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  Figure 1 – Ecological Land Classification, vegetation communities and watercourses.  
 
Introduction – Dan Barcza 

 
In January 2008 I moved to Hockley Valley 
Ontario with my wife to start a family in the 
country. Our property is located within the Great 
Lakes St. Lawrence Forest Region at the edge of 
the Carolinian Deciduous Forest Region. Hockley 
Valley is a forested area where the Niagara 
Escarpment meets the Oak Ridges Moraine. 
Needless to say the topography of the area is 
very steep and there is a deeply cut valley where 
the Nottawasaga River flows. The Hockley Valley 
was influenced by glacial episodes followed by 
fluvial erosion and it is characterized by coarse 
textured till, which is dry, drains quickly, creating 
impoverished conditions that are ideal for dry to 
fresh prairie plants. Another environmental 
influence is the large number of seeps because 
our property is located at the base of the Oak 
Ridges Moraine. The groundwater seeps feed 
intermittent and permanent watercourses that 
flow into the Nottawasaga River (Figure 1).Thus 
there are obligate wetland plant species growing 
in seeps that are immediately adjacent to upland 
plant species growing in coarse textured till.  
 

Existing Conditions at 8765 County Rd. 1, 
Hockley Valley  

The property is dominated by a combination of 
white cedar (Thuja occidentalis) Coniferous 
Forest and sugar maple (Acer saccharum) and 
eastern hemlock (Tsuga canadensis) mixed 
forest. There are open natural areas at the 
southern and northern edges of the property. 

The northern open area was manicured lawn and 
the southern open area was old hay field when I 
acquired the property. Figure 1 delineates all of 
the Ecological Land Classification vegetation 
communities and the watercourses present on 
the property. 

Since 2008, I have recorded over 650 
amphibians, birds, mammals, reptiles and 
vascular plants on our property through visual 
observation, calls, tracks, signs and an infrared 
camera. This species abundance excludes the 
insects that I am unable to identify accurately. 
There are ten Species at Risk that inhabit, forage, 
breed or migrate within the natural areas, 
specifically endangered: butternut (Juglans 
cinerea); and, mountain lion (Puma concolor), 
threatened: barn swallow (Hirundo rustica); 
bobolink (Dolichonyx orzyivorus); and, eastern 
meadowlark (Sturnella magna), special concern: 
eastern wood-pewee (Contopus virens); 
milksnake (Lampropeltis triangulum); monarch 
(Danaus plexippus); red-headed woodpecker 
(Melanerpes erthrocephalus); and, wood thrush 
(Hylocichla mustelina). All of the habitat and 
species diversity led me to assess the land and 
figure out what I could do to improve the land. 
This article will deal with the restoration and 
enhancement activities I carried out solely on the 
open portions of the property. 

Open Site Assessment 

In order to improve the northern open parcel the 
mowing was immediately halted to see what was 
in the seedbank. The plant composition produced  
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a Dry-Moist Old Field Meadow (CUM1-1) that was 
composed of a mixture of native and exotic 
forbs/grasses. The main concern was crown vetch 
(Securigera varia) that became dominant after 
the mowing was halted. The southern open area 
was an old fallow hay field dominated by CUM1-1 
plant species and numerous sand dune indicator 
plant species, including rough bentgrass (Agrostis 
scabra), cylindrical anemone (Anemone 
cylindrica), field pussytoes (Antennaria neglecta), 
wild columbine (Aquilegia canadensis), grass-
leaved goldenrod (Euthamia graminifolia), black-
eyed Susan (Rudbeckia hirta), gray-stemmed 
goldenrod (Solidago nemoralis), heath aster 
(Symphyotrichum ericoides), New England aster 
(Symphyotrichum novae-angliae) and Arrow-
leaved aster (Symphyotrichum urophyllum). 
Figure 1 (above) presents the location of the 
northern and southern CUM1-1 vegetation 
communities that I am in the process of 
transforming into prairie and savanna. 

