The Tallgrass Prairie


As Lewis and Clark made their way up the Missouri river in 1804, they came upon an unexpected discovery.  In the Northeast corner of Kansas they took a left turn up a smaller, yet mighty river later to be named the Kaw.  What they did not anticipate was the end of the deciduous forest and the beginning of the tallgrass prairie.  


They had never seen or heard of a prairie like this before.  The grasses in the fall of the year were sometimes head-high to a person.  Not only were the prairie plants strange, but the wildlife as well.  Prairie animals like bison and prairie dogs were first encountered on their brief stint up the Kaw River.  To the explorers, it was almost like entering a new world.  


Today, less than 5 % of the original tallgrass prairie remains unbroken and in good condition.  It is considered by many to be the most endangered ecosystem in North America.  Most of the remaining acres of tallgrass prairie are in the Flint Hills of Kansas and Oklahoma, simply because the ground was too rocky and the soil to shallow to be useful for crop production.  To the east of Fort Riley, most of the remaining tallgrass prairie is found in small hay meadows.  States like Missouri have only a few fragments of tallgrass prairie remaining.  


Fort Riley is located on the northern edge of the Flints Hills.  You can see the characteristic rolling hills on the southern and eastern parts of the installation.  The western part of Fort Riley begins the subtle transition to the Smoky Hills region of Kansas.   Across the installation, a host of indigenous wildlife such as greater prairie chicken, Henslow’s sparrow and elk can be found on Fort Riley, even as they are increasingly rare or absent elsewhere.  Lesser known species like prairie mole crickets and the regal fritillary butterfly are also present on Fort Riley, which are indicative of the quality of habitat found on the installation.


Although this area receives enough rainfall to produce an abundance of trees, the occasional wildfire kept the forested areas confined to narrow belts along major streams.  There was nothing to stop the fires except for the large rivers and rainfall.  Today, landowners mimic the natural fires by setting prescribed burns in the spring of the year.  These fires are critical to keeping the prairies in good condition.  


Many factors have shaped the landscape of the Flint Hills from drought, flood, fire, extreme heat and cold.  The many plants and wildlife that inhabit the tallgrass prairie have adapted to life out here on the plains.  We see influence from the deserts of the southwest, the deciduous forest to the east and prairie to the north.  In essence, it is where east meets west and north meets south.  Therein lies the subtle beauty of the Flint Hills of Kansas. 

