Prairie Flowering
“I learned a prairie secret: take the numbing distance in small doses and gorge on the little details
that beckon. Like its moisture, the prairie doesn’t give up anything easily, unless it’s horizon and sky.
Search out its variation, its colors, its subtleties.” --William Least Heat-Moon, PrairyErth, 1991
In March, as spring sunshine warms the prairie sod,
a pageantry of prairie blossoms begins. From the first
blooms of Prairie Violets to the last bold blossoms
of Plains Sunflowers, a riotous palette of color washes the prairie, lingering into November. More than
650 wildflower species inhabit the tallgrass prairie,
well adapted to survive periodic fires, grazing, intense
heat, drought, and persistent winds.
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Land managers in the Flint Hills region mimic the
natural wildfires of the tallgrass prairie by lighting
controlled burns in springtime. These fires burn away
accumulated dead grasses and stimulate new plant
growth. As always, balance is essential—too much
fire can be as damaging to the prairie ecosystem as
too little. Historic records suggest that natural fires
burned every two to seven years on the tallgrass prairie, and research shows that this frequency produces
the best variety and abundance of plant growth.
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Fruits of the Land
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Take the Flint Hills
Scenic Byway between
Council Grove and
Cassoway to excellent
flower viewing sites.
Check the blossoms
at the Schrumph Hill
Overlook and the Tallgrass Prairie National
Preserve. You’ll also see
plenty of prairie blossoms at Maxwell Wildlife Refuge (Canton).

With proper knowledge, one can keep a well-stocked larder
of prairie-gathered foods. Wild onion, wild strawberry, wild
plum, sunflower, prairie turnip, Jerusalem artichokes, pear
cactus fruit, currants, and sumac are just a few of the wild
fruits of this varied ecosystem. Plains Indians used more
than 200 native plants for medicinal purposes. Though
much of this old wisdom has been lost, the healing powers
of prairie plants, like Purple Coneflower, are renowned.
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