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Plant Communities

Native Vegetation of Nebraska. J. E.
Weaver. University of Nebraska
Press, Lincoln, 1965. vi + 185 pp.
Illus. $4.75.

Thanks to our rapid increase in
population and the largely indiscrimi-
nate spread of urban, industrial, and
transport facilities, the time is not far
distant when land-use capabilities must
receive much more attention than they
have enjoyed. Natural, that is preset-
tlement, vegetation, integrating as it
did the manifold factors of environ-
ment, is unexcelled as a guide to po-
tential land use.

This slender volume presents the
varied pattern of “native” plant com-

munities in a great state that extends
eastward from the foothills of the
Rockies, across semiarid to subhumid
grasslands, and into the western mar-
gin of the deciduous forest region.
For 50 years J. E. Weaver and his
students in the Botany Department of
the University of Nebraska have in-
vestigated the increasingly rare rem-
nants of original vegetation, both
above and below the ground line.
They have also extended these studies
to cultivated crops and range land.

The -evident intent is to make more
widely available material that thas ap-
peared in numerous technical publica-
tions, particularly two books—North
American Prairie and Grasslands of
the Great Plains. To this end many
fine photographs, both of individual
plants and representative communities,
are included, as well as drawings taken
from the author’s distinguished studies
of root systems.

Another device is the exclusive use
of vernacular names for plant species.
This will present no difficulty to those
who have at hand the books just listed,
or to students of range management,
accustomed as they are to such terms
as “needle-and-thread grass,” “purple
three-awn,” and “muhly grass” (for
members of the genus Muhlenbergia).
In the absence of a glossary it may
trouble botanists from other regions,
while its utility in schools will rest
largely with the teacher.

The key illustration in the book is
based on Condra’s map of the topog-
raphy of Nebraska, showing a surpris-
ing number of regions and subregions
in a state that many think of as
monotonously uniform. Preceding this
map is one of mean annual rainfall,
ranging from 33 inches in the south-
east to 15 inches in the extreme west.
Evaporation is not shown, although
its inverse relation to rainfall is men-
tioned. ‘

If only the climatic gradient were
involved, the picture would be one of
a relatively simple movement from de-
ciduous forest in the east, through tall
grass prairie, a transition zone of
mixed mid and short grasses, to short
grass plains in the west. But relief,
exposure or slope aspects, and soil
conditions complicate the situation.
Tongues of deciduous forest run west-
ward along flood plains. Sandy soils,
unless disturbed, permit outliers of
more humid vegetation west of their
normal limits. The foothill elevations

. of the northwest encourage the growth

of Rocky Mountain conifers.
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In addition to lakes and swamps,
distinctions have been made between
lowland and upland communities and
transitions between. Nongrassy herbs
(forbs) such as legumes and com-
posites are important constituents, as
well as a source of great interest and
beauty in the mative grasslands. All
of this involves considerable detail in
the presentation.

I am reluctant to offer suggestions
in the face of this admirable -effort
to condense the studies of a lifetime.
There are, however, two sources of
economy in discussing complex and
extensive areas of vegetation. One is
the idea of succession to which Ne-
braskans have made a major contribu-
tion. The other is that of the con-
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tinuum, developed by Curtis in his
classical Wisconsin work. The impor-
tance of both of these theoretical con-
structs will be inferred by the profes-
sional reader. It would be interesting
to see whether they might not have
been of great help to the laity for
whom the book is intended.

For various reasons, many useful
books get lost in the shuffle. Raymond
J. Pool’s Marching With the Grasses
(University of Nebraska Press, 1948)
is perhaps not as well known as it
should be. In it readers will find much
of general interest regarding this in-
dispensable group of plants.

PauL B. SEARs
Yale University,
New Haven, Connecticut
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