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Claiming a million square miles, the Great Plains once ranked among the most magnificent grasslands on Earth,  

its vast prairies colored by wildflowers and filled with bird and buffalo, cougar and bear. Then, in a brief historic moment, 

much of the grandeur was gone. As America grew west, the Plains’ native grazers, top predators, and indigenous cultures 

were systematically wiped out. Today, this fragmented landscape is the most endangered ecosystem on the continent.  

But all is not lost on the prairie. Through lyrical photographs and essays, historical images, and maps, great plainS  

goes beyond just the surface conflicts, the politics and pessimism, to the land itself—a lingering wild whose diverse  

natural communities, native creatures, and natural systems together create one sweeping and extraordinary whole.

Michael Forsberg  with dan o’brien, david wiShart, and ted kooSer

a m e r i C a’ S  l i n g e r i n g  w i l d

C
h

iC
a

g
o

great Plains
   ameriCa’S lingering wild

two hundred yearS ago, before the gun, the plow, 

the pump, and the fence created one of the most altered 

environments on Earth, the world’s greatest natural 

grasslands teemed with life. But in the blink of an eye, 

modernization forever altered the American prairie.  

Scores of species were marginalized or vanished, and 

in the span of a century small towns bloomed, then 

withered, as economic and climatic forces shifted.  

Today, the great expanse of the Great Plains — measuring 

some 500 to 700 miles wide and 1,800 miles long —  

is a blank slate in much of the American consciousness. 

The big empty, fly-over country, the outback.

The immense distances, infinite horizons, enveloping 

skies, and harsh climate of the Plains have always 

conveyed to newcomers a sense of strangeness and 

unpredictability. Some 18,000 years ago, when humans 

first ventured onto the Plains, they chose not to stay, 

but thousands of years later European-American 

settlers saw the potential of the endless grasslands. 

Great Plains: America’s Lingering Wild recaptures that 

beckoning landscape where pioneers once saw hope. As 

this book attests, promise survives on the Great Plains.

Photographer Michael Forsberg documents the Plains’ 

sprawling tableau, its diversity and grandeur, with his 

powerful images. He finds the gritty prairie survivors 

and shows the potential for species renewal, given 

the wisdom and will to conserve the remaining natural 

ecosystems. Poet laureate Ted Kooser, preeminent 

geographer David Wishart, and writer-rancher Dan 

O’Brien add their own elegant, thoughtful voices to 

describe the magnificent beauties — and quandaries —  

of the Great Plains.

The volume’s iconic cover of a bison beneath an 

immense and shifting prairie sky captures this book’s 

essence. Change and adaptability are constant and 

essential to all life on the prairie, but the human hand  

now lays more heavily than ever on its fragile habitats. 

Great Plains: America’s Lingering Wild celebrates those 

habitats in picture and word and at the same time 

unflinchingly poses a challenge: Will we irreparably harm 

these remarkable grasslands, or save them for the 

benefit of future generations?

Front: wind Cave national park, South dakota 

A lone bison bull (Bison bison) roams the prairie under  

a blue dome of sky. Before European-American 

settlement, some 30 million bison thundered across  

the Great Plains. By the late 1800s they had been 

hunted to near-extinction.

miChael ForSberg, a Nebraska native, is a 

professional photographer whose images have appeared 

in Audubon, National Geographic, Natural History, and 

National Wildlife, and in books published by National 

Geographic and Smithsonian. He is a Fellow with the 

International League of Conservation Photographers 

and a charter member of the North American Nature 

Photographers Association. He is also the author of  

On Ancient Wings: The Sandhill Cranes of North America.

His fine-art photographic prints can be found at the 

Michael Forsberg Gallery in Lincoln, Nebraska, and in 

collections around the world. Mike lives in Lincoln with  

his wife and business partner, Patty, daughters Elsa  

and Emme, and three unruly dogs.

dan o’brien has been a wildlife biologist and rancher  

for more than 30 years. Described by The New York 

Times as having “a keen and poetic eye,” Dan is one 

of the most powerful literary voices on the Plains. He 

is a two-time winner of the National Endowment for the 

Arts individual artist’s grant and a 2001 recipient of the 

Bush Creative Arts Fellowship. He received the Western 

Heritage Award for Fiction in 1999 for The Contract 

Surgeon and again in 2001 for his memoir, Buffalo for 

the Broken Heart. 

david wiShart is Professor of Geography at the 

University of Nebraska, Lincoln. A historical geographer 

specializing in the dispossession of indigenous 

peoples and the Great Plains region, he is the author 

of The Fur Trade of the American West, 1807–1840, 

and An Unspeakable Sadness: The Dispossession 

of the Nebraska Indians. He is also the editor of the 

Encyclopedia of the Great Plains and the Encyclopedia  

of Great Plains Indians.

miChael ForSberg photography
100 north 8th Street, Suite 150
lincoln, ne 68508
402-477-5030

