
NREM 358 Forest Herbaceous Layer: Ecology and Identification 
 
Week 3 –Cyperaceae, Geraniacaea, Rubiaceae, Urticaceae 
 
 
Family Cyperaceae – monocots with highly reduced and inconspicuous flowers; 
stems triangular and solid; leaves alternate and 3-ranked ; fruit an achene 
surrounded by a papery sac (perigyna). 
 
Triangular stem  3-ranked leaves   Perigyna and achene 
 

 
 
Carex blanda (woodland sedge) – short plant, variable height, 10-50 cm tall; leaves 
wide, up to 15 mm, with thin white sheaths at base; perigynia yellow-green to whitish 
with a spongy base; blooms April-May. Woods. 
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2. Carex jamesii (James’ sedge) – very short plant, 5-20 cm; leaves dark green 2-3 
mm wide, perigynia also dark green solitary, round with a long beak; blooms April-May. 
Rich woods and floodplain forests. 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 



 
3. Carex pensylvanica (oak sedge, pensylvania sedge) – short plant, usually less 
than 20 cm tall, leaves very narrow with leaf sheaths reddish at base; male flowers 
(noticeable by yellow stamens in early spring) on spike above female flowers; perigynia 
rusty brown; blooms in April, earlier than any sedge. Open woods. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



4. Carex rosea (stellate sedge) – leaves up to 50 cm but usually shorter, very narrow 
but with a white sheath at base; perigynia form a star shaped inflorescence; blooms 
May-June. Mesic to dry open woodlands. 

 
 

 
 



5. Carex sprengelii (long-beaked sedge; Sprengel’s sedge) – Leaves up to 80 cm, 
narrow, perigynia straw colored with a long beak on a drooping I inflorescence. Open 
woods. 
 
 

 
 
 
  



 
Geraniaceae (geranium family) – Five-part flowers; fruit a schizocarp elastically 
dehiscing into 1-seeded segments from a persistent central column. 
 
6. Geranium maculatum (wild geranium) – stem up to 0.5 meter tall; stem with one 
pair of leaves with 5 deep lobes, basal leaves similar;  inflorescence with several showy 
rose-purple flowers; fruit as above. A spring ephemeral that blooms in April-May. 
Woods. 
 

 
 
 

 

Dehisced Geranium fruit  



 
 
Rubiaceae (coffee family) – leaves opposite to appearing whorled (some leaves are 
technically leaf-like stipules); for our species fruit is a schizocarp splitting into two 
segments. 
 
7. Galium aparine (cleavers) – stem trailing and climbing over other plants, often 
forming dense tangles; leaves long and narrow in whorls of 6, sometimes up to 8, 
bristly; inflorescences of 3-6 small white flowers; blooms in May-June. Found in a wide 
variety of habitats – woods, thickets and disturbed areas. 
 

 
 

 
 
 



8. Galium triflorum (sweet-scented bedstraw) – stem trailing or climbing; leaves in 
whorls of 4-6, much larger and wider than G. aparine; inflorescences in axils with 
several flowers; flowers greenish-white; blooms May-June. Moist woods. 
 

 
  



 
Uricaceae (nettle family) – Plants producing clear or milky sap, mineralized 
hairs, often stinging, leaves often opposite simple, flowers reduced and 
inconspicuous. 
 
9. Urtica dioica (stinging nettle) – stem up to 2 meters tall, colonial from 
rhizomes; leaves opposite and toothed; plant beset with stinging hairs; 
inflorescence of reduced flowers from the leaf axils; blooms June-Sept. 
Bottomlands and moist woods. 

 
 

 
 



 
10. Laportia canadensis (wood nettle) – also beset by stinging hairs, but plants 
shorter, with alternate, wider leaves than above. Inflorescence similar; blooms 
June-Sept. Bottomlands and moist woods. 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 


