
Bracken Grassland (Global Rank GU; State Rank S2) 
Overview: Distribution, Abundance,  
Environmental Setting, Ecological Processes
Bracken Grassland occurs as openings on nutrient poor, 
sandy uplands in the otherwise forested regions of north-
ern Wisconsin. The origins of this assemblage of organisms 
are still somewhat obscure and controversial but apparently 
include the interactions of landform, soils, plant life, and site 
histories of natural and anthropogenic disturbances. Almost 
all of the sites supporting this community were historically 
surrounded by dry forests of pine, oak, and aspen. In most 
cases, they were not directly connected to the barrens and 
prairies and the distinctive plants and animals associated with 
those communities. 

The more obvious historical disturbances included wild-
fire, especially those associated with intensive logging epi-
sodes as the surrounding dry and dry-mesic forests were 
cut. On pitted outwash landforms with deep, steep-sided 
depressions, growing season frosts can limit or prevent the 
growth of trees and other plants. On level or gently rolling 
sites that burned infrequently, charred red or eastern white 
pine stumps are sometimes present. In addition to the grow-
ing season impacts of occasional frosts, the open conditions 

are maintained (or succession to forest retarded) by a com-
bination of factors, including the severity of past wildfires 
and effects on soil structure and composition and the allelo-
pathic substances produced by some of the prevalent plants. 
Examples of the latter include bracken fern (Pteridium aqui-
linum), field pussy-toes (Antennaria neglecta), and several of 
the hawkweeds, including nonnative species such as orange 
hawkweed (Hieracium aurantiacum).

Typical landforms supporting Bracken Grassland are 
all the product of past glaciation, and these include pitted 
(collapsed) outwash, end moraine, and till plain. Soils are 
melanized sands, sandy loams, and loamy sands. Almost all 
of the occurrences are within the Northeast Sands, Northern 
Highland, and Northwest Sands ecological landscapes. 

Curtis (1959) felt that there was similarity between Wis-
consin’s Bracken Grasslands and plant assemblages found 
farther to the north and west, including some in the Aspen 
Parklands of northwestern Minnesota and the southern parts 
of the Canadian Provinces of Manitoba and Saskatchewan 
(however, see Minnesota DNR [2005b] for descriptions of 
the “Lake Agassiz Aspen Parklands vegetation) more so than 
with the true prairie communities that made up the predomi-
nant native upland herbaceous vegetation to the south and 
west. He also demonstrated, based on the limited data avail-
able in the 1940s and 1950s, that the Bracken Grassland plant 
assemblage was well integrated. 

Community Description: Composition and 
Structure
Dominant or prevalent forbs and graminoids include bracken 
fern, Kalm’s brome (Bromus kalmii), slender wheat grass 
(Elymus trachycaulus), Pennsylvania sedge (Carex penysl-
vanica), poverty oat grass (Danthonia spicata), Lindley’s 
aster (Symphyotrichum ciliolatum), gray goldenrod (Solidago 
nemoralis), and wild strawberry (Fragaria virginiana). Other 
characteristic plants include common milkweed (Asclepias 
syriaca), tower mustard (Arabis glabra), rough-leaved rice 
grass (Oryzopsis asperifolia), mountain rice grass (O. pun-
gens), Canada hawkweed (Hieracium kalmii), and hook-spur  
violet (Viola adunca). 

A few of the plant species mentioned above are associated 
with prairies or barrens communities (e.g., poverty oat grass, 
gray goldenrod), but these species tend to be sparsely distrib-
uted in Bracken Grassland and seldom occur in diverse, well-
integrated assemblages composed mostly of native grassland 
or savanna plants. 

The content of exotic species is sometimes very high, and 
these nonnative plants are sometimes among the dominants. 
As a practical matter, some of these nonnative species should 
not necessarily be treated as “invasives” (which would war-
rant steps aimed at eradication), at least in the Bracken Grass-
land context where they are abundant, widespread, and well 

Locations of Bracken Grasslands in Wisconsin. The deeper hues shad-
ing the ecological landscape polygons indicate geographic areas of 
greatest abundance. An absence of color indicates that the commu-
nity has not (yet) been documented in that ecological landscape. The 
dots indicate locations where a significant occurrence of this com-
munity is present, has been documented, and the data incorporated 
into the Natural Heritage Inventory database.
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established. Examples are Canada bluegrass (Poa compressa), 
Kentucky bluegrass (P. pratensis), quackgrass (Elytrigia repens), 
orange hawkweed, and tall hawkweed (H. piloselloides). 

