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Perhaps more than any other plant community, prairies are uniquely associated
with North America. Stretching from Ohio to the Rocky Mountains and from Canada to
the Gulf of Mexico, prairies once covered almost a quarter of this continent.

Today only bits and pieces of this vast sea of grass remain. One small piece is best
known not for its plants, but for a revolution of wings that was launched from its soil.
Two brothers ventured to this spot to turn their dream of flight into reality.

Change in the Wind At the turn of the nineteenth century this area looked

very different than it does today. The occasional

presence of standing water meant this ground was

not suited for growing crops. It was used as a wet

bottom-land pasture devoted to horses and cows.

Standing water also cut down on the number of trees

and bushes that could survive here. From the 1880s

through the 1940s efforts were undertaken to drain the

prairie of standing water. This prairie, like others, is not

just a place of grasses. It is home to dozens of flowering

and non-flowering plants. These plants attract many

other species. As a result some 80 different birds and

30 different moths and butterflies have been observed

here in the last twenty years.

The Science Teacher
Wilbur and Orville Wright did not just happen to this

place. William Werthner, a biology teacher at Dayton's

Central High School introduced Orville to the area.

He led students to Huffman's prairie to study the native

plants that survived in the fence rows and along road

edges. Over the years those students included both

Orville and his sister Katharine.

On June 21, 1904 Wilbur described the area in these

terms. "We are in a large meadow of about 100 acres.

It is skirted on the west and north by trees. However,

this matter we do not consider anything serious. The

greater troubles are the facts that In addition to cattle

there have been a dozen or more horses in the pasture

and as it is surrounded by barbwire fencing we have

been at much trouble to get them safely away before

making any trials. Also the ground is an old swamp and

is filled with grassy hummocks some six inches high so

that it resembles a prairie-dog town."

In the Dayton high school

classes of the late 1880s ! ̂
I had a quiet, reserved I
boy, faithful in his j P
work, but not strik-

ingly different from the - /
rest, named Orville J

forgotten among J jl
the hundreds of I ■ If /
yearly newcomers -

had not his sister Kate in after yeareals^^^^®
attended our school and told me that she was the

second of her family to recite in my classes.

Orv loved that class, preserving a small notebook

filled with plant descriptions and meticulous

drawings of wildflowers as one of his few high

school keepsakes.
William Werthner




