Bison Ecology

The bison at the Prairie Heritage Center will now be staying
with us throughout the year. This presents a fantastic
opportunity for people to observe these grand animals and
to get a small picture of what life would have been like for
the largest grazer on the tallgrass prairie.

Fall is a great time for the bison. The heat of the summer

has passed, and with the heat has gone the bothersome flies.

The bisonds coats are beginning to change from a sleek, thin
summer covering to a thick, dense winter coat. The animals are fattening rapidly on the lush
prairie grasses as they prepare for the cold season ahead.

Winter poses few problems for bison. They have many adaptations that help them survive the
snow and cold of the season. Their winter coats are dense - especially the thick mane which
covers their vital organs. The fur covering their front quarter can be as much as 3-5 times thicker
than the hair on their back half. Throughout the body, neither wind, water, nor cold can penetrate
the bisonds thick fur. In fact, their hair holds so much heat that on a sunny winter day it would be
almost impossible to keep your fingers nestled within it. 1t would be too hot. After a snowfall, the
furds insulation factor can keep a blanket of white riding along for days on the bisonos back.

Bison are excellent at finding nourishing grass, even in the winter. By swinging their massive
heads from side to side, their fibeardso whisk away the snow to get to the vegetation below.

The bisonds instincts protect them in a winter storm.
Unlike cattle, which tend to drift with the wind into low
spots where they could get trapped or buried, the bison
will face into the wind and may even move against it.

Overall, bison have a higher cold resistance, a better
insulation factor and a lower winter metabolic rate.

Stop by this winter to check out our herd.

A Buffalo in the House - The True Story of a Man, an Animal,
and the American West by R. D. Rosen

This book is several stories woven within one. It is a heartwarming tale of a bond
between an animal and a man, a lesson in bison ecology, a historical account of
bison extermination in the old west, and a report of the current state of the wild bison
herd in Yellowstone National Park.

This book is full of interesting tidbits and has a powerful message; but be warned -
not all of our nation J[s history is pleasant, and a happy ending depends on where you
stop the book. It is definitely a good book to curl up with on a winter weekend.



