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This month we shall look at one of the native grasses, Austrostipa flavescens commonly known as Spear Grass (see also Austrostipa 
flavescens).    It is a tufted perennial up to nearly 1m tall.  Austro is derived from the Latin australis meaning southern; stipa from the 
Greek stype meaning hemp referring to the fibre obtained from one of the species; and flavescens from the Latin meaning pale 
yellow,.  Grasses have a specialized structure from that of other plants.  Firstly the leaves consist of a sheath which typically hugs the 
stem, a ligule which is an outgrowth from the inner part of the leaf sheath, and the blade.  In Austrostipa flavescens the leaf sheaths 
are hairless but the margins have short hairs along its length.  The ligule is about 5mm long and is a ring of dense hairs.  The blade is 
erect, and often inrolled, reaching up to 50cm in length.  The individual flowers are referred to as florets and include a pair of 
opposite bracts, the outer called the lemma (which in Spear Grass has an awn up to 8cm long) and the inner the palea.  There are 3 
stamens.  The ovary is 1-celled and contains one ovule with 2 very hairy styles.  All grasses are wind pollinated, the anthers typically 
of each individual flower maturing before the styles to ensure that cross pollination occurs.  Small bracts, called glumes occur at the 
base of several florets. 
 

 
Austrostipa flavescense plant.  The narrow  flowering 
head exceeds the leaves. 

 
The glumes are straw-coloured and 3-ribbed... 
 

 
This photograph of the flowering head shows the 
exserted stamens and the long awns (hair-like 
structures. 
 

 
 
 The hairy awn is bent 

twice along its length. 
 

The dark brown, hairy seeds 
are surrounded by the glumes. 

 

 

 
Diagram illustrating the 
twice bent awn and hairy 
fruit 
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