
Best Ornamental Grasses for Parker County 
Researched and written by a Parker County Master Gardener  

featuring ornamental grasses she has used  
 
I love ornamental grasses 
whether mixed in 
perennial flower beds or 
different grass cultivars 
planted together in one 
large bed.  Water is an 
issue here in Parker 
County so ornamental 
grasses should be a 
favorite of the local 
gardener since they 
require only a small 
amount of irrigation to 
remain healthy and most 
grasses like full sun of 
which we have an 
abundance. In the fall, 

when the plumes of ornamental grasses put on their show of usually purple-pink or 
champagne beige color above the blades, this makes ornamental grasses almost a year 
round display.   Speaking of the plumes, I cut some of them and use in dried 
arrangements.  I have one arrangement that has lasted 3 years and still looks fresh.    
 
Grasses categories are: groundcover, thin and wide bladed, variegated, striped, tall, short 
and giant, perennial and annual.  As I write, I put them into order by genus:  cortaderia, 
eragrostis, pennisetum, muhly, stipa, miscanthus, mondo grasses.    Then, I think about 
what an ornamental grass is, as opposed to native grass, such as big blue stem, which is 
used in some flower beds.  Most ornamental grass cultivars are grasses that have been 
brought from other areas, into our nursery trade, to be planted as features in our gardens.  
Native grasses grow in our area naturally, but can also be used as ornamentals in our 
landscapes.   
 
When designing a flower bed using many ornamental grasses, as I did at the Parker 
County, Aledo City Hall project, the mature size of the grasses is one of the things to be 
considered. Personally, I think planting the grasses too close together causes a cluttered 
look but planting the grasses with leaves just barely touching when they are a mature size 
gives definition to each plant.  Placing wide bladed grasses together with narrow bladed 
grasses and different colored plumes and varying heights gives whimsy to a bed. I like 
the look of grasses planted singly in the midst of two different perennials.  Example is: 
Hameln grass between blue mist flower and Mexican mint marigold.  I have used an 
ornamental grass planted in the corner as a back drop and as an entrance to my large 
flower bed. I use them as filler in big pots with annuals and perennials.  Most grasses do 
well in pots but because they are deciduous and not evergreen other plants are needed to 



help make the pot interesting in winter.  After three years the grass needs to be planted in 
the ground because of the root growth or they can be divided to make new plants.  I do 
this in the fall or spring so that the root system can be healthy before the winter and ready 
for our hot summers.   
 
Most grasses need 
full sun, good 
drainage and 
fertilizer only in 
spring.  I prune some 
of my ornamental 
grasses as far down 
as possible in 
February just as I see 
the new candles 
coming up in spring.  
The grasses that do 
not need pruning, I 
rake or comb out the 
dead strands of the 
usually narrow leaf 
grasses such as 
Mexican feather 
grass.  I do this with my fingers; a toothed rake or hand rake to remove the dead leaves.  
Sometimes when raking or pruning, the grass will come loose at the roots; which 
indicates the grass is getting older.  An ornamental grass spreads as it grows, with 
sections of the original plant dying, usually in the middle.  If the whole grass comes loose 
at the roots, it will need to be replanted.  If the middle dies (usually after 2 to 4 years), 
remove one side of the clump and transplant to another location then remove the dead 
section.  I like to transplant in the fall and this rejuvenates the plant for new growth in the 
spring.  Most ornamental grasses require a moderate amount of irrigation.  If not watered 
at all, the blades are dull looking and the plumes in winter are sparse but the grass will 
usually survive.  As for insects, the only problem I have had is grasshoppers.  In hot 
summer months they love to eat holes in the blades.  A shot of soapy water will not work 
on the thick skin of grasshoppers (called the exoskeleton) but a systemic insecticide 
sprayed from the top down will keep these insects from ruining the look of the grass.  It is 
best to spray from the top down in a sweeping motion because the grasshoppers will 
jump and this is the most effective way to get the spray on the insect.  Some years when 
the grasshoppers are not so prevalent, I will not spray an insecticide and let the few 
grasshoppers have their tasty treat.  
 
Listed are the cultivars of ornamental grasses that I recommend for zone 7b to 8a, the 
mature size and how to take care of them. 
 
