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RED-WINGED BLACKBIRDS ARE BACK, SPRING CAN'T BE FAR BEHIND

THE SECRET OF SEDGES
by

James Dake

GRNA Education Director

One of my favorite times of the spring is about to arrive at Grass River: when
the pointy, bright blue-green shoots of sedges begin to poke through the
brown and gray carpet of last year’s vegetation.
Sedges are ubiquitous at Grass River and throughout Michigan. You can find
them just about any place you look. You could probably find one within 100
feet of you right now. Even so, they are also likely the most overlooked and
unnoticed plant. While they create the grassy backdrop that gives the river
and the Sedge Meadow Trail its name, most hikers first notice the great blue
herons, the vibrant swamp milkweeds, the towering pines, or the swimming
muskrat before they take notice of all the sedges in between. Part of this is
because of their unassuming appearance, and part of this is because of the
confusion around what a sedge even is.
So, what is a sedge, and what is it not? A sedge is not a grass or a rush, the
three of which are often all lumped together as graminoids, or grass-like
plants. Sedges are their own distinct family of flowering plants, like
buttercups, orchids, or asters. At first glance, they look similar to grasses,
with long slender leaves, and inconspicuous flowers.
There are two famous sedges that many people are
familiar with but probably don’t realize are sedges:
papyrus, the source of ancient paper, and water
chestnut, a common ingredient in Chinese dishes. When
someone uses the common name “sedge”, they may
mean plants in the sedge family (Cyperaceae), which
also include bulrushes and spike-rushes (which are
sedges, not rushes), and cotton-grasses (which are
sedges, not grasses). Or they may be referring
specifically to the “true sedges” in the genus Carex. You
can see where the confusion lies. Carex is one of the most numerous plant
genera, with over 2,000 species worldwide! In Michigan alone, there are 184
known Carex species. At Grass River, we have identified at least 40 species of
true sedges. Their diversity is another reason making them difficult to notice,
let alone identify. For comparison, the next most numerous genera at Grass
River are goldenrods, asters, and horsetails, which all only have 6 species
each.
But true sedges have some special characteristics that help to distinguish
them from other sedges, grasses, or rushes. First, a majority of true sedges

have 3-sided, triangular stems. You can feel this if you roll the stem of sedge
in your fingertips. Grasses and rushes on the other hand have round stems.
There is a common rhyme some use to remember this unique characteristic:
Sedges have edges,
Rushes are round,
Grasses are hollow,
right up from the ground
The stems of sedges also have pithy centers, meaning if you cut them, they
look spongy or cottony inside and do not look hollow. Grass stems, on the
other hand, are like hollow, jointed straws. Rush stems are round, with pithy
centers like sedges, but they don’t have joints like grasses. Sedge leaves are
3-ranked, which means when looking down on the plant, the leaves point in 3
different directions as if they were separated by 120 degrees. Grass leaves are
2-ranked, pointing in 2 directions, separated by 180 degrees. Rushes have few
leaves, often at the base of the plant.
The flowers of sedges are also unique. Most
people have looked at the flower head of a grass
before. The individual flowers on grasses and
rushes all look the same, because they are
“perfect”, meaning each flower has both male and
female parts. Sedges have separate male and
female flowers, but both on a single plant. The
male flowers are often at the top, with the larger
more noticeable female flowers below. Each
female flower produces a single seed or nutlet
called an achene, which is enveloped in a sac called a perigynium. These
clusters of enclosed seeds give sedges their uniquely spiky and striking
appearance. One of the most attractive sedges, Buxbaum’s Sedge (Carex
buxbaumii) pictured at left, can be found on your way to the dock, with its bold
and bright green seeds contrasting with its dark brown scales, swaying in the
wind above a sea of sedge leaves. Buxbaum’s sedge is an indicator of highquality and undisturbed habitat.
Next time you take a walk on the Sedge Meadow boardwalk, slow down and
take the time to appreciate the beauty of the sedges. If you want to learn more,
keep an eye out for our class on the Sedges of Michigan in June through NMC
Extended Education.

2021 PHOTO CONTEST
WINNERS ANNOUNCED
There were 23 entries in this year's contest from 9 different photographers. We
received winter photos; summer photos; landscape shots; and pics of kids, wildlife,
and our river. The entries were judged by a panel of qualified judges and by viewers
of our Facebook page.
And the winners are:

JUDGES' CHOICE

Photographer: Douglas Anger
PEOPLE'S CHOICE AWARD
Based on Facebook votes

Photographer: Robert Lawshe
Congratulations to Douglas and Robert. For the next year, you will see their photographs at the
Grass River Center and in many of our publications. We will also use other entrants' photos, so
watch for photo credits that recognize them. We are grateful to each person who submitted to
the contest. As spring awakens at GRNA, please send us photos when you visit.

