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Subject: Sibley Prairie
Southeast Michigan Natural Heritage
Brownstown Township, Wayne County

If the public would like to experience what parts of the Detroit area were like before
most of it was developed, Sibley Prairie is it; an irreplaceable natural heritage for us,
future generations, and the many wonderful and increasingly rare species that occur in
few other places of the world. Look at an aerial photograph and you'll see that Sibley
Prairie is located in one of the largest patches of green remaining at the south edge of
metro Detroit. At nearly one square mile, Sibley Prairie is part of the biggest lakeplain
prairie and savanna complex remaining in Michigan, but only a small piece of its former
approximately 25 square-mile area.

As the last glacier receded, meltwaters deposited vast flat expanses of deep clay around
the  margins  of  the  early  Great  Lakes.  As  water  levels  dropped,  large  parts  of  the
lakeplain clay were left covered by sandy soils; a mix of ancient beaches, dunes, and
meltwater flow deposits in broad channels. This varied landscape of shallow sands over
thick clay is where lakeplain prairie and lakeplain oak openings, or savannas, developed
and thrived for millennia.

A shallow water table, perched on the underlying lakeplain clay, fluctuates seasonally
and often in sync with the cyclic high and low water levels of the nearby Great Lakes. In
dry low-water years, some plant species shift to lower, wetter ground. Prior to Euro-
American settlement, the vegetation often burned during these drier times due to fires
set  by  indigenous  people  in  their  effort  to  improve  hunting  conditions  by  favoring
grasses and also culturally important food and fiber plants. In wetter high-water years,
plant species sensitive to flooding shifted to higher ground while marsh and swamp
expanded in the lower portions of the landscape. Before they were largely eliminated
by trapping, beaver were responsible for flooding large portions of the relatively flat
landscape.  The  varied  landscape  of  flats,  depressions,  sand  ridges,  along
with the wet and dry cycles of saturation and inundation followed by burning, resulted
in a unique and dynamic complex of wet lakeplain prairie, shrub swamp, marsh, and
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open flatwoods, with oak openings or savanna on adjacent low ridges; together, a rich
and diverse collection of plant and animal species adapted to this habitat mosaic, many
now quite rare.

So,  what's  in  this  lakeplain  prairie  complex?  At  first  glance  in  the  spring  and early
summer, you might see just a wet meadow of prairie grasses, sedges, and rushes. But in
the late summer and early fall, the prairie turns into  a diverse and colorful array of
flowering  forbs  like  blazing-star,  gentians,  mountain-mint,  shrubby  cinquefoil,
goldenrods,  milkweeds, coneflowers,  lupine,  lobelia,  prairie dock,  betony,  colic  root,
coreopsis, ironweed, asters, and more. Attracted to all of these flowers, a plethora of
butterflies, moths, bees, beetles, and other pollinating insects are busy at work across
the  prairie.  Within  the  prairie  are  patches  of  shrub  swamp  full  of  buttonbush  (a
pollinator  magnet),  dogwood,  willow,  elderberry,  swamp  rose,  hazelnut,  and
nannyberry  among many other  shrubs  and a  great  variety  of  flowering herbs. Wet
prairie and marsh occupy the lowest and wettest areas, full of bulrush, spike-rushes,
rushes, sedges, cat-tail, bluejoint grass, and various forbs, with arrowhead, pondweed,
water-celery, bladderwort, coontail, and water-lily in and around open water.

Sand ridges or knolls  support oak-dominated savanna, known as oak openings,  also
covered by hickory,  ash,  sassafras,  maple,  cherry,  serviceberry,  hawthorn,  dogwood,
hazelnut,  sumac,  huckleberry,  blueberry,  sweetfern,  bearberry,  as  well  as  forbs  and
grasses from the adjoining prairie.  This  prairie  and savanna landscape was used by
indigenous people for trails, settlements, and as a source of nuts, berries, and other
food and fiber plants.

Included in the complex are the unique wet-mesic flatwoods of southeast Michigan,
dominated by several species of oak, including Michigan Special  Concern  Shumard’s
oak,  the  uncommon  shellbark  hickory,  Michigan  Threatened  pumpkin  ash,  and
Michigan  Endangered  black  cottonwood,  with  an  understory  of  hornbeam,  hop-
hornbeam,  prickly-ash,  arrow-wood,  spicebush,  riverbank  grape,  poison  ivy,  and
typically a sparse ground layer of woodland forbs and sedges.

Originally, lakeplain prairie covered very little of Michigan, totaling not quite 158,000
acres, or about 245 square miles; only about 0.4% of the land area of the entire state as
estimated by the Michigan Natural Features Inventory using General Land Office notes
from the first Michigan surveys in the 1800s. Most prairies in Michigan were first to be
drained and cropped because the need for tree clearing was minimal and the ground
was rich. Today, only about 1,250 acres of lakeplain prairie remains, or just 0.8% of the
original acreage. In other words, 99.2% of the lakeplain prairie in Michigan has been



destroyed in roughly the past 200 years. As such, lakeplain prairie is considered critically
imperiled in Michigan and essentially on a global basis. Is it not high time to protect
every piece that remains?