Cortaderia selloana-Pampas grass.  A very large clump-forming grass with separate 
male and female plants.  Females have showier plumes but there is no way to tell which 



is male or female out of bloom.   Buy in summer when it is in bloom or divide from a 
known female plant to insure sex of plant.  Plumes are above the leaves sometimes 2 1/2’ 
and leaves are 1” wide with arching habit.  This grass likes full sun and lots of space.  It 
can withstand dry soils once it is established and needs cutting back as far as possible 
every several years to keep tidy.  Prune out dead leaves when necessary and wear long 
sleeves and gloves because the edges of the leaves are razor-like.  Plumes are creamy 
white and look like fluffy foxtails and can be used in dried arrangements; prune these off 
every year.  Height and width is 7’ X 4’ and grows in zones 7 to 10.  A dwarf cultivar is 
3’ X 5’ and will take colder weather.   
 
Eragrostis curvula-Weeping Love grass.  Leaves are thin, windswept, arching and 
jointed.  Height and width is 3’ X 4’ and leaves are 1/8” wide.  The plumes are wispy and 
arching like Mexican feather grass.  The way to tell the difference is this grass has a joint 
on each leaf blade and feather grass does not.  The plumes are black and numerous.  This 
grass likes full sun, ample moisture (once established is drought tolerant) and does best in 
a well-drained site.  Prune as far down to soil as possible in late winter.  Hardiness zone 
is 7 to 11. 
 
Imperata cylindrical ‘rubra’- Japanese Blood grass.  I planted this grass last year 
because it was looked different than most ornamental grasses and I liked the red color.  It 
is slow growing with slender, upright, 1’ long leaves that are green with red tips in spring 
and turn brilliant red in the fall.  It is partially tan this winter and it spreads by 
underground runners.  I will not prune this grass till I see how it does this spring.  It is 
short at 1’ tall and 1’ wide and not clumping.  I planted in full sun but it is recommended 
to plant in partial shade for best results.  I give my grass lots of water to compensate.  
Remove stems that revert from red to all green.  Zones for hardiness are 5 to 9.   
 
Miscanthus ‘giganticus’.   I planted this grass and after one wonderful year of 10’ tall 
waving plumes and wide blades, I pruned to ground in February as recommended.  The 
next year when giganticus returned, it had spread to 8’ and the blades flopped in the 
middle.  The plumes were pointed outwards instead of upright to the sky.  It took me 3 to 
4 years to remove the roots from the original and surrounding planting area.  I suggest 
that this grass not be planted because I found it invasive. 
 
Miscanthus ‘gracillimus’- Maiden grass.  This is my favorite grass because of the size 
6’ tall and 4’ wide with erect, delicate clumps of foliage and champagne cream plumes 
that are like corn silk and curly.  It has a white midrib down the green blades and is 
beautiful from spring until time to prune in February.  It likes full sun and some moisture 
in summer to produce copious amounts of plumes for winter display.  Hardiness zones 5 
to 9 and plumes are beautiful when used as feature in arrangements.  Prune plumes after 
they have turned tan. 
 
Miscanthus ‘strictus’-Porcupine grass.  This grass is stiff, upright and clumping with 
height 7’ and width 3’.  It is called porcupine grass because of the yellow horizontal ½” 
bands running the length of the blades.  More upright and less likely to sprawl than zebra 



grass.  Plumes arrive in late summer and are striking for bleak winter interest.   Plant in 
full sun but will tolerate minimal wet soil.  Zone of hardiness is 4 to 9.   
 
Ophiopogon japonicus-Mondo grass.  Not a true grass since it is in the lily family but 
has ¼” wide grass-like evergreen leaves.  Is 8” in height and creeps to form a mat for 
groundcover.  Mondo is slow growing and dark green in color.  The dwarf cultivar gets 
3” tall and has half-size leaf.  This grass likes full shade and moist sites but can tolerate 
some morning sun with irrigation.   Blooms in midsummer are pale lilac flowers in 
clusters and spreads by underground stems, which are tuber-like.  Zones are 7 to 11.  
 
