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Tallgrass Ontario will 

identify and facilitate the 

conservation of tallgrass 

communities by 

coordinating programs and 

services to provide 

assistance to individuals, 

groups and agencies. 
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The following is the second in a series of articles 

describing the historical role of fire in the Tallgrass 

Ecosystem. 

  

“When We First Come Here It All Looked Like 

Prairie Land Almost” By: Julie Courtwright  

 

Published with permission of the Western Historical 

Quarterly, Utah State University on behalf of The 

Western History Association 

 

For centuries prairie fire was a formative 

environmental force on the Great Plains. In the 

nineteenth-century, however, Euro-Americans brought 

to the region dramatically different settlement 

practices. In an effort to "civilize" the Plains, settlers 

attempted to suppress the unique fires that so 

frequently swept the land. Even so, prairie fire, through 

its symbolism and its absence, continues as a force on 

the Great Plains today.  

 
Some of the fires on the Great Plains came from 

lightning, although, as historian Stephen J. Pyne noted, 

"only a tiny fraction of lightning kindles fire," 

particularly on the prairies, where lightning starts only 

an average of one to five fires each year. That leaves 

humans as a source of prairie fire. Humans, according 

to some scholars, started many more fires on the Plains 

than did lightning. 

 

 

 
Not all historians, however, share this opinion. Thomas 

R. Vale, for example, arguing in favor of a continuum 

of human impact on the pre-European West, concluded 

that Indian fires likely had more influence in some 

locations than in others, but overall did not 

significantly impact the Great Plains environment. In 

contrast, other authors placed great importance on pre-

European Indian burns. Although Kenneth F. Higgins 

argued that much of the grassland environment hinged 

on climate, he also maintained that Indian fires were 

decidedly important. In particular, he noted the timing 

of the burns, which were different than typical 

lightning-burn patterns. "I submit," Higgins concluded, 

"that during early historic times [northern Plains 

Indians] may have recognized some of the benefits 

resulting from fires set by lighting, but later . . . 

developed patterns of burning the prairies more in 

accordance with the phenology of plants and animals 

important to nomadic living." 

 

Pyne used eastern Plains topography to argue in favor 

of anthropogenic burning. "In the more densely rivered 

east," he noted, "the landscape fractured into smaller 

shards and slivers, each demanding its separate 

ignition, a density of fire that people alone could 

kindle." The importance of climate in creating and 

maintaining the Great Plains, particularly in the West, 

cannot be underestimated.  
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Most scholars, however, recognize too at least a 

modicum of impact through human-set fires. Without 

extensive burning at the hands of Native peoples the 

"Great" Plains that Europeans encountered would have 

been significantly less "great." Plains Indians used fire 

for a variety of purposes; to clear out old grass and 

promote new growth, in hunting and war, for 

communication, celebrations, and revenge, and even 

for pleasure. Fire application was local, although so 

many were set that the results were widespread. There 

were also accidents. Particularly during years where a 

wet spring and summer was followed by a dry autumn, 

a spark from a campfire or a poorly placed match 

might ignite a massive conflagration that would 

consume thousands of acres. 

 

Julie Courtwright is a doctoral candidate at the 

University of Arkansas, specializing in the history of 

the American West. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Above and Below- Prescribed burn at Kenesserie 

Tallgrass Prairie in Howard Twp. Chatham-Kent - 

December 2013  
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Please visit the Tallgrass Ontario web site at http://www.tallgrassontario.org/index.html 

 

We provide comprehensive information about the creation and care of tallgrass prairie - how to plant, establish and maintain 

and information on Ontario native plants.   

 

Pollinator Packs:  Please help our bees. The pollinator crisis is caused in part by loss of habitat and lack of floral diversity. 

You can make a difference by planting native bee friendly flowers in your garden and encouraging your friends to do so as 

well. 

 

Support Monarch Butterflies – Buy a TgO Pollinator Pack today 

 

TALLGRASS ONTARIO SELLS POLLINATOR SEED PACKS –INDIVIDUAL SPECIES OR SPIECES MIXES. 

PLEASE VISIT OUR WEBSITE AND PLACE YOUR ORDER ON-LINE.   

  

     

Tallgrass Ontario’s Goals     

1. Ensure Organizational Capacity; 

2. Facilitate the creation and restoration of tall grass communities; 

3. Increase public awareness and stewardship of tall grass communities; 

4. Identify and secure existing and potential tallgrass communities across the province; 

5. Promote research and knowledge transfer of tall grass communities. 

------------------------------- 
Membership 

 

Tall Grass Ontario is always actively seeking individuals that would like to learn the 

roles of a TgO board director and work to achieve a position on the board. 

 

The first step in the TGO volunteer path is to become a member. A General 

Membership is $20 per calendar year, a Student Membership is $10.00 annually and a 

Lifetime Membership is $100.00. All memberships entitle the member to voting rights in 

the organization. 

 

You can donate to Tallgrass Ontario by visiting https://www.canadahelps.org/dn/13376 

You can become a member by visiting our website at   

http://www.tallgrassontario.org/memberships.html  

 

 
 

http://www.tallgrassontario.org/index.html
https://www.canadahelps.org/dn/13376
http://www.tallgrassontario.org/memberships.html
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Planting a Pollinator Packet- Part 3 –Leo Lepiano 

 

This article is the third in a series and is continued from the 
previous edition of the Bluestem Banner (November 2013). 
 

Tall Sunflower, Helianthus giganteus: Pollinators love 

sunflowers, and so do I. I love their blooms, and their towering 

height; how they glow when the late August sun is filtered 

through their petals. For me the sunflower is summer. It spends 

much of the season preparing to bloom, and then when it does 

the beauty is painful as it is indicative of the receding sun and 

the arrival of autumn. For these reasons, Tall Sunflower 

(Helianthus giganteus) was perhaps the species that excited me 

most in the Tallgrass Ontario pollinator packet. What a reward 

it was to have several flowering plants in both of the patches 

that were planted this past spring. 

 
The young plant is easily confused with Butterfly Milkweed 

(Asclepias tuberosa) as they both have long, slender lanceolate 

leaves. However, the leaves of Helianthus giganteus have 

serrated margins whereas those of Asclepias tuberosa are 

smooth. Another difference between the two is that the stem of 

Helianthus gigantues is hairy while the Asclepias stem is 

smooth. 

 
Above: a younger Heliantus giganteus. Notice the hairy, green 

stem and the toothed leaves. Below: Asclepias tuberosa has a 

smooth stem and untoothed leaves. 

 
As the Helianthus grows it can give itself away by its height, 

but not all plants grow as large. The stem will turn purple as the 

plant approaches flowering. 
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Above: some Helianthus giganteus are taller than others. Notice 

the green stem has turned purple. 

 

As mentioned, several plants made it to flower in both of the 

patches this year. Along with the other flowering species, the 

inflorescences were very attractive to pollinators. 

 
Above and Below: Various visitors 

 
On those late August and early September evenings when the 

days are beginning to shorten noticeably you can watch the light 

change by observing a sunflower. At dusk, the garden invites us 

to linger, but the moments turn relentlessly into the quickly 

darkening sky; the pollinators have visited and departed, 

disappearing beyond sights' reach, replaced by the trembling 

stars. 

 

Below:  Whole garden 

 
 

Leo Lepiano is a member of Tallgrass Ontario and resides in    

Toronto 

 

 

 

 

 

 


