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Tommy Johns & 
The Fabled Squirrel



“It would be difficult to imagine anything more beautiful. Far as the eye could
reach, they seemed one vast deep-green meadow, adorned with countless
numbers of bright flowers springing up in all directions ... only a few clumps of
trees and now and then a solitary post oak were to be seen...Here I first saw
the prairie bird, or barren-hen, as we called it, which I afterwards met with in
such vast numbers on the great prairies of Illinois. Here the wild strawberries
grew in such profusion as to stain the horses hoofs a deep red color.” (Ross
1812)

Pennyroyal Plain Tallgrass Prairie, 
Fort Campbell Army Base, Clarksville, TN

Tommy Never Talked About 
Grasslands



The Forgotten Grasslands of the South
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Eastern NC

Photo by: Reed Noss

Florida Dry Prairie, Kissimmee State 
Park, FL
Credit: Reed Noss 52 species in 1 m2



Estes et al. (in prep.) 
– >100 million acres, 90% lost

DeSelm & Murdock (1993)



How do we know Southeastern grasslands 
were so extensive?



Historical Maps & Quotes 

French Map 
(1720)

King Louis-Phillipe I

Louis-Phillippe (1797),
In south-central Kentucky

“a high and dry plateau,
where trees are sparse and
grass and shrubs plentiful.
One sees only small,
stunted trees, most of
them oaks and hickories,
and everywhere lush grass
dotted with charming
flowers.”



Records of Grassland-Dependent Species
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Grassland Remnants

Powerline Prairie
Van Buren Co., TN

Harrell Prairie
Near Jackson, MS



Computer 
Modeling
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Mosaic Landscapes



Montgomery, Alabama, c. 1775 (Oil on canvas by Philip Juras)

Why do we know so little about Southeastern 
grasslands?

William Foote 1846, describing 
vicinity of Charlotte NC prior to 1750

“Previous to the year 1750...the solitary
cabins were found upon the borders of
prairies, and in the vicinity of canebrakes,
the the immense ranges abounding with
wild game, and affording sustenance the
whole year for herds of tame cattle.
Extensive tracts of country between the
Yadkin and the Catawba, now waving with
thrifty forests, then were covered with tall
grass, with scarce a bush or shrub...the
abundant grass luxuriating in its native
wildness and beauty...”

Savannas succeeded 
to forests

Arable lands were 
converted to crop fields

THIS IS THE REASON WHY 
TOMMY NEVER TAUGHT US 

ABOUT SOUTHEASTERN GRASSLANDS



I. Functionally Extinct

Grand Prairie
eastern Arkansas Credit: Pam Pasco



Powerline grassland, Van Buren Co., TN

1000’s of acres of former savanna in forest

Former
Shortleaf Pine Savanna

II. Restorable Grasslands

Seedbanks & Rootstocks 
have persisted for decades



III. Rapidly Deteriorating

Blackland Prairie Remnant
Southwestern Arkansas Credit: Eric Hunt

Destruction of Virgin Prairie
Massard Prairie, Fort Smith, 

western Arkansas

Credit: Pamela Pasco

5,000 year old 
“Pimple Mounds”

“IT’LL BE GONE IN 30 DAYS...”



IV. Here Today  Gone Tomorrow

Coastal Prairie
Southern Florida
Credit: Reed Noss



V. Relatively Secure Grasslands

Old Growth Grasslands
Roan Mountain Grass Balds, Mitchell Co., NC Credit: Malcolm MacGregor Photography



Why Should We Care About
“The Forgotten Grasslands of the South”

“The Last of Its Kind”
Suther Prairie, Chapel Hill, NC

History Economics

Vital for a multi-billion-dollar 
outdoor recreation economy

horticultural trade, landscape 
architecture, & seed sources

Grassfed-beef & Biofuels 

ecological restoration

Services

Prevent loss of topsoil  

Water Quality & Flooding

Carbon Sequestration

Pollination

Biodiversity



They Are America’s Most Biodiverse Grasslands



Can we afford to let our last remnants slip into oblivion?

Savannas
10%

1,213 G1-G3 
communities

49%
grasslands



Plant Biodiversity

60%

440 TN rare 
species

62 federal-listed
species

87%

Sabatia arkansana
Pelton’s Rose Gentian

Known from 2 sites worldwide



Aquatic
7%

Caves
8%

Upland Closed Forest
35%

Forested Wetland
16%

Open Woodland
9%

Herbaceous Wetland
5%

Grassland/Shrubland
20%

Animal Biodiversity

34%



“What the modern 
Southern grasslands 

lack in size they make 
up for in biodiversity”

Conasauga Blue Burrower Crayfish

Centers of Endemism &
Biodiversity Hotspots

Ketona Barrens
Central Alabama

Cloudlands Deermouse 99
Unnamed grassland 

species known right now



The World’s Newest (36th) Global Biodiversity Hotspot

Southeastern 
U.S. Hotspot



No Safety Net

The 1%

Landscape-Scale Conservation Small-Scale Conservation



Ecological Collapse



Renewed Interest in Grassland Conservation



Have we resigned ourselves to accept the loss of these 
once majestic landscapes that are so critically important 

to biodiversity, history, culture?



Can our grasslands survive into the 22nd century? 

Until there is a coordinated effort to conserve, 
research, and rebuild them they will continue to slip 

into oblivion



The challenges facing Southeastern grasslands 
are complex 

Major Knowledge Gaps

Extreme Rarity

Scarcity of Funding

Diminished Resources

Declining Expertise

•unparalleled long-term financial 
commitment from philanthropy, 
corporate sponsors, and grants

• support at local, regional, state, and 
national levels

• leadership and coordination

• investments in infrastructure and 
organization

•Multifaceted response



The Southeastern Grasslands Initiative
- a new national conservation program -

23 States



• Leadership

• Resource Center

• Education/Outreach

• Advocacy/Policy

• Granting Program

Our
Programmatic Priorities
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On-the-ground Coordination

Citizens for Conservation
Chicago, Illinois

Tom 
Vanderpoel



c

Interior 
Plateaus 

Coordinator

Regional 
Coordinators

We Need Partnerships to 
Support Coordinators



cTennessee Plant Conservation 
Alliance Coordinator
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Donors Donors

Donors Donors

Donors

Corporate Sponsors

Corporate Sponsors

GRANTING PROGRAM



cFounding 
Partner



SGI is actively seeking partners and we need 
funding and collaboration“…25 years will be too late…”



There 
is

Hope



www.segrasslands.org

Connections Partners Join UsVisit
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