Mesic Prairie (Global Rank G1G2; State Rank S1)
Overview: Distribution, Abundance,
Environmental Setting, Ecological Processes

Mesic Prairie was historically the most abundant of the tallgrass prairie communities in southern Wisconsin, where it
was estimated to have covered approximately 840,000 acres
(Curtis 1959, Finley 1976). Sites supporting Mesic Prairie
featured nutrient-rich loamy soils, level to gently rolling
topography, adequate moisture, and good drainage. Frequent
wildfire was the primary disturbance factor responsible for
maintaining Mesic Prairie, though periodic drought and at
times grazing by wild ungulates were sometimes important
factors. The most extensive tallgrass prairies occurred in
areas lacking natural firebreaks, where there were few lakes,
streams, or wetlands to obstruct fires ignited by lightning
strikes or native Americans. Major landforms supporting
extensive areas of Mesic Prairie included well-drained ground
moraine and silt-capped ridgetops in the Driftless Area.
Today Mesic Prairie is one of the rarest native grassland
communities in Wisconsin and across continental North
America. The few remnants are small, isolated, often weedy,
and tend to occur in narrow strips along roads, railroad
tracks, or in utility corridors and are highly vulnerable to
further degradation and decline. A few stands are known
from cemeteries established in the late 19th or early 20th
centuries. The landscape mosaic within which tallgrass prairie remnants are embedded today is typically composed of
intensively cropped agricultural lands, some of which are
rapidly urbanizing. This is especially acute in southeastern
and west central Wisconsin.

Community Description: Composition and
Structure

The dominant plants are grasses and a diverse and showy
assemblage of forbs. Important tall grasses, which grew to
heights of 2–3 meters or more, were big blue-stem (Andropogon gerardii), yellow Indian grass (Sorghastrum nutans),
needle grass (Stipa spartea), and switch grass (Panicum virgatum). Shorter grasses, such as prairie dropseed (Sporobolus
heterolepis), little blue-stem (Schizachyrium scoparium),
and several of the panic grasses (e.g., Leiberg’s panic grass,
Dichanthelium leibergii) are often present and may be common in some stands. The diverse forb layer is vibrant as it
typically includes good representation from groups such as
the asters, goldenrods, sunflowers, blazing stars, and legumes.
Representative forbs of Mesic Prairie include compass-plant
(Silphium laciniatum), prairie rosinweed (S. integrifolium),
rough blazing-star (Liatris aspera), thick-spike blazing-star
(L. pycnostachya), heath aster (Symphyotrichum ericoides),
smooth aster (S. laeve), stiff sunflower (Helianthus pauciflorus), showy tick-trefoil (Desmodium canadense), Illinois ticktrefoil (D. illinoense), purple prairie-clover (Dalea purpurea),
rattlesnake-master (Eryngium yuccifolium), flowering spurge
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Locations of Mesic Prairie in Wisconsin. The deeper hues shading the
ecological landscape polygons indicate geographic areas of greatest
abundance. An absence of color indicates that the community has
not (yet) been documented in that ecological landscape. The dots
indicate locations where a significant occurrence of this community
is present, has been documented, and the data incorporated into the
Natural Heritage Inventory database.

(Euphorbia corollata), prairie thistle (Cirsium discolor), northern bedstraw (Galium boreale), wild bergamot (Monarda fistulosa), yellow coneflower (Ratibida pinnata), heart-leaved
golden alexanders (Zizia aptera), common spiderwort (Tradescantia ohioensis), and violet wood-sorrel (Oxalis violacea).
Cover values for woody plants would have been low under
the disturbance regime of frequent fire that typically maintained the community but increased rapidly as fire suppression policies were implemented across southern Wisconsin
by Euro-American immigrants. Shrubs associated with Mesic
Prairie included New Jersey tea (Ceanothus americanus), prairie willow (Salix humilis), lead-plant (Amorpha canescens),
American hazelnut (Corylus americana), and Carolina rose
(Rosa carolina). Stands from which fire had been excluded for
long periods were quickly overrun by shrubs and sapling trees.
Problematic plant species for land managers trying to maintain or restore Mesic Prairie are some of the native sumacs
such as smooth sumac (Rhus glabra) or staghorn sumac (R.
typhina) and dogwoods like gray dogwood (Cornus racemosa
and red osier dogwood (C. stolonifera) and nonnative highly
invasive shrubs such as the Eurasian buckthorns such as common buckthorn (Rhamnus cathartica) and glossy buckthorn

(R. frangula), honeysuckles (especially Tartarian (Lonicera
tatarica), Asian fly (L. morrowii), and hybrid Bell’s (Lonicera
x bella) honeysuckle), and multiflora rose (Rosa multiflora).
Some rare plants associated with mesic prairie are pale
green orchid (Platanthera flava), the U.S. Threatened and
Wisconsin Endangered prairie white-fringed orchid (P. leucophaea), Wisconsin Endangered wild hyacinth (Camassia
scilloides), Wisconsin Threatened pale purple coneflower
(Echinacea pallida), American feverfew (Parthenium integrifolium), prairie-turnip (Pediomelum esculentum), and hairy
fimbristylis (Fimbristylis puberula). Mead’s milkweed (Asclepias meadii) formerly grew in the mesic prairies of southwestern Wisconsin but is now considered extirpated as a wild
plant in Wisconsin.
Remnants that have retained high cover values for native
grasses and forbs continue to provide habitat for many prairie
insects (Panzer et al. 1995) dependent on native prairie vegetation, but some of the vertebrates, especially those that are
somewhat area-dependent such as the Great Prairie-Chicken
(Tympanuchus cupido), Northern Harrier (Circus cyaneus),
Short-eared Owl (Asio flammeus), and American badger
(Taxidea taxus) are present and persist only if the surrounding area offers extensive areas of open grassland, including
core areas that are not cultivated annually. Other noteworthy animals associated with Mesic Prairie are Franklin’s
ground squirrel (Spermophilus franklinii), Henslow’s Sparrow
(Ammodramus henslowii), Bobolink (Dolichonyx oryzivorus),
and Dickcissel (Spiza americana). Rare invertebrates inhabiting mesic prairies include the regal fritillary (Speyeria idalia),
liatris borer moth (Papaipema beeriana), silphium borer (P.
silphii), phlox moth (Schinia indiana), and red-tailed prairie
leafhopper (Aflexia rubranura).