Pennisetum alopecuroides ‘Hameln’.  This is an attractive fountain grass, with arching 
leaves and soft, bottlebrush clusters of fuzzy, cream-colored plumes.  Hameln has 2’ long 
leaves and spreads to 2’ making it perfect as a divider in a perennial flower bed.  Mass 
plantings or used as a border makes this cylindrical cluster of blades a wonderful 
companion for evergreen shrubs.  It likes full sun to afternoon shade and can be divided 
to encourage vigorous growth and flowering.  This cute grass is late to come out after 
winter and is a slow grower but well worth the wait.  Prune in winter.  Zones are 5 to 9.   
 
Pennisetum setaceum ‘Rubrum’-Purple fountain grass.  This 2 ½’ X 18” grass is very 
popular and is an annual, not a perennial, here in Parker County.  That means it has to be 
replanted each spring.  Fountain grass is early blooming with burgundy-purple leaves and 
rose red furry plumes from summer to fall.  This grass looks good as a filler plant in pots, 
used as a divider in annual beds, or planted as a specimen plant in flower bed.  This grass 
likes full sun to light shade and moist well drained soils.  
 
Stipa tenuissima-Mexican feather grass.  This grass is 2’ x 2’, has fine blades that sweep 
and arch outward toward the top.  Feather grass has soft cream flowering stems that 
divide and re-divide into almost hair like fineness, green at first, then golden tan.  Large 
plantings can help with erosion control on banks.  If watered regularly it will self-sow.   
 
Muhlenbergia lindheimeri-Lindheimer muhly grass.  This grass is 2’ tall and 3’ wide 
with fine gray-green foliage.  Blooms in late summer.  This grass needs no winter 
pruning but instead needs to be combed to remove winter tan leaves.  Does best in full 
sun but will live in some shade but will not bloom as well in shade.  If it gets a dead spot 
in middle of plant, in the fall dig and cut into thirds and remove dead middle then 
transplant to other places or give to other gardeners.   
 
 Muhlenbergia capillaris- Gulf muhly grass. This cultivar is similar to Lindheimer 
muhly but the bloom is a froth of pink in summer.  It is very drought tolerant with no 
insect problems.  This grass can be combed or raked to remove dry, dead leaves.   
 
Bouteloua curtipendula- Sideoats grama.  This grass grows 2’-3’ tall and blooms from 
summer to fall.  It is the state grass of Texas and its unique oat-like flower spike is 
fascinating in summer. Personally, I do not like the look of this grass in formal flower 
beds but it is drought tolerant.  The color of the grass is bluish-green and turns to a 
reddish-brown color in the fall. The leaves are fairly stiff and characterized by oat-like 



seeds that hang down one side of seed stem. The mature seeds droop from this one edge, 
giving it the sideoats name.  The grass is also drought and cold tolerant and is hardy in 
Zones 4-9. It is considered a good foraging grass for livestock and is also good for 
erosion control where needed. 
 
Chasmanthium latifolium-Inland sea oats.  This grass gets 2’-4’ tall and has purple 
spring growth, bamboo-like blades with ornamental seed heads that resemble flattened 
cluster of oats.  Flowering stems dry to an attractive greenish straw color and can be used 
in dried arrangements.  The weight of the seed heads causes the inflorescence to droop.  
Clumps broaden slowly and leaves turn brown in winter then plants should be cut back 
near the soil line when new growth is visible.  Divide clumps when they become 
overgrown and bloom less. Plant in full sun or partial shade and stake if flowering stems 
sprawl. Can self-seed in perfect conditions but it is easy to remove the plants you do not 
want or plant in pot.  
 
For more information on ornamental grasses, go to the real dirt  A Gardening 
Handbook for Parker County.  Order your copy here: http://www.pcmg-
texas.org/therealdirt.htm 
 
 
Additional Pictures 

  
Grass berm in spring.jpg Grass berm with daylilies on berm.jpg 

  
Grass berm-spring.JPG Hameln grass with perennials.JPG 



  
Lindheimer Muhly grass in summer.jpg Mexican feater grass in clay pot.jpg 

  
Mid-summer grass berm at Aledo.JPG Miscanthus grass on berm.JPG 

  
Miscanthus sinensis ornamental grass.jpg Plumes in fall of Miscanthus grass.JPG 



  
Purple Fountain grass with plumes.JPG Winter interest of grass berm.JPG 

  
winter plumes on Miscanthus grass.JPG  
  

 
 
 
 
 
 


