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F I . _t H . I I Few placesinthiscountry demonstrate the connection between

N 1S landscape and peopl e better than thetallgrassprairiein the Flint
Hills. The Flint Hillsand the surrounding areaare shaped by the
rocksthat liedirectly beneath the vegetation and soil—the same
rockswhich made cultivation difficult and led to theuse of native
prairiegrassesfor ranching. Thisrocky terrainisclosely tied to
today’ sranching culture. TheHint Hillsregionischaracterized by
thin soils, limestone outcrops, vegetation-covered shdeintervals
between thelimestones, deeply incised valeys, and dissected
topography. TheHint Hillscrosseast central Kansasfrom the north
near the Nebraskaborder and extend into Oklahomarto the south.
Many of thelimestones contain nodulesand layersof flint (also
called chert)—ahard, denserock that resistserosion. Asthe
limestoneserode, angular fragmentsof flint accumul ate at the

}  surface givingtheHint Hillstheir name.
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Courtesy of KS Geological Suney 0 - Thethin, rocky soilsand steep dopesof theHint Hillshave

—_ precluded cultivation, effectively preserving the native grasdands.

0 120 Historically, only deep ravinesand theflood plainsof streamswere
forested. Mot cultivationislimited toriver and stream bottoms, such
asalong Fox Creek, just east of theranch headquartersarea; there,
thebedrock iscovered by alayer of river-deposited sedimentsthat
have devel oped thick soilsthat are especialy valuablefor cultivation.

Limestonerangesin color from nearly whiteto brown. Itishard, and

more resistant to erosion than the softer shales, which areusually
La ye rs Of O c€an F I oor gray or tan. Theaternating beds of limestone and shale produce
hills deswith aterraced appearance. Many of thelimestonelayers
create notable benches on the hillsides; the shalesform the steep
dopes between the benches. Thehillsthemselvesare created by a
processcd led differentia erosion. Tougher, moreres stant
limestonesand flint cap thetopsof hills, whiletheland between them

Limestone

Shale
has been worn away and dowly removed.
b timestone I LT
Therocksof thisarea—aternating beds of limestoneand shale—
Shale were deposited during the Permian Period of geologic history, about
T T T T T T T Omesore T T T T T 11 280millionyearsago. At that time, the climate herewashot, and the

\ surfacewas covered by ocean water most of thetime. The

Shale limestonesrepresent periodswhen theregion’s surfacewas covered
by shdlow, tropical oceanswhichteemed with life; shalesrepresent
timeswhen mud was deposited on the ocean floor. Each of these
sedimentary rock layers has been named after towns, creeks, or
other nearby landmarks; the names are based on thelocationswhere
each rock layer wasfirst found and described by geologists.

Courtesy of KS Geological Survey

A closer look at therock revealsmany fossils. Mot of these

. marinefossilsareinvertebrates—animalswithout
A b un d d nt F OSSI I S backbones—such as corals, clams, snails, bryozoans (colonies
of animalsresembling seafans), seaurchins, crinoids (a
antetheco stalked animal that is distantly related to the starfish and sea
chamber ,ﬂ—%/ - urchi r_1), andcl amI ike a}ni mglscal led brachiopods. AII of these
_ f G A organisms at onetime lived in ashallow, warm, tropical

ocean. Particularly abundant in some limestones are
fusilinids—fossiIsshaped likewhesat grains; thesewere

one-celled animal sthat floated in the water. When they died, their
skeletons drifted to the bottom of the ocean and were preserved
inthelimemud of theocean floor. Theselimemudseventualy
becamelimestone. Fusilinids can be seenin many of thelimestone
Courtesy of KS Geological Survey blocks used for building on the preserve.




Building With Limestone

Wood was scarce when the prairiewas settled primarily by
Anglo-American emigrantsinthemid-1800s, so the abundant
limestone becameimportant for constructing buildings,
bridges, and fences. The Cottonwood Limestone, arock
layer that occurson the preserve near the base of the hillsin
the Fox Creek Valley, isacommon building stonein Kansas.
The Cottonwood isthick, nearly whitein color, even-textured,
durable, and containsnumerousfusilinids. Blocksof stone
three or morefeet thick, and severd feet inlength and width,
can betaken from asingleledge. Theranch house, portions of
the schoolhouse and barn, and many other structuresonthe
preservewere built with Cottonwood limestone. Numerous
buildingsinthe state, including the Chase County Courthouse
in Cottonwood Falls, and most of the State Capitol buildingin
Topeka, were constructed with Cottonwood limestone.

Classification of Rocks at the Tallgrass Prairie
National Preserve
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For additional reading: e

Florence Limestone isfound at top of the
highest hills on the northern end of the

Tallgrass Prairie National Preserve. A large
amount of flint occurs at thislevel.

The massive, tri-level barn
isbuilt mainly out of
Crouse Limestone.

Cottonwood Limestone isthe primary building material usedin
the construction of the preserve’ sthree-story mansion.

Threemile Limestone formsaprominent bench onthe
hillsides and caps the tops of the hills on the south end of
the Preserve.
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