What Is Meant By Prairie
“A good test of ‘education’ would be to ask a hundred people what is meant by prairie. Most, I fear, would answer that prairie is a flat monotonous place good for sixty miles per hour. A few, I hope, would know.”
— Aldo Leopold, “Roadside Prairies,” 1942 
The prairie breeze uttered short phrases—shush... shushta......shuush—as zephyrs moved through gently waving bunchgrasses. A fixture during late afternoon, the wind-whispers came to an abrupt stop in the gloaming. Suddenly, everything was quiet, still... as if the Earth itself was waiting for some event to occur. In the distance, I heard the faint drone of a car drawing nearer. As the vehicle came closer, the sound of tires on gravel overwhelmed its engine noise. I glanced up from my binoculars to see a red sedan approaching, before resuming my study of the bird. The cadence-crunch  of the car’s spinning tires slowed and then stopped.
Because I was some distance upslope of the road, the driver projected his voice. “Excuse me. Have you happened to see any Henslow’s Sparrows?” 
While still peering through my binoculars, I answered, “Yeah, I’m looking at one now”— as my grin graduated from merely pleased to beatific.

The driver quickly shut off his car’s engine, grabbed his binoculars, and bounded upslope until we were standing shoulder to shoulder. I pointed out the singing male to him. Together, we reveled in the bird’s ridiculous excuse for a “song”— a short, non-musical hiccup: ts-lick. 
“I couldn’t believe it,” I said, my voice an awed whisper. “I’d searched all morning—at areas preserve employees had burned several years ago—without success. I had to hunker down during the crackle and boom of mid-day thunderstorms. They subsided about an hour before dusk…then, at least three males just started going off.” 
Suddenly, the bird we’d been watching left his perch and was lost to view. I kept the lid on my celebration for a bit, feeling sheepish about the brief, low-light view afforded my companion. 
“Oh, that’s OK,” he said. “That’s been the nature of this beast for me. I’ve come to regard Henslow’s as some kind of furtive ghost bird.”
“Me too,” I replied. “I wondered if this day would ever come.” I reflected on the years, miles, and number of states —six at last count—that I’d searched for Henslow’s. This is one of those moments, I thought to myself. Indelible. 
The crimson sunset had long since faded as we wended our way through the Oklahoma prairie back to our cars in near-darkness. The grass, moistened by the afternoon rain, smelled freshly cut.  The air was alive: with the musky fragrance of moistened earth and the energy of a landscape reawakening from a winter’s slumber.   

In the 2nd edition of the National Geographic Society’s Field Guide to the Birds, published in 1988, the range map for Henslow’s Sparrow shows that it does not occur in Oklahoma. And yet, an analysis of Breeding Bird Survey (BBS) data, 1985-1996, indicates that the average number of individuals detected per survey route per year for the species is higher in Oklahoma than anywhere else in the United States. Why the apparent contradiction? 
The short answer is that fire suppression efforts were responsible for the species’ disappearance and only prairie fire could encourage Henslow’s Sparrow to return. 
In November 1989, the Nature Conservancy purchased the 29,000-acre Barnard Ranch in the Flint Hills of northeastern Oklahoma. Shortly thereafter, a rotational controlled burn program was instituted at the re-named Tallgrass Prairie Preserve. The purpose of the burn program was to improve forage for the 300 bison that were re-introduced to the preserve in 1993 by mimicking the historical role of fire in the prairie ecosystem. As it turned out, the burn program also created conditions much favored by Henslow’s Sparrows, a stroke of serendipitous genius.  
An opportunity to travel to Oklahoma during spring 2004 presented itself. While doing my homework on Henslow’s Sparrow, I’d uncovered its connection to fire. Seeking to maximize my chances to catch up with this waif of the prairie, I phoned the Tallgrass Prairie Preserve seeking more information and was put in touch with a researcher.  

“Our ‘patch burn’ approach means that we burn about one-third of our productive rangeland—around 15,000-20,000 acres—each year. What we’re trying to do is mimic what lightning-caused fires did before fire suppression.”

