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The Frey Prairie 2012 (August-September) by Marc Pastorek
The passing of Frey Prairie—a lamentation
Malcolm F. Vidrine, Charles M. Allen, Marc Pastorek and Bruno Borsari
Frey Prairie, a piece of the Plaquemine Prairie, was among one of the first prairie remnants discovered by Charles Allen and Malcolm Vidrine in the summer of 1986. It was approximately 3 miles long and straddled an old railroad bed that had been lifted and leveled.  The remnant prairies on either side of the old railroad bed were different, but then the prairie remnants commonly displayed that kind of dichotomy. During the early years of study, the remnants were rich with diversity.  Tall Compass Plants were common and several large circles of Big Bluestem accented the diversity. Spring provided a literal flower garden of Coreopsis, Tradescantia, Baptisia, Asclepias, Scutellaria, Polytaenia, Monarda, and much more. Midsummer sported large numbers of Eryngium, Liatris, Rosinweeds, Rudbeckia, Gaillardia aestivalis,Tephrosia onybrychoides, Ruellia, Passiflora and more. Autumn responded with tall grasses, goldenrods, Chrysopsis mariana and C. graminifolia, Vernonia, Helianthus mollis and H. angustifolius, and Compass plants galore.
While it was burned routinely at first, burning diminished over the years. Piece by piece, the remnant was mowed and made into lawn, leveled and made into a runway, plowed, topsoil removed, and herbicided by drift or directly until the plants were noticeably suffering and disappearing. The first plant that disappeared was Aletris lutea—a lovely yellow lily, then the big milkweeds like Asclepias obovata followed. The Big Bluestem was plowed under, and roadside ditches were dug with the refuse being thrown out onto the remnant seam of prairie flowers. Year after year, attack after attack, until the final big plow put the prairie under its surgical blades, and Frey Prairie ceased to exist. Now it is farmland for more soybeans and rice, and all traces of the garden are gone.
The magic of the Frey Prairie was the plants’ abilities to survive not only everything that nature and man through at them but also our persistent efforts to rescue them. Again and again, we dug plants, and they returned with vigor from their remaining roots and underground stems. Vidrine recalls, “l dug the same Compass plant and milkweed at least 3 times, only to return later and see the new growth from the remains. Thousands of such plants were moved to a dozen restorations from the Frey Prairie, yet the [image: image2.jpg]



View from Highway 3077 to the north across the remnant that had so many Green Comet milkweeds, passionvines, etc. December 6, 2014 by Vidrine.

Frey Prairie still looked the same, except for the evidence of the other impacts.” At another point Vidrine recalls, “walking through the prairie in early Spring and seeing hundreds of small impressions, the craters of earlier rescues, each with a sprout of a significant prairie plant, Compass plant, Button snakeroot, milkweed, etc. Many of these plants not only went into the Cajun Prairie Restoration Project in Eunice, but pieces of these were moved into the Cajun Prairie Gardens—as such the Cajun Prairie Gardens is a third incarnation of the Frey Prairie. Prairies grown from seed in the gardens comprise a 4th incarnation, e. g., Vernon Fuselier’s prairies. None of this takes into account the tons of seeds that now have been collected from the Cajun Prairie Restoration Project in Eunice by Marc Pastorek and others—these seeds have ended up in restorations from Mississippi to Texas and places yet to be named.”
[image: image3.jpg]PR EES

LA OSEIA CR S





View from pull-off north along remnant across from the house, where numerous Monarda, goldenasters, Polytaenia, etc. once grew. December 6, 2014 by Vidrine.

Pastorek relates, “It is a very sad day for us and for prairie in Louisiana and a particularly sad day for the planet when such a significant place such as the Frey Prairie is blindly and thoroughly destroyed. This gives me less hope that this human species will do anything to save itself from itself. God bless our grandchildren. 

