
1.2: Natural History of the Midwest II
Brandon Corder, Botany 450 (Summer 2024)
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EPA eco-regions of Wisconsin

Level I (3): Northern Forests, Eastern Temperate Forests, Great Plains

Level II (4): Mixed Forest Shield, Mixed Wood Plains, Central USA Plains, Temperate Prairies

Level III (6): Western Corn Belt, Northern Lakes and Forests, North Central Hardwood Forests, 

Driftless Area, Southeastern Wisconsin Till Plains, Central Corn Belt Plains

Level IV (27): examples include: Rock River Drift Plain, Coulee section of Driftless, Menominee 

Ground Moraine, St. Croix Pine Barrens, Prairie Pothole Region, Door Peninsula, etc.
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Tension Zone

Combination of climate and 

soil differences between N & S 

Wisconsin

Northern soils are leached due 

to high precipitation and low 

evaporation

Generally poorer soils up 

North
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Natural Communities of 

Wisconsin

The WI DNR lists at least 71 

different natural plant 

communities (not including 

lake types
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Prairies

• Prairies are grasslands that lack trees; they are highly 

diverse and imperiled communities

• DNR today classify prairies in two major ways:

1. Moisture: running from dry to dry-mesic to mesic to wet-

mesic to wet

2. Soil type: i.e., distinction between sand prairie and dry 

prairie
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Rich soils

Frequent fire

Primarily prairie grasses and 

forbs (not woody herbs)



Sand Prairie  Dry Prairie     Dry-Mesic Prairie

Mesic Prairie  Wet-Mesic Prairie     Wet Prairie



Dry to dry-mesic prairie: contain short 

to medium prairie grasses, often on 

bluffs or hills; well-represented today



Wet to wet-mesic prairie: contain tall 

prairie grasses mostly on loamy soils; 

often in wetland complexes



Forests
• Forests by woody 

plants – hardwoods or 

softwoods

1. Southern vs. Northern 

forests

2. Amount of moisture: 

dry (xeric), medium 

(mesic), and wet (also 

swamp, lowland, etc.)

3. Density of tree-cover 

(denser = forest; 

scattered = savanna)
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Southern mesic forests: one of the most common 

forest types found in Southern Wisconsin

Dominated by sugar maple canopy; diverse layer of 

herbaceous plants such as trillium
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Southern xeric forests: oak and hickory 

dominated drier, more open forests

Well developed-layer of shrubs; interesting herbs

Intro Glacial History Weather & Climate Eco-regions Early forest vs. today



Northern mesic forests: one of the most 

common forest types in Wisconsin, dominated by 

sugar maple with some American beech, eastern 

hemlock, etc.

Depending on canopy, can be sparse understory 

or highly diverse!
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Northern xeric forests: acidic nature of oak 

and conifer forests supports a range of unusual 

growth forms involving fungal associates

Important woody plants include red pine, pin 

oaks, and trembling aspen; blueberries and 

Northern herbs
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Barrens and Savannas

• Barrens and savannas have scattered woody plants but are 

interspersed with larger open areas

• Tend to occur on drier, less hospitable sites that limit tree 

growth (associated with glacial sandy plains)

• Both are rare globally
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Oak savannas / Oak openings: Dominant 

vegetation type in S Wisconsin prior to European 

settlement

Oaks with thick bark to protect against fire; 

Diverse understory –  shade tolerant and  

intolerant plants – Heterogeneity promotes high 

diversity

Now one of the most endangered habitats
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Oak and pine barrens: very dry savannas that 

are dominated by mostly black oak and jack pine, 

respectively.

Interesting mix of Northern shrubs with some 

prairie grasses and herbs

Endangered species: Karner blue, Kirtland’s 

warbler (Michigan)
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Wetlands

• The Wisconsin DNR recognized over 25 different types of 

non-forested wetlands and 10 different forested wetlands

• Some other communities we learned earlier can be classified 

as wetlands (e.g., wet prairies; hardwood swamps and wet 

forests)

• Non-forested wetlands can be classified in various ways but 

one important distinction is in the source of water: from 

groundwater or primarily from rain
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Open bogs: acidic with low-nutrients and 

typically fed by rainwater (ombrotrophic). 

Hummocks of peat moss
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Fens: often alkaline wetlands 

associated with graminoids and fed 

by groundwater (minerotrophic) 
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Bare Soil and Bedrock Communities
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Apostle Islands, Wisconsin



Cliffs and talus slopes
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Indiana Dunes National Park, Indiana
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Sleeping Bear Dunes, Michigan
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Anthropogenic 

Habitats!
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70. Western 

Alleghenian 

Plateau

48. Lake 

Agassiz Plain 61. Lake Erie 

Drift Plains

Level III Ecoregions (EPA)
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48. Lake 

Agassiz Plain
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46o. Big Stone moraine, Minnesota
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50d. Lake Superior Mineral ranges
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57b. Oak openings (Ohio)
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Pre-European forests 

vs. 

the forests today
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