Good examples of mesic prairie vegetation are now virtually nonexistent. Rich silt loam soils and level topography led to the almost
total destruction of the deep-soil, tallgrass prairies and their conversion to crop land. Extant remnants are all small, isolated, and vulnerable to disturbance and degradation by further species loss, the
spread of invasive plants, herbicide drift, and neglect. Ipswich Prairie occupies an abandoned railroad right-of-way in the cornscape
that now covers much of Grant and Lafayette counties. Southwest
Savanna Ecological Landscape. Photo by Eric Epstein, Wisconsin DNR.

Conservation and Management Considerations

The attributes of high soil fertility, gentle topography, the absence
of trees, John Deere’s invention of the first commercially successful steel moldboard plow in 1837, and a large influx of EuroAmerican settlers (many of them farmers) led to the rapid
loss of virtually all of our mesic prairies in less than half a
century. Once an implement capable of breaking and turning
over the tough prairie sod was available, outright destruction
was the overriding factor in the precipitous decline of North
America’s tallgrass prairies. Because of favorable growing
conditions and high productivity for crops, the mesic prairies
were among the first of our natural communities to disappear. Today, no more than a few hundredths of one percent
of this community’s former acreage in Wisconsin persists, a
situation which is unfortunately paralleled throughout the
continental range of these native grasslands.
Because so many of the persisting remnants are small,
isolated, and bordered by intensively cultivated agricultural
lands, developed residential areas, roads, or railroad tracks,
they are exceptionally vulnerable to damage from herbicide
spray, salt residue, nutrient-enriched runoff, and infestations
of invasive plants. Where rights-of-way are managed with

Only small fragments of mesic tallgrass prairie persist today. Most
of them are in transportation rights-of-way where they are highly
vulnerable to inadvertent damage or outright destruction. Hammond Cemetery Prairie, St. Croix County, Western Prairie Ecological
Landscape. Photo by Eric Epstein, Wisconsin DNR.

herbicides or road-grading equipment, the remnants are
quickly degraded, and the diversity within them is quickly
lost. Grazing, mowing, fire suppression, and tree planting are
also disturbances that pose serious threats to mesic prairies.
Grazed stands eventually become dominated by nonnative
cool season grasses, including smooth brome (Bromus inermis), Kentucky bluegrass (Poa pratensis), Canada bluegrass (P.
compressa), timothy (Phleum pratense), orchard grass (Dactylis glomerata), and reed canary grass (Phalaris arundinacea).
Long term, the best conservation opportunities occur
where small remnants can be embedded within extensive

areas of open vegetation composed of other prairie types,
sedge meadows, and “surrogate” grasslands. This may be
especially effective where “prairie pastures” (lands that
have a history of livestock grazing but that have never been
plowed) are relatively abundant, though these are most often
found in areas of steep topography or where bedrock is close
to the surface. Occasionally a (narrow) zone of mesic prairie occurs at or near the base of a slope, on the margins of
a wetland, or on a narrow ridgetop with a deep loess cap.
Meanwhile, it is imperative that the prairie biota, especially
plants and invertebrates, are thoroughly surveyed and that
the data are analyzed and applied to restoration efforts wherever viable grassland management opportunities at large
scales occur.
Sites where it may be feasible to consider the restoration
and maintenance of Mesic Prairies at larger scales include
Military Ridge and some of the historic prairie areas just
to the south, mostly in southwestern Wisconsin’s Driftless
Area, the Scuppernong Basin in the Southern Kettle Moraine
Region in the southeastern part of the state, the Western Prairie Habitat Restoration Area near the Minnesota border in
Pierce and St. Croix counties, and, straddling the Wisconsin-

Illinois border along Lake Michigan, the Chiwaukee PrairieIllinois Beach State Park complex.
We also encourage state and local governments, other
institutions engaged in land management and protection,
NGOs, and private individuals to take on the task of preserving and properly managing as many of the small remnants
scattered across southern Wisconsin as is possible.

Additional Information

For additional information on somewhat similar natural
communities, see the descriptions for Dry-mesic Prairie,
Wet-mesic Prairie, Wet Prairie, Calcareous Fen, Southern
Sedge Meadow, and Oak Opening. In the U.S. National Vegetation Classification, the community corresponding most
closely to Mesic Prairie is CEGL002203 Big Bluestem – Yellow Indiangrass – (Prairie Dropseed) – Blazingstar Species
– Gray-head Prairie Coneflower Herbaceous Vegetation
(Faber-Langendoen 2001).
Also see:
Henderson and Krause (1995)
Sample and Mossman (1997)

FROM: Epstein, E.E. Natural communities, aquatic features, and selected habitats of Wisconsin. Chapter 7 in The ecological landscapes of Wisconsin: An assessment of ecological resources and a guide to planning sustainable management. Wisconsin Department
of Natural Resources, PUB-SS-1131H 2017, Madison.
For a list of terms used, please visit the Glossary.
For a reference list, please see the Literature Cited.