“Can I get a map that shows which areas you’ve recently burned?” I responded.
“Sure, but it’s a bit more complicated than that,” replied the researcher. Henslow’s numbers peak between 2 and 4 years after burning. So you’ll be looking for areas we burned in 2000 to 2002. The combination of disturbance, followed by several years of recovery, creates ideal habitat: high, dense herbaceous vegetation dominated by grasses, sedges, forbs, or clover; standing dead vegetation; a thick layer of ground litter; and little or no woody vegetation.”

“How many years, if any, beyond this 2-to 4-year time frame will the birds continue to use the site?” 

“Ah, now you’ve got it! Henslow’s is a vagabond, acutely tuned to plant succession. Often, they’ll use the site for only a few years before moving on.” 

The reason why I’d always come up empty-handed while looking for Henslow’s—encountering only silence in my search for them—were becoming clear.

“What about bison? Do they graze the same places that Henslow’s frequent?”

“Not really. They prefer grass that re-sprouts the first year after a burn. What ice cream is to humans, these succulent, high-protein grasses are to bison.”     

 “Thanks for the info. I’ll come in for maps when I get to the preserve.” 
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When I left northern California that spring, I flew into Denver, for there were several species of birds I wanted to see in Colorado before making my way to northeastern Oklahoma. The open highways and sparsely populated grasslands east of Colorado Springs left ample time for reflecting on the strange pull that Henslow’s Sparrows have had on me.

I think all of us who enjoy looking at birds have heard some derivation of “Why all the fuss about a furtive, nondescript little brown bird?” from non-birding friends and family. Or, as long-time friends succinctly confided to a newly converted birding comrade of mine, “We knew you were a goner when you started looking at sparrows.” Implicit in such a statement is the notion that only showy, charismatic species such as Bald Eagle or species whose evocative songs are pleasing to the ear like Swainson’s Thrush are worthy of our attention. The line must be drawn to exclude nondescript sparrows with a limited vocal range such as Ammodramus henslowii. It’s true: Henslow’s genus name of Ammodramus—Latin for “sand runner”—fails to conjure images of a majestic, soaring bird. However, there exists a number of compelling aspects to the bird’s life story. 

Maybe it’s the bird’s stubborn allegiance to a vanishing habitat. The species breeds in tallgrass prairies and agricultural grasslands. Tallgrass prairie acreage has declined by more than 90% and remaining grassland habitats are being lost to both reforestation and development. Even where fragments of prairie remain, research has revealed that the species usually requires blocks of at least 75 acres to successfully breed. In the Midwest, a switch in agricultural methods from hay production and grazing to intensive production of specialized crops (soybeans, corn, etc.) has been a major factor in habitat loss. The sparrow migrates south to spend the non-breeding season in the native pine savanna of the southeastern U.S., a habitat type that is being rapidly converted to non-native, fast-growing tree varieties that Henslow’s will not inhabit. 

Maybe it’s because we have so much left to learn about Henslow’s. Its habitat preferences makes it an enigma. It has been extirpated from nine states as a breeding species, yet its range has been expanding to the west and southwest. States that were at one time almost entirely forested—generally in the northeast—were colonized after trees were cut down in the 19th century. However, since then, Henslow’s Sparrow populations have fallen in those same areas, where fallow fields are reverting to forest. Conversely, in Ohio and western Pennsylvania the species has colonized grasslands that had been planted on reclaimed strip-mined areas.     
Maybe it’s because it’s so rare. To use a cheese analogy, Henslow’s ain’t cheddar. Neither is it American, Monterey jack, or gouda. It’s a tangy gjetost, to be eaten in thin slices, paired with a crisp apple, preferably Granny Smith. Analysis of Breeding Bird Survey data indicates that the species has declined by more than 80% since 1966 (a 7.5% annual decrease between 1966 and 2000). 
The decline of Henslow’s Sparrow across much of its range prompted a petition to list the species under the Endangered Species Act. Populations are thought to be stable or increasing in Indiana, Kansas, and Missouri, yet adequate Breeding Bird Survey route coverage is lacking in those states—a factor cited by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service in their 1997 decision not to list the species. 
Maybe it’s the fact that nothing attracts like aloof. A sighting of the species is by no means assured, even when visiting its core habitat during the breeding season. Shy, unobtrusive, and secretive, it tends to scurry mouse-like through tall grass when disturbed, instead of flying. It often sings from low perches that are not visible, and sometimes sings at night. The sparrow’s sibilant, insect-like song has been described by David Sibley, Roger Tory Peterson, and 19th-century ornithologist C.M. Jones, respectively, as “a feeble hiccup,” “one of the poorest of vocal efforts of any bird,” and “The musical performance of this bird has very little to commend it…”  