The cover values of shrubs in the Bracken Grasslands are 
sometimes very high. These include low shrubs, such as early 
low blueberry (Vaccinium angustifolium), velvet-leaf blue-
berry (V. myrtilloides), bearberry (Arctostaphyos uva-ursi), 
and sweet-fern (Comptonia peregrina). In addition to shrubs 
of low stature, other shrub species characteristic of and some-
times very common in the community include American 
hazelnut (Corylus americana), beaked hazelnut (C. cornuta), 
pin (aka “fire”) cherry (Prunus pensylvanica), prairie willow 
(Salix humilis), blackberries (Rubus spp.), and serviceberries 
(Amelanchier spp.). 

Trees associated with the openings (either on the margins, 
as discrete groves within the otherwise open areas, or, in the 
case of the “scrub” oaks, as shrubby sprouts, or “grubs”) are 
northern pin (aka “scrub”) oak (Quercus ellipsoidalis), jack 
pine (Pinus banksiana), balsam fir (Abies balsamea), white 
birch (Betula papyrifera), black cherry (Prunus serotina), and 
quaking aspen (Populus tremuloides). 

The flora has not been studied in detail across the type’s 
range, but at this time few occurrences of rare plant species 
have been associated with Bracken Grassland. The Wisconsin 
Endangered dwarf bilberry (Vaccinium cespitosum) has been 
found at a handful of semi-open upland sites in northeast-
ern Wisconsin, including in Bracken Grassland habitats. This 
rare ericad is the larval food plant for the Wisconsin Endan-
gered northern blue butterfly (Lycaeides idas, listed as Plebejus 
idas by the Wisconsin State Herbarium), which has also been 
found in Bracken Grassland communities. 

As fruit or nut-bearing shrubs and trees are sometimes 
common members of the Bracken Grassland plant assem-
blages, these sites do have a strong appeal for many animals, 
including important game and nongame wildlife species. 
The resident animals include some species that are other-
wise scarce throughout the north’s forested uplands, such 
as American badger (Taxidea taxus), plains pocket gopher 
(Geomys bursarius), smooth green snake (Opheodrys verna-
lis), and in northwestern Wisconsin, the prairie skink (Ples-
tiodon septentrionalis). The rare Franklin’s ground squirrel 
(Spermophilus franklinii) occurs in Bracken Grassland at a 
few northern Wisconsin sites. The birdlife includes numer-
ous species of conservation concern, especially at the larger 
sites capable of supporting area-sensitive animals. Impor-
tant species from this perspective include Northern Harrier 
(Circus cyaneus), Upland Sandpiper (Bartramia longicauda), 
Common Nighthawk (Chordeiles minor), Eastern Whip-
poor-will (Antrostomus vociferous), Grasshopper Sparrow 
(Ammodramus savannarum), and Vesper Sparrow (Pooece-
tes gramineus). Other birds documented in these habitats as 
breeders are Brewer’s Blackbird (Euphagus cyanocephalus), 
Brown Thrasher (Toxostoma rufum), Chestnut-sided Warbler 
(Setophaga pensylvanica), Eastern Towhee (Pipilo erythroph-
thalmus), and American Kestrel (Falco sparverius).

Until recently, several of the largest bracken grassland 
complexes were formerly managed to maintain open or 
brushy conditions, primarily for Sharp-tailed Grouse (Tym-
panuchus phasianellus). However, occupied Sharp-tailed 
Grouse habitat continues to contract in Wisconsin, and the 
bird has disappeared from some of its recently occupied 
haunts in northeastern Wisconsin. 

Conservation and Management Considerations 
There is uncertainty and some disagreement about whether 
Bracken Grassland should be considered a “natural commu-
nity” in Wisconsin or elsewhere in the Upper Midwest region. 
In northern Wisconsin and the Upper Peninsula of Michigan, 
there is clearly a close relationship between the existence of 
Bracken Grassland and past logging events that were followed 
by severe slash fires. See Vogl (1964b) for information on 

Rolling outwash sands in northeastern Wisconsin support extensive 
bracken grassland vegetation. Herb-dominated openings are inter-
spersed with small scattered groves of jack pine, “scrub” oak, and 
quaking aspen. Spread Eagle Barrens, Florence County, Northeast 
Sands Ecological Landscape. Photo by Eric Epstein, Wisconsin DNR.

