
   

 

Tall Grass Prairie 
By Bailey Kaul 

Many early writers described the 
prairie as a lonely, flat, and des-
olate place with grasses as far 
as the eye can see. While some 
people feel this way about the 
prairie, if you ask a naturalist 
about prairies, they will not tell 
you a story of barren land but 
one about a thriving ecosystem 
full of diversity and an abun-
dance of wildlife. August is my 
favorite time of the year to ex-
plore the prairie. In August the 
grasses are at full height (some 
reaching over 8 ft), the flowers 
are reaching peak blooming sea-
son, and dragonflies, grasshop-
pers, and bumblebees fill the 
landscape with sounds of hum-
ming wings.    
 
Grasses in the prairie are some of the ultimate survivors. They endure hot, 
shadeless summers and open, bitter winters with little canopy cover. These 
extreme conditions have resulted in amazing adaptations that allow prairie 
plants to thrive.    
 
One adaptation, that is not as obvious, is that prairie plants have long roots 
which help with soil erosion and  aid in regeneration after fires. The top 
part of the plant is burned, and the biomass released from these burns cre-
ates a highly nutrient rich soil that is ready for a new generation of seed. 
Hot weather and little rain also means that these plants need to be efficient 
in water losses. Grasses will often have fuzzy or hairy bits to conserve wa-
ter and capture morning dew. Narrow leaves also reduce surface area to 
minimize water loss. These plants are not only incredible survivors but 
beautiful examples of the range of diversity and color in these landscapes.    
 
Big bluestem is one of my favorite plants growing in the park this time of 
year because it starts to change to shades of purple with small yellow pol-
len bundles that are carried by the wind. Switch grasses have orange and 
burgundy anthers that tower above their hairy collars (between the steam 
and the leaf). Canadian Wild Rye starts changing to its’ fall colors that re-
semble fields of warm tan wheat that bound up and down on the wind. 
These plants produce waves of movement as the wind, heat, and sun bare 
down on them, but they are ever flexible and resilient to this pressure.    
 
Prairie habitat restoration and management is a concern of many people 
across the state as many threatened and endangered animals need these 
ecosystems. At the end of August, staff and volunteers are asked to collect 
pollinated seeds from mature plants to grow new stretches of prairies. This 
work is critical in regaining habitat for wildlife and conserving this unique 
and rich landscape to study and explore.    
 
You can find out more about these efforts and get involved by visiting the 
following websites:   
https://www.threeriversparks.org/page/prairie-seed-collection   
https://www.dnr.state.mn.us/prairiepod/index.html    
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The mission of Three Rivers Park  
District is promote environmental 
stewardship through recreation  

and education in a natural  
resources-based park system. 

 

Silverwood Park’s Mission Is:  
Through quality experiences in nature 
and the arts, we foster las ng connec-

ons to the environment, each other 
and ourselves. 

Switchgrass in bloom. 

Big Bluestem 
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Program Assistant Opportunities 

 
Field Trip 
Saturday, September 17 
11:30AM-4:30PM 
 
Art Assistants (6-10 volunteers).  Assist 
Silverwood staff and artists in engaging the 
public with art projects.  Best for those who 
enjoy explaining instructions repeatedly and 
joyfully and like to be around children.   
 
Greeters and Game Players (6-10 volun-
teers).  Assist park guests with knowing 
where things are during the event and engag-
ing guests with lawn games set up around the 
park.   
 
Make and Mingle 
Thursday, September 22 
6PM-9PM 
 
Event Assistants (3-4 Volunteers). Assist 
with art-making, being friendly, and helping 
give folks information during our seasonal 
Make and Mingle Event.  Best for those who 
enjoy working with adults and a laid back at-
mosphere.  Must be 21+. 
 
Free Family Fun Day: Puppet Art  
Adventures 
Sundays, October 9, November 13 
12:30PM-3PM 
 
Art Assistants (2-4 Volunteers).  Assist 
families and children with making art and 
learning about nature after a puppet show. 
Program runs from 1PM-3PM with a puppet 
show promptly at 1PM.  This program will take 
place primarily outdoors as the weather per-
mits and is best for folks who enjoy enthusias-
tically explaining instructions and are comfort-
able standing for most of the program.  
 
 
 

 Volunteer Opportunities 
Autumnal Carving 
Wednesday, October 19 
5:30PM-8PM 
 
Art Assistants (2-4 Volunteers). Assist 
families and children in learning how to carve 
apples, pumpkins, or another autumn related 
art-creation to celebrate the season!  Best for 
those who like to get sticky or messy, can 
enthusiastically explain instructions, and en-
joy family fun.   

 
Community Science Projects 
In addition to Silverwood’s events, we have 
community science and monitoring projects 
that begin in late fall and run through the 
winter.  
 
Project Feeder Watch (November 
through April) is an existing community sci-
ence project that asks volunteers to collect 
information on the kinds of birds seen at a 
feeder for two consecutive days in a row each 
week.  If you participate in this project, we 
would also ask you to re-fill the bird seed at 
Silverwood’s feeders each time you partici-
pate.  Best for those who enjoy birds and 
birding, like to work independently or with a 
small group, and want to watch something 
other than Zoom meetings for a while.  For 
more information on what this project looks 
like, feel free to visit the Project Feeder 
Watch Website.   
 
Ice Monitoring on Silver Lake (November 
through April) is a project being initiated by 
Silverwood staff.  We are attempting to col-
lect general data on the amount of ice on the 
lake at any given time throughout the cold 
months as well as when Ice In and when Ice 
Out occur.  We would ask participants to 
monitor thickness of ice and estimate per-
centage of ice cover on the lake throughout 
the winter months.   
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Volunteer Opportunities 
 
Stories in the Snow (November through 
April) is a community science project from 
the Desert Research Institute (DRI) in Nevada.  
This project uses an app called Citizen Science 
Tahoe to photograph and classify different 
kinds of snowflakes based on their crystal 
structure.  This project requires a training ses-
sion and would ask that you come to Silver-
wood to collect data at least twice. 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Volunteer Docents  
 

Become an art and nature docent at Silver-
wood Park’s gallery.  We are searching for vol-
unteers to be present in the gallery during 
busy weekend times, primarily Saturdays and 
Sundays from 1PM-3PM.  Docents are meant 
to invite park guests to talk about and engage 
with the art in the gallery, relating it to the 
outdoors and environmental themes.  Becom-
ing a docent requires a group training with Sil-
verwood staff.  Then, docents work inde-
pendently, signing up for shifts in small groups 
or on their own.   
 
For more information contact Seth Eberle at 
seth.eberle@threeriversparks.org.   
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

  

To volunteer for any of 

these opportunities, please 

call or email Seth Eberle at 

seth.eberle@threeriverspark

s.org or 612-508-6217.  He 

will connect you with the 

staff person leading the pro-

gram or project.   


