AIKEN COUNTY AREA
WIREGRASS IDENTIFICATION GUIDE)V

Wiregrass is a native perennial bunchgrass and an important part of the longleaf
pine ecosystem. In Aiken County and the surrounding counties of Lexington, Barnwell,
and Orangeburg, Southern wiregrass (Aristida beyrichiana Trin. & Rupr.) has been
documented as a local wiregrass species.

Much of the Aiken County area sits within the Southeastern Plains, which includes the
Sand Hills ecoregion. Longleaf pine ecosystems are an important part of this region,
and wiregrass is one of the native groundcover plants that helps these habitats
thrive.

Wiregrass provides structure, cover, and habitat for wildlife, including gopher
tortoises, Northern Bobwhite, and Southern fox squirrels. Individual wiregrass plants
can live for decades, but they typically produce viable seed for spreading after
growing-season burns, generally from mid-April through August. Learning to
recognize wiregrass helps you better understand the land around you and make
more thoughtful stewardship decisions. This guide will help you identify wiregrass in
the field and understand why it is worth protecting.

GRASS, SEDGE, OR RUSH?

“Sedges have edges, rushes are round, and grasses have nodes all the way to
the ground”

The rhyme above is a helpful tool for deciding whether a plant you are looking at is
actually a grass or another grass-like plant. Sedges and rushes can look very similar
to grasses in the field. Grasses usually have round, jointed stems with nodes where
the leaves attach. The stems are often hollow between the nodes. Sedges often have
triangular stems that feel edged when rolled between your fingers, and rushes
usually have round, smooth stems that are solid inside.

SEDGES RUSHES GRASSES

Photo from A Way to Garden, “The Best of the Sedges, and How to Use Them (Even Mown!), with
Sam Hoadley,” 2023.



WIREGRASS FIELD CLUES

Wiregrass can be difficult to identify. It does not have big, showy flowers, and many
grasses look similar at first glance. Your best bet is to look for several clues together
rather than relying on one feature alone.

Growth: Wiregrass grows in dense clumps, sometimes called tussocks. A tussock is a
tight clump of plant growth.

Leaves: The leaves are very narrow, stiff, wiry, and tough to the touch. They often arch
outward from the center of the plant and taper to a fine point.

Habitat: Wiregrass is often found in longleaf pine habitats, including sandhills, sandy
flatwoods, savannas, and scrubby sandy areas.

Look closely: When seedheads are present, look for three tiny awn-like prongs. An
awn is a small bristle-like point that extends from the seed structure. This three-
pronged feature is why wiregrass belongs to a group of grasses often called
“threeawns.”

Southern wiregrass typically grows in distinct clumps, or bunches, as shown here in a
longleaf pine ecosystem at Henderson Heritage Preserve in Aiken County, South Carolina. Its
bunching growth form is one helpful feature to look for when identifying wiregrass in the
field.

Photo by Riley Telkamp/Aiken Land Conservancy - Aristida beyrichiana



This is a close-up photo of a single
wiregrass plant and its long, narrow leaf
blades. Notice how the blades grow from
the center of the plant and arch outward
and downward, giving wiregrass its sofft,
flowing appearance.

Looking beneath the green blades, you can see
the older thatch that naturally collects at the
base of wiregrass. This dry material helps fire
move across the ground when fire returns to
the landscape, making wiregrass an important
part of healthy, fire-adapted longleaf pine
ecosystems.

Photos by Riley Telkamp/Aiken Land Conservancy- Aristida beyrichiana

‘ This close-up photo of wiregrass
seed is from Carolina wiregrass
(Aristida stricta), which is native
to the eastern side of South
Carolina. Although it is not the
same species as the Southern
wiregrass (Aristida beyrichiana)
shown above, the seed structure
is similar. Notice the long awns, or
bristle-like tips, extending from
the seed.

Photo by Mary Keim, Florida Wildflower
Foundation.



WIREGRASS AND STEWARDSHIP

Healthy longleaf pine ecosystems are more than trees. While longleaf pines define
the canopy, most of the ecosystem’s biodiversity is found close to the ground, where
native grasses, wildflowers, legumes, sedges, and other understory plants create a
rich living layer of habitat.

Wiregrass is an important part of that native groundcover. Its dense bunching
growth provides cover for insects, reptiles, small mammals, and ground-nesting
birds, while the open spaces between clumps allow wildflowers and other native
plants to grow. Wiregrass also helps carry fire across the forest floor, supporting the
natural fire cycle that longleaf pine ecosystems need to stay open, healthy, and
diverse.

Because wiregrass can be slow to return once it is lost, existing patches are worth
noticing and protecting. When you recognize wiregrass, you are learning to read the
landscape and notice one of the quiet signs of a healthier longleaf pine ecosystem.

Local Places to Look for Wiregrass

Henderson Heritage Preserve, 309-337 Croft Mill Rd, Aiken, SC 29801
Hitchcock Woods, South Caroling, 444 South Boundary Ave., SW, Aiken
Audubon'’s Silver Bluff Sanctuary, 4542 Silver Bluff Rd, Jackson, SC 29831
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