
Sun, Wind, Fire, and Rain

Flint Hills Burning

Land of Extremes
In eastern Kansas, temperatures can range from -40oF to 

121oF. Strong, drying winds scour the Flint Hills, scattering 

plant seeds and sculpting the land on which they grow. Sun 

shines, on average, 225 days of the year, a boon for tourists, 

but a challenge for animals needing to stay hydrated. When 

thunderstorms do arrive, they may bring baseball-sized hail-

stones. Rainfall amounts fluctuate widely from year to year. 
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Lightning slashes the night sky and touches earth. 

Grasses flare, burn quickly and subside in ash as 

wind pushes a bright ribbon of fire across the open 

grasslands. So it has been for thousands of years, 

a periodic process that sustains and renews the 

tallgrass prairie ecosystem. Fire burns off woody 

plants and encourages vigorous new growth of 

grasses and wildflowers, a boon to prairie wildlife 

and to livestock. 

Plains Indians mimicked this natural process, 

setting fires that burned small expanses of prairie 

grasses, luring bison and elk to graze. Land managers 

today continue the practice of periodic burning, 

improving habitat for wildlife and livestock alike.

To survive and thrive in this varied environment, 

most of the prairie’s living plant material is under-

ground—in places stretching 10-15 feet deep—

protected from drying, grazing, trampling, fire, 

and frost.

“Kansas brags on its thunder and lightning, and the boast is well founded.”
--Horace Greeley, An Overland Journey, 1859
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See for Yourself
Watch prairie fires in 

action at the Annual 

Prairie Fire Festival 

(Cottonwood Falls), 

held in early April. At 

both the Konza Prairie 

(Manhattan) and the 

Tallgrass Prairie 

National Preserve 

(Strong City), land 

managers burn the 

prairie regularly. 