The sparrow’s well-concealed nest is always placed on or near the ground; a few have been found actually sunk into depressions in the ground. Usually, it is built at or near the base of a thick clump of grass, with its bottom two or three inches above the ground—grass often arching over the nest forms a partial roof. Audubon’s painting of a Henslow’s Sparrow hints at its unassuming nature. His Elephant Folio drawings were rendered on paper that measured about 29 by 39 inches. In stark contrast to herons and egrets—often depicted with strongly crooked necks to fit on a  page—Audubon’s illustration of a Henslow’s Sparrow has the bird occupying a fraction of the page, dwarfed by verbena and worm-grass. 

Perhaps hard-to-locate species such as Henslow’s Sparrow are a birder’s version of Mt. Everest or K-2: seemingly unobtainable grails that challenge us physically, emotionally, even spiritually. The numerous times that I’d chased this species and come up empty-handed only served to ratchet up the elation when that day on the Oklahoma prairie finally came. I doubt that we’d so avidly pursue our passions—birding, reading mystery novels, or chess—if the outcome was known before we even started. The words of American clergyman Henry Emerson Fosdick apply not only to birding, but also to life in general: “I would rather live in a world where my life is surrounded by mystery than live in a world so small that my mind could comprehend it.” 
It occurred to me that Henslow’s Sparrow serves as an apt totem for the Great Plains. Despite the region’s wide-open vistas, it yields its secrets slowly and only to those who explore without haste, carefully examining their surroundings. Where I live, on California’s Redwood Coast, interpretive trails and groves sporting bronze plaques usher in visitors intent on experiencing the world’s tallest trees. Whereas, the Great Plains—dismissively referred to by many as “flyover country”—is a region where patient, self-directed explorations often yield the most-memorable discoveries. 
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Early the next morning, seeking to reprise my experience with singing Henslow’s Sparrows, I headed back to the Tallgrass Prairie Preserve. The sun’s rays poked above the horizon and soon shone down on rolling hills of deep green, stretching unbroken as far as I could see. The more-musical songs of Eastern Meadowlarks furnished counterpoint to the thin, insect-like hiss of Grasshopper Sparrows. The immensity of the grasslands that surrounded me now belied the fact that the Flint Hills—along with the Osage Hills of northeastern Oklahoma—remain the only large, continuous block of tallgrass prairie to escape the plow. If not for the crystalline quartz just beneath the surface of the soil, this area, too, would have been converted to agriculture. 

Not long after entering the preserve, my progress was halted. Bellowing and grunting adult bison ambled across the gravel road, followed by exuberant, gamboling calves. The 300 bison first introduced have now multiplied to 2,500. They are allowed to roam freely on 23,000 acres of the preserve, so the time schedule of anyone driving a motorized vehicle is trumped by the whims of wandering herds. I rolled down my windows to savor the sound of up-close bison, their snorts and chewing of cud. A gentle breeze stirred the grassland to motion; the verdant waves a tonic for winter-weary man and beast alike. 
In the midst of such abundance, I reflected on how, by the early 1900s, an estimated 60 million buffalo had been reduced to a few thousand. It was sobering to contemplate how the many sounds of bison—including those made by stampeding herds—had nearly been stilled forever.
While I waited for the hoofed “rush hour” to abate, I once again considered the words of Leopold: “A good test of ‘education’ would be to ask a hundred people what is meant by prairie. Most, I fear, would answer that prairie is a flat monotonous place good for sixty miles per hour...” A response to Aldo, an acknowledgement that I now understood, seemed in order. “This,” I gestured , “is what is meant by prairie. A place of beauty... and fecundity. An underappreciated region, one where—at least here—natural processes continue unabated, far from maddening crowds.” 
I raised my water bottle in a toast to the efforts of scientists and managers at places like the Tallgrass Prairie Preserve. It is said that fire provides a fresh, clean seedbed on which the future will sprout. Here’s to your continued success: tinkering with fire and hoof to  restore the grasslands. 