For more information about Michael Forsberg and his work, upcoming 
lectures, exhibitions, and stock photography, or to purchase fine-art prints 
from the images in this book, please visit Michael Forsberg Photography at  
www.michaelforsberg.com. the univerSity oF ChiCago preSS 
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“ The prairie is a minimalist landscape, anything but flashy. Forsberg’s discerning eye frames its 

sparse beauty in all its exquisite detail and lovely sweep. To spend time with this book is to under-

stand why the Great Plains matter. ” — ChriS JohnS editor, national geographiC magaZine

“ The Great Plains of America are not for sissies, but those who respond to their haunting beauty  

will not be driven off. The photographer Michael Forsberg . . . has spent a long time looking at the  

Great Plains and now he has shared what he saw. ” — larry mCmurtry author oF loneSome dove

ted kooSer Foreword  dan o’brien eSSayS  david wiShart Chapter introduCtionS   miChael ForSberg Field StorieS

leFt to right: greater prairie-ChiCken, pronghorn, Cougar

photo by Joel Sartore

“ Great Plains strikes me as a signal event in the history of American publishing, a true event where 

the authors Ted Kooser, David Wishart, Dan O’Brien, and the simply fabulous photographer Michael 

Forsberg are a perfectly graceful mix. I have crisscrossed this area dozens of times, and it was won-

derful to see my grand memories between covers. ” — Jim harriSon author oF legendS oF the Fall





Webster County, nebraska

A monarch butterfly (Danaus plexippus) gathers nectar from Indian blanket flowers 

(Gaillardia pulchella). Each spring succeeding generations of short-lived monarchs 

move up the Great Plains as far north as Canada, following the prairie bloom. In fall 

they make an astonishing long-distance migration to the forests of central Mexico.

	



nIobrara natIonal sCenIC rIver, nebraska

Morning fog gathers along the Niobrara River, considered a “biological crossroads” of 

the Great Plains. Six distinct ecosystems converge in this narrow corridor of diversity, 

supporting 600 different plant species, 200 bird species, and 85 species of butterflies. 



audubon sPrIng Creek PraIrIe, nebraska

Captured on film by a “camera trap,” a female bobcat (Lynx rufus) pauses along a  

creek drainage in tallgrass prairie. Though relatively common in parts of the Plains, 

these cats are seldom seen, a tribute to their solitary habits and to the way their  

coats perfectly match their surroundings.



Harding County, SoutH dakota

The only surviving species of their kind, pronghorn (Antilocapra americana) are a  

living remnant from the Pleistocene. They evolved on North America’s grasslands 

and can outrun and outlast any predator that ever roamed here. Topping out at 

speeds of 60 miles an hour, they’re one of the fastest land mammals on Earth. 





Buffalo gap NatioNal grasslaNd, south dakota

A bison herd (Bison bison) moves across the shallows of the Cheyenne River. Even in extremely hot weather, 

bison only need water every few days, a distinct advantage for wide-ranging Great Plains grazers.
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One milliOn square miles belongs to 

the Great Plains, a swath running 1,800 

miles down the center of the continent. 

Its complicated and critical mesh of 

ecosystems have been shaped by native 

grazers, fire, and a harsh continental 

climate that becomes more arid as one 

moves west. While the Plains’ exact 

boundaries are often disputed, for the 

purposes of this book, it has been 

broadly delineated into three major 

regions — the Tallgrass Prairie and the 

Northern and Southern Plains. Seasonal 

wetlands, playas, and rivers that run 

like ladder steps up and down the 

Plains provide punctuations of natural 

activity in this vast region. But there are 

others as well — huge prairie dog towns 

that support a host of wild creatures 

both above and below the surface, 

sky-island mountain ranges and deep 

canyons that harbor large predators 

like mountain lion and bear, and small 

creeks whose recesses promise as 

much colorful aquatic life as a Caribbean 

reef. In many parts of the Plains, these 

worlds are increasingly threatened as 

urbanization, energy development, and 

large-scale agriculture fragment natural 

habitats; invasive species overpower 

endemic ones; and poor land and 

water management put immeasurable 

strains on the fragile but elegant natural 

systems, migratory traditions, and native 

creatures of the Plains.
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TNC KoNza Prairie BiologiCal STaTioN, KaNSaS

A rainbow frames butterfly milkweed (Asclepias tuberosa) blooming in the Flint Hills 

prairie. Of the original 142 million acres of tallgrass prairie, less than 5 percent 

remains, the majority in the Flint Hills.
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Tallgrass Remains

tallgrass prairies

CommeNCiNg wiTh Small “oaK oPeNiNgS” in Indiana, the tallgrass prairie once 

spread through much of the American heartland, covering Iowa, southern Minnesota, 

the eastern portions of the Dakotas, Nebraska, Kansas, Oklahoma, Texas, northwest-

ern Missouri, and north into south-central Manitoba. To the west, with decreasing 

rainfall the tallgrass gave way to mixed-grass, and the woodland diminished to slender 

fingers of cottonwood and willow, reaching out into the heart of the Great Plains.

The tallgrass prairie must have been a sight to behold. Early travelers struggled 

to capture in words its immensity and diversity, its fragrance, its teeming wildlife, its 

strangeness. William Clark of the Lewis and Clark Expedition frequently wrote about 

this plentitude in his journal. On July 30, 1804, Clark climbed the bluffs of the Missouri 

River Valley in what is now Washington County, Nebraska, to gain a view of the country. 

