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Chapter 4 – Section 2
Climate Regions – The United States and Canada


MALE SPEAKER:  The grasslands of North America once stretched for hundreds of miles over the continents interior. This was a land unknown to the people of the east coast, but rumors began to circulate that it was a huge garden, a paradise perfumed with flowers and tuned to the hum of millions of insects. Some of the first accounts came from French traders and travelers for this territory was claimed by France.  “When we were told of these treeless lands I imagined it was a country ravaged by fire where the soil was so poor that it could produce nothing, but we certainly observed the contrary and no better soil can be found either for corn or for wines.”  French explorers and traders called these grasslands prairie their word for meadow. In dry air and more exposed places shorter species of grass thrived. The wind scattered the grass pollen buffeting the sword like the waves of some stormy earth bound sea, but much of the prairies life lay just below this rolling sea of grass.  These mounds of bread crummy soil are the excavations of the pocket gophers, one of the hidden artisans of this grassy world. Spending its solitary life underground it extends its burrow system to find food. As it dislodges the soil with its highly developed forearms and claws it works the earth into an aerated texture improving its fertility. The gophers burrow lies below the dense web of grass roots which anchor the top soil. The roots also sponge up much of the available moisture on the plains.  Flowering plants are forced to send down longer taproots to find deeper water sources and here the pocket gopher extracts its fee for gardening. Once it has found a nutritious root it not only eats its fill but stores the surplus in the pockets in its cheeks. The earth here is forever being shifted and processed by pocket gophers and thousands of other burrowing creatures. Many other species of small mammal are bound in the tall grass prairies. As the flowering plant set seed, dear mice harvest the seed heads at night. Sometimes they cast the seeds, from which may spring new plants. These creatures need their underground burrows to be safe from the dangers of life above ground and not just from predators. 
The fire creates powerful updrafts and dust devils dance around the edges of the flames as they scorch the prairie clear of any trees that are to grow here. Fire was not a destructive force here but creative, it helped to shape the prairies keeping, them treeless, but enriching the grassland.  Dead plant litter became fertilizing ash. Light, warmth and moisture now touch the soil itself. Within days fresh grass re-sprouted.  The turning of the soil and its enrichment by fire all provided food for the true masters of the plains.
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