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PRACTICE AND
PERSPECTIVE

An account of

two decades of
restoration work at
the western edge

of tallgrass country.

—

A Platte River

Country Restoration
Part I. Getting Started

by Bill Whitney

became interested in ecological resto-
ration in 1978 while co-directing, along
with my wife Jan, a prairie interpretation
project at the Stuhr Museum of the Prairie
Pioneer in Grand Island, Nebraska. The
purpose of the project was to integrate
ecological information about the Great
Plains into the museum’s theme, the Eu-
ropean settlement of the Plains, late in
the 1800s, and this naturally included an
account of the prairies, and even contact
with the notion of prairie restoration.
Soon after the museum’s creation in
the mid-1960s approximately half of its
78-ha (193-acre) property had been
seeded to a mixture of native warm-season
grasses (Andropogon gerardii, A. scoparius,
Sorghastrum nutans, Panicum virgatum, and
Bouteloua curtipendula), but the museum
made little use of this area before we be-
gan our project. | he grass areas had litrle
species diversity, They were mowed an-
nually for hay, thus eliminating the lare-
season splendor of the tall grasses and en-
couraging invasion by smooth brome
( Bromus inermis), and we found them
bland and uninteresting. Fire was an un-
mentionable word! Somewhat disap-
pointed that the museum made little in-
terpretive connection between the history
of European settlement and the narural
history and ecology of the Plains, we set
out to change the way the prairie was used
in the museum’s interpretive program. Af-
ter surveying the existing museum land-
scape we decided to set aside a few hec-
tares of the planted rallgrass area that
would not be mowed—and might be
burned—and to create a native-plant gar-
den. We also set out to develop a com-
prehensive management plan for the grass
plantings as well as an interpretive plan

the museum could carry out when our
project ended after the summer of 1979,

As the ecological field specialist for
the project (for this project Jan mainly did
writing, exhibit planning, literature re-
search and correspondence), 1 had to in-
crease my own knowledge of prairie flora,
fauna, management and restoration. [t
soon became clear that the best way to do
this was to tap a growing network of peo-
ple pursuing similar aims in the region and
to visit some of the sites described in the
various magazine articles on prairie that
were coming out around that time. These
included most notably the planted prairies
at the Morton Arboretum in Lisle, [lli-
nois, and at the University of Wisconsin
Arborerum in Madison. Late that summer
[ traveled eastward to visit these institu-
tions and was greeted at each by unbeliev-
able assemblages of prairie plants. 1 had
never seen prairies like these. They were
a revelation to me—and in addition | was
intrigued by the stories and individuals be-
hind them.

| can remember as a youngster trying
to imagine what my county (our home is
in Aurora, in Hamilton County in east-
central Nebraska) looked like when it was
prairie. | could not imagine well, because
key elements were missing in my prairie
education. Apart from areas that were
grazed or harvested for hay, there were few
prairies to look at, and there were few peo-
ple who knew enough natural history to
show me whar to look for and to tell me
what things were. Perhaps more impor-
tantly, while growing up I was not in-
formed by the culture ar large thar the
Plains region was unique and beautiful in
its own right. Many of us in the central
Plains states inherit an inferiority com-
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