PROGRAMS ON THE HORIZON
Puzzles and Paintings
Saturday, April 2
1:00 pm – 3:00 pm
$10 per person
Come to Grass River Natural Area for an afternoon of art and
games for kids and adults. Join us as we create paintings
and enjoy puzzles. Supplies and puzzles will be provided, but you are welcome to bring a
favorite puzzle or your favorite art supplies. All skill levels are welcome.
Spring Owl Prowl
Friday, April 8

7:30 pm - 9:00 pm
$10 per person, please pre-register
Join us as we learn about our local owls and their conservation with
an introductory presentation, and then head out for a night hike in
search of these amazing birds. Participants should be comfortable
walking outdoors at night for about 1 mile on uneven trails. Bring a
light. $10 per person. Please pre-register here.

Spring Bird Walk
Saturday, April 16
9:00 am - 11:00 am
$5 per person, please pre-register
Take a guided spring bird walk to learn to
ID birds by sight and sound and how to log
observations online using the eBird
webpage or app. Bring or borrow some from the Grass River Center. Limited space. Please preregister here.
.

We love Earth Day so much we turned it into an EarthFest
that lasts all week!
Nature Trivia Night
Monday, April 18
7:00 pm - 9:00 pm
Short's Pull Barn in Elk Rapids, 211 Industrial Park Dr. Elk
Rapids
$5 per player collected when you arrive at the Pull Barn
Join us for a Nature Trivia Night at the Short's Pull Barn in Elk Rapids to kick off EarthFest right!
Get your team of 2-6 players together and get ready to stretch your brain with 5 rounds of
clever, family-friendly trivia. Don't worry if you're not a nature expert; questions will draw from
other areas of knowledge - like movies and music - as well. Great food will be available for
purchase onsite from Alley Cat's Eats and Sweets food truck (along with yummy libations from
Short's of course). Your entry fee supports our Earth Day of Giving campaign.
Owls & Amphibians Dusk Walk
Thursday, April 21
7:30 pm - 9:00 pm
$10 per person, limited space, please pre-register

As part of our Earth Week Celebration, join us for a walk at dusk to
listen and look for signs of spring - like owls calling, frogs singing, or
salamanders migrating. Dusk is one of the best times to look for
wildlife at GRNA! Pre-registration required. Limited space. Please
register here.
The Big Nature Sit on Earth Day
Friday, April 22nd
6:00 am – 9:00 am
$10 per person, limited space, please pre-register
Join the GRNA staff as we head out before dawn and experience the
Earth waking up! We’ll meet in the main parking lot and hike out to
the Grass River dock. Each of us will find a space on the boardwalk to sit quietly & observe the
sights and sounds of nature coming to life. Bring a portable, quiet camp chair, a
flashlight/headlamp, binoculars (or borrow ours), quiet snacks, and warm clothes. The
registration fee of $10/person supports our Earth Day of Giving Campaign. Please register early
to ensure your seat. Photo is a 2021 Photo Contest entry by photographer Christopher Delange.
Please register here.
Nature Film Night
Saturday, April 23
7:00 pm - 9:00 pm
Grass River Center
Donations welcome
Come cap off EarthFest by enjoying just shy of a dozen short
films focused on the world of environmental conservation and outdoor recreation. From Norway
to Northern Michigan, these short films explore our relationship to the great outdoors and are in
turn heartwarming, funny, illuminating, and inspirational. Many of the films have been featured at
prestigious festivals like the Wild & Scenic Film Festival and the Fresh Coast Film Festival.
Popcorn will be provided. $5 suggested donation. Limited space; please pre-register by emailing
Emily at emily@grassriver.org. The photo is from the film, The Last Green Thread.

GRASS RIVER CENTER HOURS
Winter hours: 10:00 am - 4:00 pm, Saturdays and Sundays
7 day per week opening begins May 1

Grass River Natural Area is a nonprofit organization that has flourished for fifty-two years
because of the generous support of people who value our mission "to manage the Grass River
Natural Area, conserve and protect its watershed, and provide opportunities that increase
knowledge, appreciation, and community-wide stewardship of the natural environment".
If you believe in our mission and want to help us fulfill it for many years to come, please click on
the Donate button below. Your support is greatly appreciated.
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