Before him he saw “the most butifull prospects imaginable,” a seemingly boundless 

upland prairie of little bluestem, needlegrass, and prairie dropseed, with big bluestem 

on the lower slopes. “Nature appears to have exerted itself to butify the scenery by 

the variety of flours,” Clark wrote. He specifically noted bright yellow sunflowers ten 

feet high, but he also would have seen slender white prairie clover, silvery leadplant, 

bushes of purple aster, and many of the other 250 varieties of forbs (flowering herba-

ceous plants) that added profusion and color to each square mile of the prairie.

In the dense vine-strewn woodlands on the Missouri River floodplain, Clark identi-

fied stands of cottonwood, mulberry, ash, elm, hickory, oak, Kentucky coffee tree, and 

sycamore, as well as abundant species of wild fruits — plums, grapes, gooseberries, 

currants, raspberries, chokecherries, and tart red buffalo berries. The wildlife Clark 

observed — and sometimes shot — included bison and beaver in great numbers (even in 

the immediate vicinity of an Omaha Indian village), prairie dogs, badgers, elk, ante-

lope, and deer, which were “as plentiful as hogs about a farm.” At one point the Mis-

souri River was coated from bank to bank for three miles with a layer of white feathers, 

the source of which, the explorers eventually discovered, was an immense gathering 

of pelicans on a sandbar. Nearby, the explorers threw a net into a creek and pulled out 

318 pike, bass, freshwater drum, catfish, crayfish, and mussels.

Lewis and Clark, like European explorers and particularly the French before 

them, hoped on their westward passage to encounter the “Garden,” a mythical earthly 

paradise of fertility and tranquility. In the verdant tallgrass prairies they believed they 

had found it. They, and the Indians who preceded them by thousands of years, were 

fortunate to see the tallgrass prairie in its prime. In the following two centuries the 



Missouri NatioNal recreatioNal river, south Dakota/Nebraska borDer

One of the last unchannelized sections of North America’s longest river, this stretch  

of the Missouri was once only a small part of a dynamic 2,340-mile-long braided  

prairie river ecosystem.  





The Great Plains were once among the greatest grasslands on the planet. But as the 
United States and Canada grew westward, the Plains were plowed up, fenced in, 
overgrazed, and otherwise degraded. Today, this fragmented landscape is the most 
endangered and least protected ecosystem in North America. But all is not lost on 
the prairie. Through lyrical photographs, essays, historical images, and maps, this 
beautifully illustrated book gets beneath the surface of the Plains, revealing the 
lingering wild that still survives and whose diverse natural communities, native 
creatures, migratory traditions, and natural systems together create one vast and 
extraordinary whole.

 Three broad geographic regions in Great Plains are covered in detail, evoked in 
the unforgettable and often haunting images taken by Michael Forsberg. Between 
the fall of 2005 and the winter of 2008, Forsberg traveled roughly 100,000 miles 
across 12 states and three provinces, from southern Canada to northern Mexico, to 
complete the photographic fieldwork for this project, underwritten by The Nature 
Conservancy. Complementing Forsberg’s images and firsthand accounts are essays 
by Great Plains scholar David Wishart and acclaimed writer Dan O’Brien. Each sec-
tion of the book begins with a thorough overview by Wishart, while O’Brien—a 
wildlife biologist and rancher as well as a writer—uses his powerful literary voice 
to put the Great Plains into a human context, connecting their natural history with 
man’s uses and abuses. 

 The Great Plains are a dynamic but often forgotten landscape—overlooked,  
undervalued, misunderstood, and in desperate need of conservation. This book 
helps lead the way forward, informing and inspiring readers to recognize the wild 
spirit and splendor of this irreplaceable part of the planet.

“The Great Plains of America are not for sissies, but those who respond to their 
haunting beauty will not be driven off. The photographer Michael Forsberg and 
three of his writing friends show why. Forsberg has spent a long time looking at 
the Great Plains and now he has shared what he saw.”

Larry McMurtry

“Great Plains strikes me as a signal event in the history of American publishing, a 
true event where the authors Ted Kooser, David Wishart, Dan O’Brien, and the 
simply fabulous photographer, Michael Forsberg, are a perfectly graceful mix. 
Having criss-crossed this area dozens of times it was wonderful to see my grand 
memories between covers.”

JiM Harrison

“This is an invaluable book for those who already love the Great Plains, but it is an 
important book for those who have not considered the importance of the Plains 
in America’s ecosystem. The area has been called America’s Outback, but this 
beautiful book should make it accessible to anyone.”

Kathleen Norris 

Michael Forsberg is a Nebraska native and a professional photographer whose images 
have appeared in publications including Audubon, National Geographic, Natural History,  
National Wildlife. He is a Fellow with the International League of Conservation Photogra-
phers and a charter member of the North American Nature Photographers Association. 
To learn more about his work, visit www.michaelforsberg.com.
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