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Ka-ma-ma Prairie
Status: First acquisition in process
Watershed: Ohio Brush Creek,
draining into the Ohio River
Acreage: 80
Purchase Price: $170,000
Balance Needed: $85,000
Residing County: Adams Co.

What is it about a prairie that seems to seep
into one’s soul? If any ecosystem symbolizes
the American spirit, the prairie is it — not the
great forests that had a counterpart in Europe,
but the great grasslands which did not. When
the European settlers left the shadows of the
expansive Eastern forest and emerged on the
edge of the prairies — they were looking into a
strange and sun-drenched world.

Learn birdcalls and you soon discover that each place in the world has its own distinctive
music. If ever there was positive evidence for the Gaia theory, this is it. Northern birdcalls
are almost always high-pitched, sweet, and liquid. They sound like they belong hidden
amidst spruce and pine forests. They whisper of evergreens singing to themselves, songs
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so tiny and fragile they sound like they have snowflakes in them.
Prairie Music. If you took the calls of the north woods, stretched them out, made them clearer and stronger, and stirred them
up with the wind and sun — you’d have the song of the prairie. The bobolink’s call is so long and enchanting it wraps the
whole sky in its song. A meadowlark’s melancholy query holds the loneliness of infinite grass-scapes. To turn the essence

of Ka-ma-ma into words on paper is as difficult as describing songs, but every bit as real. It is a place of intricate
tapestries of relationships — as complicated as a forest, but condensed into a thriving sunlit ecosystem that
hugs the earth. It is a plant community that is literally within our grasp — sized to human scale and suited to our
perspective.

The beauty of Ka-ma-ma is incomprehensible without at least some understanding of prairie history. A few centuries ago contiguous prairies were found in the great interior of our continent, bounded by the broadleaf forest
to the East, and the Rockies to the West. Traveling westward across this expanse, rainfall continually decreased, then as now. Approaching Indiana, when the annual rainfall dropped below 32 inches, patches of tallgrass prairies began to appear with grasses up to 12 feet tall. In Illinois the native tall-grass prairies more completely displaced the forest in a waving sea of grasses — a complex ecosystem boasting 400 plant species. As
rainfall diminished further west, the tall-grass prairie in turn was replaced by more drought-resistant mixed-grass
and short-grass prairies. Today, Ka-ma-ma Prairie is most similar to these shorter prairies of the far west, with
grasses rarely taller than 2 1/2 feet.
When the plow was invented with the power to cut prairie sod, all native grasslands began to rapidly disappear,
going the way of the bison, black-footed ferrets, prairie dogs, jack rabbits, badgers, wolves and prairie chickens.
Today, prairie remnants are most often found hunkered down in unplowed ‘forgotten’ places such as railroad
tracks, pioneer cemeteries, and scarred lands with soil so poor that no one bothered to put them under a plow.
In Illinois, the quintessential prairie state — less than a tenth of one percent of the 37 million acres of tall-grass
prairies remain today. Intact American prairies are now as hard to find as old-growth forests. But unlike forests,
once plowed under, prairies don’t come back — not unless painstakingly planted and restored.
If you are thinking that Ka-ma-ma prairie is far away from its western brethren, you are right, both in miles and
years. The type of prairie found at Ka-ma-ma — known as an alkaline short-grass prairie — has been isolated
in the East for so long that it has evolved its own unique assemblage of species. Climates and eco-systems are
always in flux. Ka-ma-ma is a remnant from an ancient, drier age when it covered a much larger expanse than
the isolated remnants found today in Adams County and central Kentucky. Now that we are living in times of
relatively high rainfalls, these prairies are retaining a toe-hold in only the driest and most inhospitable habitats
where trees can’t easily compete. The limestone and dolomite bedrocks of Adams County — with their thin and
worn-out soils — fall in that category perfectly.
To a forest-dweller, Ka-ma-ma Prairie at first feels like a very strange and exotic place — distinctively and richly
southern. It is not until you follow Ka-ma-ma through several cycles of seasons does it begin to feel familiar, revealing a huge cast of recognizable characters. Beginning in May the prairies start to bloom in earnest. Every
two weeks new species cycle in as others depart; the floral show reaching a heady crescendo in mid-August.
Partly because the sunlight shines at our feet, the life in a prairie seems extraordinarily abundant compared to
the aloofness of a forest canopy, especially in wildflower, reptile, amphibian, and insect species. Scores of butterfly species, both common and rare, are the hallmark species of Ka-ma-ma — commonly seen floating above
the grasslands and sipping nectar from the many flowers.

The Origin of the Name
Names are important. They have power in them when they come slowly, chosen only after great deliberation. And so
we labored over a name for the new prairie, the property that had taken us outside the cocoon of the Rocky Fork Gorge
and spread us into the wider vision of the Arc of Appalachia. Prairies and the native peoples are connected in our
American imagination for good reasons, and so we turned to languages that had a longer history on this continent than
our own.
In our midst, by sheer synchronicity, was Edwin George, one of only a small number of natives who grew up speaking
Eastern Cherokee as his first and primary language. He was visiting a good friend who lived at Black Gum Woods Internship Center and acquiesced to have a naming evening around a cast iron stove in the deep of winter. We struggled
with the many rhythmic and magical words that he uttered upon request. We finally decided on one of the few we could
pronounce — Ka-ma-ma, for butterfly. By spring we would learn just what an excellent and appropriate name for the
prairie this choice would prove to be.
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Exploring the rich and miniature world of
lichens

Listen…
Ka-ma-ma Prairie is best experienced not through the intellect, but
through the senses. On a May
night, the setting sun illuminates
the orange-red wands of Indian
Paintbrush before the brilliant disc
slips below the horizon. Along the
edge of the open oak woods, hoary
yellow puccoon and yellow lady’s
slippers are in full bloom. As the
moon rises, the pond comes alive
with the tic-tic-tic of the cricket
frogs, and somewhere in the distance is the ringing chorus of
spring peepers. Suddenly the magical call of the chuck-will’s-widow
fills the night air with its mysterious
presence. The prairie is renewing
its time-honored rituals, singing its
ancient song.

A handsome southern shrub, Carolina
Buckhorn, is rare in Ohio — found only in a

Ka-ma-ma boasts wealth of dragonfly
species

Baby Hognose Snake (harmless)

11 species
of snakes
510 species of vascular plants
43 species of state-listed
rare & endangered plants
12 species of amphibians
An astounding
65 species of butterflies

Two fence lizards sunning

Over 24 species
of lichens
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The most stunning find of the year was of
the state-endangered Prairie Gentian

