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Autumn

ON THE PRAIRIE

Grasses of Nebraska

“I took a long walk north of the town, out into the pastures where the land was so rough that it had never
been ploughed up, and the long red grass of early times still grew shaggy over the draws and hillocks.
Out there I felt at home again.”
-Willa Cather My Antonia
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I

tumn florets seems to me to resemble a golden-tasseled
wand. Indiangrass and big bluestem can grow to six or
more feet high in good years, and even to eight feet or
more in very moist years.
Little bluestem is Nebraska’s “shaggy” prairie grass
of which Willa Cather wrote lovingly in My Antonia:
“I can remember exactly how the country looked to
me as I walked beside my grandmother along the faint
wagon-tracks on that early September morning. Perhaps the glide of long railway travel was still with me,
for more than anything else I felt motion in the landscape; in the fresh, easy-blowing morning wind, and
in the earth itself, as if the shaggy grass were a sort
of loose hide, and underneath it herds of wild buffalo
were galloping, galloping . . .”
Little blue’s English name refers to a bluish cast on the
lower leaves and stem nodes. However, by midsummer

HAVE COME TO LOVE THE COLOR and majestic stature of big bluestem. I delight in letting
my open fingers run through the grass as I walk
through head-high stands in autumn, until my shirt
is tinted and spattered golden yellow by its pollen. If
there was a king of American grasses big bluestem must
surely be it.
Big bluestem is a warm-season grass, doing most of
its growth during the hot summer months, and finally
bursting into blossom in September. By October it is beginning to shed its seed crop. Its generic Latin name, Andropogon, translates as “man’s beard,” a fine description
of its flowering head.
If big bluestem is the king of prairie grasses, Indiangrass, a companion tallgrass species, would be an appropriate queen. The bronzy fall color of Indiangrass is even
more beautiful than big bluestem. Its bushy head of au19
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much of the entire visible plant is starting to turn a rich
reddish tint. By fall one can easily recognize little bluestem by its bunch-like shaggy shape and its wonderful
overall coppery red color, almost matching the colors of
an autumnal prairie sunset.
Like big bluestem, it is a warm-season species, growing
the most in the summer months and sending out graceful feathery flowering stalks in early fall. Its abundant
seeds are soon dropped, but the upright stems and leaves
persist over the winter. In good years little bluestem may
produce 200 or more pounds of seeds per acre, providing important fall and winter food for small mammals
and native birds.
Little bluestem is easily the most important plant of
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Nebraska’s mixed-grass prairie. It not only vies with big
bluestem for dominance in the eastern tallgrass prairie,
but also penetrates the entire Sandhills region.
Buffalo grass was the food for immense herds of bison that once migrated through Nebraska each spring
and fall. Buffalo grass is the classic short grass of western and northwestern Nebraska. It forms a mat-like turf
at the ground, beginning its growth in late spring and
continuing throughout the summer. To a greater degree
than any of the other short grasses, it tolerates repeated
grazing and is tough enough to withstand a variety of
soil and climatic conditions.
Buffalo grass is unusual in that the sexes are on separate plants. Unlike the other prairie grasses, its seeds are
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Tallgrass species big bluestem and Indiangrass frame the horizon with flowering goldenrod at Spring Creek Prairie
Audubon Center near Denton.

enclosed in a hard bur. Without treatment, such as chilling, soaking or passing through the digestive tract of an
herbivore, few of these seeds will germinate. This trait
may have helped buffalo grass spread with the migrating bison from its geographic origins in Mexico north
throughout western North America.
Although buffalo grass now occurs only in western
Nebraska under natural conditions, it probably extended
farther east during the drought years of the 1930s. Some
cultivated varieties can grow well as far east as Lincoln,
at least during drier summers.
At the center of Nebraska is the vast Sandhills region,
where moist meadows and marshlands fed by water from
the Oglala Aquifer bring this region’s plant diversity to
more than 400 species, but the most important upland

Sandhills plants are perennial bunchgrasses. These include little bluestem, hairy grama and Junegrass, which
all grow to heights of 2-3 feet. The region also hosts tall
grasses, such as sand dropseed, sandreed and sand bluestem, which is a sand-adapted relative of big bluestem,
our king of prairie grasses.
To visit any prairie in Nebraska is in a sense a visit
with our very distant relatives, each of which has its own
story to tell, if we will only try to understand. Although
each season is different, autumn in a Nebraska prairie is
a very special time to visit. Life has by then come full circle, and it is a perfect time to sit or lie down in the grass,
to enjoy the sights, sounds and smells of nature close at
hand and to at least briefly merge one’s soul with our natural world. c

