
INTRODUCTION 

Botanical keys have long been used for identifying and check

ing plant specimens. They are valuable aids to the botanist, the 

agricultural officer and the farmer. Vegetative keys are of particular 

importance since they enable plants to be identified during the greater 

part of their life. In the West Indies this vegetative recognition of 

grasses is becoming more important as there is a growing appreciation 

of the value of grazed pastures. Trinidad in particular is rapidly de

veloping its pastoral resources but there is no key to the grasses of 

the island. 

The orthodox diccttomous keys which have been developed for 

other areas and other groups of plants are effective but they are labor

ious to use and much time is lost tracking down and comparing the minute 

differences in plant structure. In this paper a clip-card system has 

been adopted in an attempt to obtain the same revolutionary advantages 

which this system has had in statistics, accounting and other fields. 

Many of these advantages have been achieved though the key is not claimed 

to be infallible and could be further improved. It may, however, be used 

with reasonable certainty provided the method of coding is understood and 

that specimens examined are average examples of the species. 

When work was commenced on this project it was hoped that 

accurate ink drawings from fresh specimens, in flower, could be produced 

for most grass species occurring in Trinidad. These would be supple

mented by botanical descriptions of their vegetative characters and all 

the relevant data coded and clipped on individual cards for each grass. 

Hitchcock (6) lists no less than 180 species of grass known to occur in 

Trinidad, besides the numerous introductions which have been made in the 

search for better grasses. With the limited time available this large 

number had to be narrowed down by some arbitrary criteria. It was decided 

to exclude most hygrophelous and shade loving species together with those 

species occurring only very rarely. The tediousness of the drawings and 



the difficulty of obtaining fresh specimens in flower further limited 

the work but by examining specimens in the herbarium and studying 

descriptions by other workers, the more important grasses have been 

covered. It is hoped that in future years cards for all the grasses 

of Trinidad can be clipped and more drawings and descriptions added, 

thus completing this work. 


