November 2025 Plant of the Month

Spartina patens (Aiton) Muhl., Saltmarsh Cordgrass, Salt Hay

(Photos: Tuckerton Saltmarsh, Hog Island from drone, & Briton and Brown illustration-USDA)

The November Plant of the Month is a native perennial grass that occupies our coastal marshes,
Spartina patens. This species is an wetland species with natural habitat at the upper limits of the
high tide. Hough (1983) cites its distribution within the coastal counties with saline marshes:
Middlesex, Monmouth, Ocean, Burlington, Atlantic, Cape May and Cumberland. Spartina
patens has records for other counties where it has been found on sandy road edges where it is
assumed habitat has been provided by winter road salt and its affect on roadside flora. Spartina
patensis not tolerant of frequent persistent inundation, and occupies the high marsh where high
tides are infrequent. On our marshes the Plant of the Month is associated with saltmarsh
spikegrass (Distichilis spicata), and black rush (Juncus gerardii).

New Jersey is home to 5 taxon within the genus (S. patens, alterniflora, cynosuroides, pectinata,
X caespitosa). Spartina patens hybridizes with Spartina pectinata, the freshwater cordgrass to
create x Spartina caespitosa, an infrequent member of New Jersey's flora. All 5 of these species
can be seen in one location under the right conditions: Clarks Landing, Egg Harbor City, Atlantic
County.

Moerman (1998) does not cites a specific Native Americans use, yet it was likely used similar to
other grasses such as for basketry, matting, and forage. Modern uses of "salt hay" included row
covers for old time strawberry agriculture, covering fresh concrete in winter, and as coffin



mattress stuffing. Each of this modern uses have been replaced with other technigues leaving the
harvesting of this once valuable marsh grass to the dust bins of history.

Salt hay is visible on most salt marshes near the high tide limits, where it is often associated with
other saline marsh species. It can be seen throughout the year.
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