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Press Release

Prairie Thunder –

The Nature of Colorado’s Great Plains

by Dave Showalter

Foreword by Richard Manning

Pueblo, CO:  Colorado might be best known for its towering mountains, but the Colorado prairie holds a kind of beauty every bit as mesmerizing. It is also where the majority of Coloradans live, where the foothills give way to the grand sweep of the Great Plains. Celebrating this beauty in his first book, photographer and writer Dave Showalter takes us on an epic journey into the heart of these vast grasslands, where heritage ranches dot the landscape, yet where nature holds sway in many places that appear untouched by human intervention. 

At the heart of Prairie Thunder is Showalter’s work at the Rocky Mountain Arsenal National Wildlife Refuge, a 27-square-mile wild oasis within sight of the Denver skyline. His volunteer position as photographer for the refuge has allowed him unprecedented access to record its many changes, both natural and man-caused. Once home to weapons- and chemical-manufacturing facilities and described as “the most contaminated tract of real estate on planet Earth,” the arsenal has gone through an incredible transformation into a place where prairie dog towns bustle, raptors patrol the skies, and deer glide through waist-high fields of native grasses and majestic cottonwood trees provide cover from summer sun and winter storms. Showalter has documented the incredible natural wonder of this revitalized tract of land through a portfolio of stunning photographs that is simply without parallel. 

The scope of Showalter’s visual journey is both geographic and seasonal. Traveling from the Chalk Bluffs near the Wyoming border all the way to the Comanche National Grassland in southeastern Colorado, where the U.S. Army proposes expanding its Piñon Canyon maneuvers site by a factor of three, Showalter tracks the ever-changing landscape through chapters dedicated to each of the seasons. From grand scenics to nature’s most intimate details, his photographs brim with the passion of an artist who has a love of Colorado’s prairie running through his veins.

Prairie Thunder is far more than just a pretty picture book, however. While the stunning views of the vast Colorado prairie captured in Showalter’s photographs are the foundation of the book, he also writes about the threats to this most endangered of natural landscapes, and  the many conservation success stories generated through partnerships between conservation groups, government agencies and private land owners. In Prairie Thunder Showalter alerts us to the severe reduction in bird populations on the Colorado prairie, as detailed by the Colorado Audubon Society’s recent report, Common Birds in Decline. (Audubon Colorado has, in fact, heartily endorsed the book.) Yet amidst vignettes like this, he also tells of instances in which organizations such as The Nature Conservancy and private ranchers have joined forces to protect vital tracts of land, from the sprawling Bohart Ranch east of Colorado Springs to the numerous playa wetlands of eastern Colorado that hold water for brief periods of the year, providing vital habitat for mountain plovers and other migratory bird species. 

The story of bison on the Great Plains also plays an important role in Prairie Thunder. Contrasted with the story of the near-extinction of this important symbol of the American prairie, Showalter shares his experience of being on hand when genetically pure bison were returned to lands now occupied by the Rocky Mountain Arsenal National Wildlife Refuge, the first time in over 100 years these great beasts have roamed the Colorado plains. He also describes the intertwining relationships between bison and other species, and how lands grazed by bison reap the benefits of this more natural tilling of native soils.

Yes, it is Colorado’s mountains that receive the lion’s share of attention, but Colorado’s grasslands might just be the best kept secret in the state’s vast array of natural wonders. In Prairie Thunder, Dave Showalter provides a myriad of reasons to visit, cherish and protect this often overlooked, utterly breathtaking part of the Colorado landscape.

# # #

Dave Showalter has a lifelong interest in natural history, and has been photographing in Colorado and the west since the early ‘90s. Dave’s work has appeared in numerous publications, including Outside, Outdoor Photographer, Backpacker, Nature Photographer, Crested Butte Magazine and the Colorado Mountain Club’s Colorado Fourteeners scenic calendar. He is also a contributing photographer to Skyline Press’ award-winning book, 14,000 Feet – A Celebration of Colorado’s Highest Mountains. Dave is the photographer for the Rocky Mountain Arsenal National Wildlife Refuge and is a member of the North American Nature Photographers’ Association and numerous conservation groups. Dave and his wife Marla live in Arvada, Colorado, with their adopted yellow lab, Abby. Prairie Thunder is Dave’s first book.

Richard Manning is one of the world’s foremost environmental authors, a journalist and author of eight books, including Grassland and Against the Grain. In the foreword to Prairie Thunder, Richard places Colorado’s prairie in a global context with the great temperate grasslands of the world.
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