Bracken grassland and northern dry forest communities on droughty, 
infertile sands are managed with prescribed fire and mechanical 
brushing. Johnson Lake Barrens State Natural Area, Vilas County, 
Northern Highland Ecological Landscape. Photo by Eric Epstein, 
Wisconsin DNR.



Bracken Grasslands in Minnesota. Periodic fire (either “wild-
fire” or, more commonly, prescribed burns) now clearly plays 
an important role in maintaining this type. 

Nonnative grasses and forbs may be common or even 
dominant but don’t necessarily represent “invasive” species 
in the same sense as how they might be regarded if they had 
colonized a natural community composed entirely or mostly 
of native species. At any rate, apart from their checkered ori-
gins, the Bracken Grasslands have their own characteristics 
and values and should not be treated simply as degraded prai-
ries or barrens—or as “old fields” for that matter.

The other key environmental factor involves physical fea-
tures of the environment. Bracken Grassland usually occurs 
on coarse-textured, drought-prone soils and may occupy 
steep-sided kettles that experience growing season frosts. 
Some of the better documented occurrences occupy such 
depressions, known as “frost pockets,” in which summer 
frosts inhibit or prevent the growth of trees. We have encoun-
tered few records that provide clues to the plant composition 
of the frost pockets prior to the arrival of Euro-Americans 
and inception of the logging era.

Irrespective of their origin, these natural or semi-natural 
upland openings can be highly attractive and important to 
many wildlife species, including game and nongame animals. 
Among the latter are a number of rare or declining species. 
They can also be far easier and more cost effective to main-
tain or expand in an open or semi-open condition than the 
numerous constructed openings that now perforate large 
expanses of Wisconsin’s northern forests in an attempt to cre-
ate favorable conditions for a few already abundant species. 

From that perspective of economics and efficiency alone, 
a rangewide inventory of the remaining Bracken Grass-
lands would be useful and could be easily accomplished via 
the combination of aerial surveys, the use of remote sens-
ing imagery, and ground truthing, at least in areas that do 
not and were not known to support native barrens vegeta-
tion. The use of air photos, soils maps, and local knowledge 
could be combined with ground searches to document the 
location, size, structure, and composition of these stands of 
semi-open vegetation. 

Future threats include the spread of highly invasive plants, 
such as spotted knapweed, leafy spurge (Euporbia esula), 
common mullein (Verbascum thapsus), Canada thistle (Cir-
sium vulgare) and butter-and-eggs (Linaria vulgaris), as well 
as the continued efforts to increase productivity by planting 

many of the remaining openings to trees (usually conifers 
such as pines or spruces). The invasive plants mentioned 
above are not “naturalized” (as some of the bluegrasses—the 
Poas—have become) and could spread to habitats and natu-
ral communities where they would exert a negative influence 
on the native flora. 

Scale is clearly important to consider in management and 
conservation design plans for Bracken Grasslands as some 
of the more sensitive animal species have large minimum 
area needs. Where ecologically appropriate and feasible, 
coordination with planning efforts by managers of dry forest 
communities and pine barrens could prove to be the most 
cost-effective way of meeting varied goals by minimizing 
management conflicts, creating larger vegetation patch sizes 
and connectivity where appropriate, and generally enhancing 
ecological compatibility and multiple social benefits. 

Several large Bracken Grasslands are currently main-
tained by public agencies via the use of prescribed fire, log-
ging, brushing, and herbicide use. At the very least, it would 
also be worth maintaining a scattering of the Bracken Grass-
lands across their northern Wisconsin range, on a variety of 
landforms, such as rolling outwash plains, end moraines, and 
frost pockets, until their origins and successional pathways 
are better understood. In the meantime, this community—
whether regarded as strictly “natural” or not—provides 
important habitat for many declining or otherwise impor-
tant native wildlife species that require open habitats. That 
particular value will almost certainly increase over the com-
ing years. 

Additional Information
For information on other communities related to or that 
may shed light on the Bracken Grasslands distinguish-
ing features, see the descriptions for Northern Dry Forest, 
Northern Dry-mesic Forest, Pine Barrens, and Oak Barrens. 
In the “Selected Habitats section of this chapter, see Sur-
rogate Grasslands. The corresponding U.S. National Veg-
etation Classification association is CEGL005142 Bracken 
Grassland (Faber-Langendoen 2001). 

Also see:
Nielsen and Haney (1998) 
Nielsen and Haney (2003)
Vogl, R.J. (1964b)
WDNR (2011b)
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