
The Prairie



Tonight

Â Geology

Â Climate

Â Resulting plant community

Â General info about grasslands

Â A little history about the Europeans that settled 
here

Â Laramie County

ïPlants

ïImpacts on the landscape

ïMammals

Â Using native plants in the garden



What is the Prairie?

ïGrassland
ïTemperate climate
ïIntercontinental
ïRelatively flat
ïFertile

Â The word prairie is derived from the French word ñpratariaò, 
or meadow, which probably originated with the Latin word 
ñpratumò 

Â It was coined by the French explorers and trappers moving 
into western Canada and south into the US, during the late 
18th century, to describe the ñsea of grassò



Grasslands of the World

ÂCentral Africa ïsavanna (tree component)

ÂSouthern Africa ïveldt (tree component)

ÂEurasia ïsteppe (short bunch grasses with shrubs)

ÂAustralia ïlowlands (tree component)

ÂSouth America ïpampas (large grasses)

ÂSouth America ïllanos (tree component)



Grasslands of the World



How was the Prairie created?

ÂGeology

ÂThe resulting climate

ÂThe developing plant community



Geology



Geology defines the landscape

250 MYA



Pangaea



Wind River, Gros Ventre, & Medicine Bow Ranges

66 MYA



Big Horn, Black Hills, & Uinta Ranges

50 MYA



Teton Range

10 MYA





After Mountain Formation

ÂHuge fresh water lakes cover 10-25% of 
Wyoming

ÂMassive erosion causes lowering of 
mountain peaks and raising of basin floors

ÂRegional uplifting during the development 
of the Tetons creates new cycle of erosion

ÂDiverse soil structure and aquifers result



The Quaternary Period ïVolcanism & Glaciation

2 MYA



Volcanism

Â Volcanic eruptions lead to 
the creation of the 
Yellowstone Plateau 
about 660,000 years ago

Â But the climate continues 
to cool
ïAntarctic refrigeration cell 

ïExpansion of continental 
land mass

ïRise of the Rockies and 
other mountain ranges 
disrupts jet stream and 
cold air spills south



Glaciation

ÂTemperature cools

ÂSnow deepens

ÂHigher reflectivity of 
solar radiation cools 
climate further

ÂSnow turns to ice

ÂGlacial period 
begins

Gannet Peak



Glacial Periods

Â2.7 to 2.3 BYA Proterozoic Eon 

Â800 to 600 MYA Cryogenian Period 

Â460 to 430 MYA Late Ordovician Period

Â40 MYA Pleistocene Epoch