When I saw the final damage, I was sad for you prairie folks, you, the ones who did all the work before I came along. I have a relic of Frey. I collected a super sweet collection in July. I basically swept all the cool seeds from the site and processed it. I have about twenty five pounds of seed from it. I plan to share some seed with colleagues and use the rest at my farm in my Frey Prairie garden. My Frey prairie garden is just that, seed, genetics only from Frey, collected one morning in October of 2000. I got about 4 pounds or so of seed since we had access to Charles' granted seed stripper via USF and W (Andy Dolan). It is a really special place. I love going to that one acre garden most of all when I am at my farm. It was the first time I had focused on getting bluestem grass seed and the planting reflects this. It is the most prolific, successful and beautiful spot, because of the grasses mostly. It is my best work of my 30 year career. The controlled burns there have varied from every other year or every third year basis and as a result, the fire has kept most woody stuff out, as compared to areas where grasses weren't seeded as much. There are over 50 species in this garden.”
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View along road paralleling the remnant across the house—the center cluster of yellow flowers is Chrysopsis mariana (Goldenaster) on the levee at the roads edge above the ditch—one of the last signs that prairie grew here. December 6, 2014 by Vidrine.
Borsari reflects, “The images sent from Malcolm broke my heart!  I remember well the Frey prairie.  There is where I was taught by Malcolm and Charles to distinguish among forbs and grasses for the first time.  There I conducted my first little project, comparing the soil profiles of the prairie and adjacent cultivated fields in 1992-93.  The paper was written in collaboration with Vestel Shirley, the Chemistry professor at LSUE and published in the Proc. of the American Society of Environmental Science (Borsari, B. and Shirley, V. B.  1993. Preservation of Natural Habitats, Bio-diversity and Farming. Conference Proceedings of the American Society of Environmental Sciences. Baton Rouge, LA.  Sept. 24-25., Vol. I, pp. 181-87).  This was the first paper I wrote in English!

 Agriculture has not improved the world in these 20 years, nor defeated famine and food insecurity.  In the US we have lost more than 20,000,000 acres in the last 5 years to CRP to plant corn and soybean (from 70,000,000 acre to 90,000,000 acres).  Desertification, salinization and soil erosion are diminishing the soil resource at an alarming rate and I believe that in the next 60-70 years we will come to the end of this irresponsible way of producing food because of oil scarcity (40% of oil is used in agriculture).

 I do not know what else can be done as the warm tropics are going through the same process of degradation due to population pressure and climatic condition that accelerate the destruction as soon as the soil integrity is compromised. Microprairies may offer a viable educational alternative to this madness.”

Vidrine relates, “The Frey Prairie provided refuge for butterflies, bees, dragonflies and literally thousands of other insects, spiders, birds and micro-organisms. My (Vidrine) favorite animal story about the prairie regards a dragonfly, the Roseate Skimmer, whose male is a rosy red in color. During the first year that I was investigating dragonflies, Charles and I arrived at the Frey Prairie for a biweekly survey of blooming plants and butterflies and dragonflies and a series of photographs to record the location as it was that day. It was an early June afternoon, and I spotted a red dragonfly more beautiful than any I had seen yet that year. I yelled at Charles and carried my net in chase. My insect net was an old hangover from graduate school and had, you guessed it, a break in the netting that made a small hole barely large enough for a dragonfly to escape, but none had yet. The dragonfly dropped into a shallow open canal and lighted on an overhanging stem—I dashed after it. Years of musseling in canals and streams made me confident that I could easily wade this stream and collect this dragonfly. I sensed that Charles had move in behind me and took the point overlooking the ensuing events. I move in on the dragonfly, while knee-deep in the muddy bottom, and swung the net capturing the red dragonfly and cheering all in one sweep. I knew that I had something new and potentially rare in my naive experience. As I manipulated the net to grasp the dragonfly, the dragonfly revealed clearly its identity as it made a hastily move out of the hole and off into the wild blue yonder. I felt really disappointed, and Charles found humor in the event. I left despondent.  The next afternoon as I was sitting on my porch overlooking my vehicle, I spotted a red dragonfly land upon my antenna’s tip. I moved in and captured it—it was a male Roseate Skimmer—the same dragonfly species, newly emerged and exquisitely beautiful. The females are golden instead of rosy red. The irony was that as soon as I collected that male dragonfly, another appeared on the same antenna. And every afternoon, either a male or a female posed on that antenna for much of the afternoon as if to say—I was here all along and you never even had an idea that I existed. This is the lesson of Frey Prairie.  It was there forever as far as we were concerned, and no one noticed this exquisite annual flowerfest and all of its butterflies and dragonflies, and now that it is gone, I can’t stop seeing it.”
The genes from these plants are no longer available from many of the remnants, which have undergone tremendous change with the lack of fire and management. Thus the gardens are the reservoirs of these local genetics, and the views provided by these gardens represent the best that we can provide for the historical prairie. Elaine Ingham, author of Soil Biology Primer (2000), clearly showed that these natural areas contain not only genes of native plants and animals but genes of an entire army of soil organisms that contain the chemical systems necessary to break our dependence on modern chemical agriculture. Each natural area has a unique assemblage of soil organisms, thus our Cajun Prairie soil is unique and deserves conservation and propagation of its soil biota as much if not more than the plants and animals that we can observe. In the end, the plants and animals are wholly dependent upon these soil organisms. The soils of the natural areas need to be rescued, as we have done by moving shovelfuls to our recreated prairies, while hoping that these simple Frey Prairie inoculations of soil biota would preserve essential elements of that unique biota.
The latest research indicates that the pollinators, bees, are like so many other animals in that they have evolved very tight relationships with their plants. This relationship is usually called host-specificity—a condition where a specific population is linked to a specific kind of plant or a few kinds of plants in a specific locality. Why is this so important? A remnant prairie like  Frey Prairie contains a suite of very ancient plants that are relicts of plant populations that once covered many square miles, aka the Plaquemine Prairie a century ago. These plants were pollinated by populations of native bees, each plant species with its bee(s) and each bee with its plant(s). These relationships can be very narrow or somewhat broad—the classic broad case would be the introduced honeybee, which attempts to pollinate dozens of wildly different plants with varying success. The native bees appear to more exemplify the narrow to very narrow end of the spectrum. Thus the loss of Frey Prairie plant populations is obvious coupled with the loss of a variety of native bees and possibly other pollinators not as yet recognized. This same phenomenon applies to grasshoppers and other grazers; thus, we can extend our example to contain those populations. And finally, specific fungi, protists and bacteria are associated the roots, stems and leaves of specific plant species—these too are subject to the same phenomenon. In conclusion, the loss of the plant community clearly signals a cascade of losses at several obvious levels, i. e. pollinators, grazers and soil companions called symbionts. This level of organization is called a ‘community’ in ecological parlance.

