
RHODORA, Vol. 95, No. 881, pp. 25-37, 1993 

A TAXONOMIC STUDY OF AR/ST/DA STRICT A AND 
A. BEYRICHIANA
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ABSTRACT 

Grasses traditionally assigned to Aristida stricta Michx. include two morpho
logically and geographically separate species. The name Aristida stricta Michx. 
corresponds to a tax on confined to North Carolina and the northern tier of counties 
in South Carolina. A second species, Aristida beyrichiana Trin. & Rupr., occurs 
from southern South Carolina south throughout Florida and west to Mississippi. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The name Aristida stricta Michaux has long been applied to 
those southeastern plants colloquially known as "wiregrass" which 

dominate the understories of most frequently-burned Pinus pa
lustris Mill. and P. elliottii Engelm. woodlands and savannas from 

central North Carolina south to southern Florida and west to 
eastern Mississippi. No intraspecific variation has previously been 
described for this taxon. However, the range of A. stricta, s.l. has 
a conspicuous gap in central South Carolina. Further, differences 

in sheath and blade indument allow plants from north of the gap 
to be readily distinguished from those south of the gap. In this 

paper I examine the morphological characteristics, distribution, 

and taxonomic status of these two types of Aristida stricta, s.l. 
For reasons explained below in the section on taxonomy, I refer 

to the northern plants as A. stricta Michaux and to the southern 
plants as A. beyrichiana Trinius & Ruprecht. 

MORPHOLOGICAL DIFFERENCES 

The two variants of Aristida stricta, s.l. can be readily and 
unambiguously differentiated by examination of leaf indument. 
On plants of the southern A. beyrichiana, a densely woolly or 

villous bearding or tuft of indument is present at the base of the 
leaf blade (Figure 1). These prominent hairs vary from being 
distributed on the upper surface of the blade and at the comers 
of the collar to also (and much more commonly) surrounding the 

blade, collar, and uppermost portion of the sheath. With age the 
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