Grosses of Cape York - Kimba Plateau

Mnesithea formosa ) de Koning & Sosef
Silkytop; (Knee-sith-e-a; form-o0-sa)

This grass is an erect or trailing annual up to 60 cm
high; the leaves are narrow, to 4 mm wide and
arranged along the flowering stem or culm (Fig. 1). The
basic flowering units or spikelets are arranged in a
spike like flowering head up to 8 cm long and up to 3
mm diameter (Fig. 2). The spike has a jointed or
segmented cylindrical appearance, with 6 to 12
segments stacked end to end, and with spikelets
arranged in pairs along each segment (Fig. 3a & b). At
maturity the segments separate at the joints. Each
segment consists of a thick well developed internode
or stem segment which carries two spikelets, a fertile
spikelet and a sterile spikelet. The fertile spikelet is
plump but obscure as it is neatly embedded into the
thick internode and often covered with long silky hairs.
The sterile spikelet is more obvious and attached at the
abscission or detachment point at the tip of each
segment. It consists of two papery structures, usually
contoured to hug the next segment up. Often both the
base and tip of each of the spike segments have long
silky hairs which are appressed (held flat against the
stem) when immature but spread out at maturity.

Fig. 1. Herbarium sheet of Mnesithea formosa specimen.
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> BOTANICAL DESCRIPTION

An annual grass up to 60 cm high. (Fig. 1 & 4). The
leaves are cauline (arising along the stem of the plant),
with leaf blades from 1-12 cm long and 1-4 mm wide.
The inflorescence or flowering branch is a solid,
cylindrical, jointed raceme or spike to 8 cm long and is
fragile at the nodes, the segment or internodes 2-2.5
mm long. Spikes are solitary and terminate the culm.
The spikelets are paired in each segment of the spike,
each pair consisting of one fertile stalkless spikelet
and one sterile stalked spikelet (Fig. 3b), the stalk is
indistinguishable in this instance as it is considered to
be fused with the internode. The sessile spikelets are
fertile and consist of a hairy lower glume and two
florets (a modified grass flower), the lower floret is
barren and the upper floret is fertile.

Fig. 3a. Image of a section of inflorescence of Mnesithea formosa showing visible
parts of paired spikelets from the same segment. PHOTO: R J Cumming
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Fig. 2. Image of inflorescences of Mnesithea formosa. PHOTO: RICumming Fig. 3b. Close up of the infloresence of a pressed specimen ‘ \
of Mnesithea formosa showing sterile and fertile spikelets
from the same segment.
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Fig. 4. Mnesithea formosa in situ with silky white tops visible.
PHOTO: R J Cumming

> DIAGNOSTIC FEATURES

Mnesithea formosa is quite distinct and is unlikely to be
confused with other grass species when flowering. The
segments of the spike give the flowering head an
almost striped appearance (Fig. 2). Small annual
grasses which may be superficially confused with
Mnesithea  formosa belong to the genera
Thaumastochloa and Schizachyrium. Thaumastochloa
lack the silky hairs of Mnesithea formosa while
Schizachyrium spp. have conspicuous awns. For more
information see factsheets on these genera also
available in this series.

> NATURAL VALUES

This species is common throughout northern Australia
and provides seed for seed eating fauna including the
Golden Shouldered Parrot (Crowley et al 2004).

> HABITAT

This species is very wide spread in the groundlayer of
savanna woodlands of northern Australia and Cape
York Peninsula (Fig. 5.), although never in any great
abundance.

> LAND MANAGEMENT NOTES

This grass is palatable to grazing stock but is low in
bulk. Lazarides (2002).
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Fig. 5. Map of CYP bioregion showing actual herbarium collections (from BRI and
CNS) (solid circle) and site records (open circle) of Mnesithea formosa. The green
shading indicates areas where this species might also be found, based on similarity
of habitat to locations where the species has been recorded. (Mapping supplied by
P. Bannink, DES). Data attribution: Environment and Science, Queensland
Government, Biodiversity status of pre-clearing and 2015 remnant regional
ecosystems series - version 10.0 licensed under Creative Commons Attribution.
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