Prairie Day at Nature Reserve puts the pet in herpetology
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But the winner among the 10-and-younger set at Prairie Day at the Missouri Botanical Garden's Shaw Nature Reserve in Gray Summit on Saturday was the snake area provided by the Missouri Department of Conservation and the St. Louis Herpetological Society. 

 


Alexandria Lacy, 9, of Marble Hill in southeastern Missouri, couldn't get enough of the snakes. 

 


"They're cool," she said as she stroked a bull snake. "I like them a lot. They feel soft and silky and smooth." 

 


Alexandria once even caught two wild lizards before she learned that you're not supposed to keep them as pets, said her father, Clint Lacy. "So she turned them loose," he said. But that didn't daunt her love of reptiles. 

 


"For every A she gets on her report card, she gets $5," he said. "So last quarter of school, she took her A money and bought a gecko." 

 


Rick and Meha Gibbs of Villa Ridge, who brought their three daughters, said they first came to Prairie Day two years ago. 

 


"We enjoyed it so much," Meha Gibbs said. "We came for an hour, and we spent the whole day here. We liked it very much. I think it's very educational." 

 


The Gibbses, who home-school their children, said the blacksmith and the demonstrations of candle making, soap making and dying yarn helped the children learn about pioneers. 

 


"It helps to really see how they did things then," Meha Gibbs said. "You can see it in a picture, but we like to see the demonstrations." 

 


Rick Gibbs said he also liked the event because it helped his family learn about wildlife. That would come in handy because his family lived in the country, he said. "With all the snakes and all, it helps them to learn which are good snakes and bad, and that they're not all bad," he said. 

 


The Gibbses liked the event so much last year they invited the Lacys to come this year. 

 


"I think it's wonderful," Clint Lacy said. "To me it's more mentally stimulating than going to an amusement park. The older I get, the more I see it's just noise. Here, it's just beautiful. I like it. It's quiet." 

 


Tamie Yegge, manager of the Department of Conservation's Powder Valley Nature Center, said the goal of the event was to teach participants of all ages about the prairie and the people who lived there. "We also want people to know what they can do to protect our prairies and to teach them how to use native plants," she said. 

 


One reason the event is geared strongly toward children is that they are a way to reach the parents, she said. 

 


"What we've found is that if we can get the kid's attention and they are learning, we can get the parents interested," she said. 

 


Yegge said Prairie Day was started as an annual event in 1996 but was scaled back to every other year because of the amount of work involved in staging so large an event. "We didn't want to burn people out," she said. 

 


Participants in Prairie Day had a lot of ground to cover. At the event they also could: 

 


- Try their hand at twisting cordage from parts of plants such as stinging nettle, swamp milkweed, Indian hemp, yucca and rattlesnake master, a wild flower. 

 


- Watch a blacksmith make nails and other items. 

 


- Throw a tomahawk. 

 


- Learn about brain tanning, a technique American Indians employed rubbing the animal's brain to soften hides so they could use them to make moccasins and clothing. 

 


- Dip wicks into liquid wax to make candles. 

 


- Learn what kind of insects they might have encountered on the prairie at an exhibit by the St. Louis Zoo. 

 


- Learn how early prairie settlers made soap. 

 


- Play with dozens of toys that children who lived on the prairie might have owned. 

 


Youngsters could collect stickers in sticker books they were given and earn wooden nickels by answering questions at the various stations. They then could trade them for toys and stickers at the "trading post." 

 


Emilie Shepherd, 8, of University City came dressed for the occasion, in the prairie dress she wore when she portrayed Laura Ingalls Wilder for Halloween a couple of years ago. Her mother, Anne Shepherd, said it was their second visit to Prairie Day. Emilie gathered a strand of yarn that she had spun into a butterfly shape. 

 


At the Missouri Prairie Foundation display, Pat McCormick, a volunteer from Webster Groves, says three-fifths of Missouri was prairie when the white man came. That has dwindled to 1 percent, she says. 

 


At the Mountain Man's campsite, re-enactor Jim Hannon of Labadie demonstrated how the mountain men had used beaver traps, skinned the animals and prepared the pelts for drying. He said even the best marksmen could reload and shoot their rifles only one time every 60 seconds. 

 


"An Indian with a bow and arrow could shoot 12 to 15 arrows in 60 seconds and be deadly accurate at 50 yards," he said. "So in close-in fighting, the balance of power was definitely not with the mountain men. Long-range in the Southwest and on the plains, the balance of power was with them." 

 


Hannon also gave adults a quick history lesson on how short the rendezvous period and the heyday of the mountain men were. 

 


While some say the era of the trappers started in 1806 with the return of Lewis and Clark, the real heyday of the rendezvous period was 1825 through 1840, Hannon said. 

 


"It was a very short span of time when the mountain men were actually active out West," he said. "By the 1840s the fur trade was basically over. 

 


He also dispelled the myth that there wasn't much trade before the white man came. 

 


"For probably centuries, decades for sure, there was a huge trade network within the native community. Buffalo from the plains would end up in the inner mountain region, shells from the Pacific would end up on the Great Plains. It was not uncommon to find things going just all over the place," he said. 

 


Another popular stop was the sod house under construction in the Nature Reserve. 

 


"This would be the equivalent of a starter house for a family living on the prairie in the 1800s," said Greg Caldwell, a carpenter for the Missouri Botanical Garden who worked on the house. "Abraham Lincoln signed the Homestead Act in 1860, and after the Civil War with Manifest Destiny, everybody was going west. Of course, when you went to the prairie, there were no trees, so the only building material you had was sod." 

 


To build the house, the Nature Reserve crew had used a sod sled to cut a ribbon of sod 12 inches wide and four inches deep and then cut 12-by-12-inch blocks, Caldwell said. He noted that the blocks weigh 70 pounds apiece. 

 


"What actually makes the sod last so long is the weight of one block on top of another. That actually compresses the sod to where the density becomes so hard it almost becomes as consistent at concrete," he said. 

 


"It's houses like this -- and the people who built them -- that made America what it is today. I think sometimes we maybe lose our way. If you forget where you came from, you never get to where you're going. 

 


"This is an example of where we came from."

 