Based on recorded occurrences maintained by the Michigan Natural Features Inventory,
the Sibley Prairie complex and vicinity supports at least one Michigan Endangered, six
Michigan Threatened, and 16 Michigan Special Concern plant and animal species. In
addition, based on the plant community complex in general, many more rare species
are possible. In just the past 25 years, at least 18 rare species that could occur on or
near Sibley Prairie have increased in priority from Special Concern to Threatened, or
Threatened to Endangered, indicating the increasingly imperiled status of these species
and the natural communities that provide habitat.

Over  200  native  plant  species  are  recorded  from  the  Sibley  Prairie  complex,  most
depending on lakeplain prairie habitat and occurring in few other locations in Michigan.
The Michigan Natural Features Inventory identified Sibley Prairie as the highest quality
lakeplain prairie  remnant of  53 surveyed in Michigan.  The Floristic  Quality  Index of
Sibley Prairie is nearly 70 on a scale of 0 to 100, with most natural areas in Michigan
scoring between 20 and 40.  Likewise, several uncommon and rare animal species are
known from Sibley Prairie and the vicinity. Some are found only in a few locations in the
southeast corner of the State, such as Michigan Threatened Duke’s Skipper butterfly.

Rare  and  imperiled  species  that  have  either  been  observed  and  documented  from
Sibley  Prairie  or  could  occur  there  based  on  the  plant  communities,  include  the
following:

US Endangered: Karner blue butterfly, northern long-eared bat, and Indiana bat.
US  Threatened:  monarch  butterfly  (proposed  US  Threatened),  prairie  white-fringed
orchid, and eastern massasauga rattlesnake.

Michigan  Endangered:  Gattinger’s  gerardia,  Skinner’s  gerardia,  short-eared  owl,
Henslow’s sparrow, round-seed panic grass, lambda snaggletooth snail, downy gentian,
prairie vole, Indiana bat, prairie white-fringed orchid, black cottonwood, king rail, few-
flowered nut-rush, and barn owl.

Michigan  Threatened:  tall  green  milkweed,  purple  milkweed,  Sullivant’s  milkweed,
panicled  screwstem,  Missouri  rock-cress,  fescue  sedge,  spotted  turtle,  least  shrew,
white lady slipper, Persius duskywing butterfly,  upland boneset, tinted spurge, Dukes’
skipper  butterfly,  leafhopper,  pumpkin  ash,  downy  sunflower,  panicled  hawkweed,
short-fruited rush, Vasey’s rush, woodland lettuce, least pinweed, Leggett's pinweed,
Virginia flax, northern prostrate clubmoss, wing-stemmed monkey-flower, eastern fox



snake, Culver’s root borer, silphium borer moth, Karner blue butterfly, sand cinquefoil,
Maryland meadow-beauty,  netted nut-rush, eastern massasauga rattlesnake, Atlantic
blue-eyed-grass, eastern box turtle, and Virginia spiderwort.

Michigan  Special  Concern:  grasshopper  sparrow,  hairy  angelica,  three-awned  grass,
Cooper’s  milk  vetch,  dusted skipper  butterfly,  American bittern,  Richardson’s  sedge,
northern  harrier,  leafhopper,  Engelmann’s  spike-rush,  Blanding's  turtle,  whiskered
sunflower, gentian-leaved St. John’s-wort, conobea, furrowed flax, northern appressed
bog  clubmoss,  bog  conehead katydid,  red-faced  meadow katydid,  delicate  meadow
katydid,  green  desert  grasshopper,  blazing  star  borer,  maritime  sunflower  borer,
Wilson’s phalarope, cross-leaved milkwort,  Shumard’s oak,  meadow-beauty, tall beak-
rush, tall nut-rush, prairie warbler, dickcissel, prairie dropseed, and willow aster.

Presumed  Extirpated  from  Michigan:  chestnut  sedge,  violet  wood-sorrel,  sand
milkwort, honey-flowered Solomon-seal, and Farwell’s blue-eyed-grass.

Sibley Prairie was even possibly the location of the last endemic bison of Michigan. The
bison was shot at the corner of Sibley and Allen roads in Brownstown Township in 1882
by landowner J.G. Carson and the hide still hangs at the Flatrock Historical Museum.

One of the few remaining natural areas bordering metro Detroit; a large, sustainable,
and diverse native community complex; critically imperiled plant communities; habitat
for many rare plant and animal species; thousands of years of indigenous occupation
and management by the local Wyandotte and possibly Pottawatomi tribes; extensive
history of early Euro-American settlement; an abundance of vital ecosystem services
provided; and opportunity for much-needed outdoor recreation land in the Detroit and
Downriver area. If Sibley Prairie is not worth protecting, then we don't know what is.

William Collins, Executive Director
Thumb Land Conservancy
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