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This is the book I wish I had read when I bought my first woodland acreage in Kentucky. The author gives
a detailed description of the differences between the subregions of the Bluegrass and the reasons for
the various vegetation patterns found in these subregions. His description of the Nashville Basin
provides an excellent comparative perspective in understanding how urbanization and other land use
changes have affected ancient woodlands.
Kimmerer also makes specific suggestions for current and future management of
these unique ecosystems which are under threat. The barometer of this threat,
according to Kimmerer, are the “venerable trees,” trees which predate European
colonization of the region. Surveys going back decades indicate that the Bluegrass
and Nashville Basin have lost significant numbers of venerable trees due to urban
development, soil compaction, lack of root space, intensive lawn maintenance,
and outright destruction. Because venerable trees in the Bluegrass and Nashville
Basin are not regenerating, we must understand the factors that led to the
creation of these ecosystems if we wish to preserve and restore their unique
features.
Kimmerer introduces a useful concept of the “woodland pasture” to describe the vegetative features of
the Bluegrass and Nashville Basin. Contrary to my own preconception, fire, in contrast to the “savannah”
of the upper Midwest, was not an important factor in the formation of woodland pasture. Rather,
drought augmented by the rapidly draining karst topography is the main factor in the creation of the
“woodland pasture.” Maintenance of the woodland pasture, originally created by giant cane which
shaded sprouting trees, and occasional intense grazing by bison, can be recreated by grazing animals
and creating protection zones for trees. Furthermore, he recommends planting with seedlings from
native stock rather than genetically identical cuttings.
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