The butterflies and birds depend upon these gardens as their native habitat is gone. The grand example is the Monarch butterfly—a spring migratory population in dire need of milkweeds for their larvae and spring nectar plants and a fall migratory population heading back to Mexico for the winter in dire need of a wide variety of flowers, e. g., members of the sunflower family like asters, sunflowers, gayfeathers, etc., rich in nectar for energy for travel and for overwintering in the Fir forests of Central Mexico. This fall population arrives in October and will be none other than the Spring population that will return—three other populations are generated from the spring population as they migrate north to Canada and the Great Midwestern Prairie as well as the east coast—the late summer population begins the journey south with the arrival of autumn airs.

Doug Tallamy, author of Bringing Nature Home (2007), beautifully connected the dots between birds and insects, especially caterpillars. Birds need caterpillars of a great variety to feed their young; many bird species are highly dependent on a single type of caterpillar found only on a specific type of plant. A variety of birds requires a variety of insects that are only found on a great variety of native host plants. Only native forest and prairie plants provide these caterpillars by the necessary thousands needed for a single chick. So there you have it. Birds, butterflies and all of the rest of the beautiful organisms sharing the planet with us are directly dependent upon our actions, namely our planting and maintaining native forests and prairies beginning in our own yards. Any less of a response is simply unacceptable.
The Frey Prairie was the only known remnant prairie in the Plaquemine Prairie of the Cajun Prairie regions. There remain several prairie remnants in Acadia Parish along Rte. Highway U. S. 90 that we call the Midland, Estherwood, and Mermentau Prairies. These prairie remnants had not been burned for years and are overgrown with woody vegetation, and they are otherwise heavily disturbed. Although these prairie remnants were similar, each was different with several unique plant elements. There remains some hope that the southern prairies may be resuscitated, Frey Prairie is completely plowed under and is lost. Reconstructing a prairie is feasible, but only to a point. The Cajun Prairie Restoration Project in Eunice is 26 years old, and it looks much like a prairie, but it takes just a small bit of sampling to clearly show that the restoration is just that and lacks the resilience and diversity of a remnant prairie. Thus the ideal is to redevelop a remnant—not recreate a prairie—but we are quickly approaching the point where the latter is the only possibility available to us.

For nearly 30 years, the Hengens’ family permitted us to rescue propagules of many of the plants from the Frey Prairie. Seeds and shovels of sod with numerous roots, stems, mycorrhizae, bacteria, protists, insects, worms and an entire biota were generously permitted. The prairie was moved piece by piece to Eunice and other locations and mixed with material from other remnants throughout southwestern Louisiana to make the gardens of the Cajun Prairie—several of which are in and around Eunice.

The legacy of the Frey Prairie is its presence in the prairie gardens of southwestern Louisiana. And the legacy extends into the memories of all of us who walked and worked on the prairie and who inculcated events of that prairie into our matrix of decision making regarding what the Cajun Prairie was and will be.
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Top: Frey prairie remnant. Plaquemine Prairie. April 1988. Lance-leaf tickseed

(yellow),Virginia spiderwort (blue) and Crowpoison (white). Bottom: Frey prairie remnant. Plaquemine Prairie. August 1987. Ashy sunflower (yellow), Button snakeroot (white in foreground) and Indian plantain (white in background). (Photos by Vidrine)
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Top and bottom: Asclepias viridiflora (Green Comet milkweed) was common at sites in the Frey Prairie. (photos by Vidrine)
