michael Hurdzan, Ph.D., is an innovator 
when it comes to incorporating ornamental grasses into 
golf course design. 

For Joseph Baidy of Acacia Country Club, ornamental 
grasses have been anything but dogs. Hannibal agrees. 


