The Prairie


A prairie is a flat or rolling region where grass stretches as far as the eye can see.  In the United States, prairie grasslands once covered the central part of our country from the Appalachian Mountains in the east to the Rocky Mountains in the west. There are still some natural prairie lands located in protected areas.


Weather on the prairie is extreme. There is almost always wind.  In the summer, the plains can bake at temperatures of 100 degrees.  Drought, a long period without rain, often occurs.  In the winter, blizzards bring snow, gusty winds, and temperatures that drop below zero.


Many different species of grass grow in a prairie ecosystem.  In some places the grass grows six feet high-as tall as many adults!  When western settlers saw the wind blowing through these vast grasslands, they were reminded of the ocean and called the prairie a “sea of grass.”  Today, native grasses have been replaced with crops of wheat and corn that grow well in the rich soil.


Scattered among the grasses are wildflowers such as prairie sunflowers, Indian paintbrushes, and milkweed.  Prairie roses and other shrubs grow along creeks and wetlands with willows and cottonwood trees.


The fertile soil of the grasslands is held in place by root systems of the plants that grow in it.  When these plants die, they decay.  This adds organic matter and nutrients that plants need to the soil.  The roots of prairie plants are incredible! In one yard of soil, there can be more than twenty miles of roots.


Many different animals live in the prairie.  Some of these animals eat plants; others eat meat; and some eat both plants and meat.  For example, insects, birds, mice, prairie dogs, and jackrabbits eat leaves roots, and seeds.  Large grazing animal-pronghorn, antelope, elk, and buffalo-are plant eaters too.  Foxes, coyotes, and skunks eat both plants and meat.  Wolves, burrowing owls, badgers, and several varieties of hawks eat only meat.  Animals that eat only meat are called carnivores.


Prairie animals have survived living in the open grasslands in many ways.  Prairie dogs and badgers have underground burrows for protection.  Birds are camouflaged with protective coloring and can fly.  Antelope run fast and use speed for protection. The buffalo (when they were numerous) protected themselves from wolves by herding together.


At one time, the American Bison (buffalo) lived on the prairie in enormous herds.  It is estimated that there were more than 50,000,000 of them.


Sometimes it took days for one herd to pass through an area.  The plains Indians depended on bison for food and shelter.  As more people moved into the West, these bison began to disappear.  “Buffalo hunters” slaughtered them and left them to rot n the plains.  By the late 1800s, bison were nearly extinct.  Fortunately, special refuges were created to protect the bison, and we can enjoy them today in their natural habitat.


You can see buffalo in protected areas in several of the western states in the U.S.  There is a large buffalo range in northwestern Montana.  Each year there is a buffalo round up, during which rangers and local cowboys check the herds.  Because the number has increased, each year some are sold to control the number of buffalo in the herd.


In protected refuges and national parks are patches of native prairie.  Here the grasslands have been saved from becoming farmlands or building sites for towns and cities.  Conservation groups are trying to by more land that is still natural prairie.  Theses special areas allow the soil, plants, and animals of the prairie ecosystem to continue to be a part of the American landscape.  Find out more about ways to save native prairies by writing to:

Tall Grass Prairie Preserve

The Nature Conservancy

1815 North Lynn Street

Arlington, VA 22209

