
This article is part of a weekly series 
published in the Batavia Daily News by 
Jan Beglinger, Agriculture Outreach 
Coordinator for CCE of Genesee County. 

 
 
 

Master Gardener Corner: Ornamental Grasses 
Originally Published: Week of September 13, 2016 

 

 

One thing I noticed this summer while my lawn looked 
terrible and brown, most of my ornamental grasses 
were doing just fine.  One of my new favorite s is 
grama grass (Bouteloua gracilis) ‘Blonde Ambition.’  It 
has unusual chartreuse flowers that look like giant fake 
eyelashes on stems.  Flowers appear in mid-summer 
and age to a blonde color by fall.  Another is switch 
grass (Panicum virgatum) ‘Northwind.’  While it didn’t 
grow as tall as usual this year, it still performed well.  
The plant is narrow, compact and very upright, adding 
structure to the garden.  I’m also trying a new 
selection of our native bluestem (Schizachyrium 
scoparium) called ‘Twilight Zone,’ which is doing well 
so far.  It grows to about two feet tall and has a silvery 

purple iridescent color mid-summer, which deepens to a darker violet tone in autumn. 

 

One of the great things about ornamental grasses is that they come in a variety of colors – from 
shades of green and blue, to yellow, bronze and red, plus some variegated forms.  They also come in a 
variety of sizes and textures, from fine fescues to coarser switch grasses.  Ornamental grasses have 
relatively few insect or disease p  roblems and generally require little maintenance other than a spring 
haircut.  As an added bonus many are considered to be deer resistant. 

 

Before adding a grass to your garden, you should determine what type of growth habit it has and if it 
is suitable for your garden.  Grasses will either form clumps or send out rhizomes.  Clump forming 
grasses will grow in neat mounds and get larger over time.  They may need dividing about every three 
or four years.  Clump formers are good choices for growing with other perennials.  Rhizome forming 
grasses spread by underground stems and can become very aggressive, even to the point of taking 
over a flower bed.  Distinguishing between the two types and locating them properly will save you 
future gardening headaches. 

 

As with any perennial, pick ornamental grasses to match your site conditions.  Some grasses offered 
for sale are annuals, which are good choices for container plantings.  Grasses generally grow best in 
three to five hours of direct sun each day, however Japanese hakone grasses will tolerate shade.  
When choosing a perennial grass make sure that it is winter hardy for your area.  Using the right grass 
in the right place will minimize future maintenance issues. 

 

Ornamental grasses can be planted in spring, summer or fall.  Spring planting has the advantage of 
giving the plants plenty of time to develop a good root system before winter.  Bare rooted grasses 
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should only be planted in the spring.  Summer plantings will need regular watering.  Plant only 
container plants with well-established root systems in the fall.  Try to complete fall planting by the 
end of September as grasses need at least one month of growth before winter.  Plant no deeper than 
their previous growing depths.  If planted too deeply they may develop root diseases or rot in the 
ground. 

 

While generally considered drought tolerant once established, grasses should be well watered the 
first season after planting, so they can develop a good root system.  The amount of water needed will 
depend on the grass species, the garden location and on the growth rate of the plant. 

 

Ornamental grasses do not need much fertilizer.  Keep nitrogen levels low to prevent grasses from 
flopping over.  Apply fertilizer in the spring when you start to see new growth.  About one-quarter cup 
of 10-10-10 fertilizer per plant is sufficient.  Fertilizer should be watered in. 

 

Ornamental grasses can add a vertical element to the winter landscape and are attractive when left 
standing for the winter.  The foliage will also help insulate the crown of the plant for the winter.  Early 
in the spring cut back the foliage to 4 to 6 inches.  Removing the old foliage allows the crown to warm 
up and new growth will begin sooner, by as much as three weeks. 

 

A plant dying out in the center is a sign that it needs to be divided.  
Ornamental grasses respond best to division in spring.  Cool season 
grasses such as blue oat grass, blue fescue and ‘Karl Foerster’ feather 
reed grass are best divided when they start growth in early spring.  
Warm season grasses like northern sea oats and switch grass do not 
start growing until late spring, so they are best divided then.  Dividing 
some of the larger grasses can be a major undertaking.  Dig the entire 
clump up from the ground.  Cut the clump in half and then quarter it.  
Remove any dead or diseased tissue.  Each division should have a 
healthy root system.  Replant the divisions as soon as possible, water 
well and mulch. 

 

Ornamental grasses add beauty, movement and sound to the garden for 
much of the year.  Give ornamental grasses a try whether you use them 
as companions to your flowers, alone or as a design focus. 

 

Resources for this article include University of Illinois, University of Minnesota, Ohio State University, 
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