Site Preparation 

Site preparation and restoration activities started 
and have been ongoing since I first moved to the 
property in 2008. The following woody invasive 
plant species were removed from the open areas 
on the property using a chainsaw, brush cutter 
and hand pulling: Manitoba maple (Acer 
negundo), Norway maple (Acer platanoides), 
Autumn olive (Elaeagnus umbellata), Tartarian 
honeysuckle (Lonicera tatarica), white mulberry 
(Morus alba), Scotch Pine (Pinus sylvestris), 
common buckthorn (Rhamnus cathartica), and 
black locust (Robinia pseudo-acacia). All invasive 
Scotch pine (Pinus sylvestris) trees were either 
girdled or hand pulled depending on their size. All 
common buckthorn, Manitoba maple, autumn 
olive, Tartarian honeysuckle and black locust 
were cut and sprayed with RoundUp while the 
temperature was above 100 Celsius.  Herbaceous 
invasive plant species were controlled through 
the use of a walk behind tiller, a weed torch or 
through limited RoundUp use. In order to 
properly remove the weeds the area needed to 
be tilled more than once. Burning appeared to 
reduce the biomass of the weeds; stunt their 
growth in the following years and give the prairie 
seed a competitive advantage while establishing.  
 
Restoration and Enhancement 
 
Tallgrass savanna and prairie seed was chosen 
from sites further to the south to offset expected 
rising temperature in future decades caused by 
Global Warming. This will provide an opportunity 
for me to observe what will survive and 
reproduce at my geographic latitude and to 
monitor the growth of more southern species. 
Plant and seed placement was carried out after 
detailed analysis of the soil texture, hydrology, 
soil moisture, aspect, exposure and adjacent 
plant species present. Plant species were 
obtained from Ontario Nativescape, Acorus 
Restoration, Pterophylla, St. Williams Nursery 
and Ecology  
 

Centre and from my own seed collection and 
transplantation from development sites. 
 

After the open areas were tilled or burned, 
prairie seed mixes were broadcast. The largest 
acquisition and dispersal of seed occurred in 
2013. All former seed mixes were much smaller 
quantities and covered much smaller areas. Thus 
the succession of the prairie seed mix 
establishment is staggered by when the seed was 
sown. If no ground disturbance was carried out 
the seed was broadcast into deer rubs or I 
disturbed the soil with my foot or a rake and then 
the seed was broadcast. In the highest quality 
sand dune remnant, prairie plugs were planted in 
2013. Potted herbaceous prairie plant stock has 
been added every year to increase the diversity 
of prairie plant species present. Approximately 
100 1-3 gallon pots with trees and shrubs from 
the Carolinian Zone have been planted 
throughout the open areas, since 2008 to create 
Tallgrass Savanna vegetation communities. Trees 
were spaced apart at 6 to 20 m on centre to 
maintain a savanna percent cover. Approximately 
50 kg of black oak (Quercus velutina) and Hill’s 
Oak (Quercus ellipsoidalis) were collected from 
Norfolk County in the late summer and fall of 
2013. All of these oak acorns were planted in the 
spring of 2014 throughout the open areas.  
 
Results 
 
Thus far all of the trees and shrubs have fared 
quite well, especially black oak (Quercus 
velutina). Black gum (Nyssa sylvatica) has fared 
very poorly. Many of the southern trees appear 
to be growing at a slower pace than they would if 
they were planted further to the south as is 
expected. The prairie seed mix is patchy in the 
open areas with abundant big bluestem 
(Andropogon gerardii), evening primrose 
(Oenothera biennis), Indian grass (Sorghastrum 
nutans), bergamot (Monarda fistulosa), white 
beardtongue (Penstemon digitalis), showy tick-
trefoil (Desmodium canadense), stiff-leaved 
goldenrod (Solidago rigida), common milkweed 
(Asclepias syriaca) and black eyed-Susan 
(Rudbeckia hirta). Other species from the prairie 
seed mixes are growing occasionally, specifically 
switchgrass (Panicum virgatum) and tall 
sunflower (Helianthus giganteus). Twenty-five 
other prairie plant species are growing rarely 
throughout the open areas. Invasive herbaceous 
plant species have been severely reduced and 
woody invasive plants are quite rare as well. 
More time is needed to see how well the prairie 
seed mix will establish. Future monitoring is 
required to truly assess how successful this 
restoration project will be. This is a preliminary 
attempt to describe what I have accomplished 
thus far. Feel free to contact me if you have any 
questions or comments.  
 
Dan Barcza, Hon. B.Sc. Terrestrial and Restoration Ecologist 
Sage Earth Work Phone: (519)-200-8146 
Email: danbarcza@hotmail.com 
Website: http://www.sageearth.ca/ 
Dan is a member of the Board of Directors of Tallgrass Ontario 

mailto:danbarcza@hotmail.com
http://www.sageearth.ca/
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The Settled Savanna – Leo Lepiano 
 
Part 1: Oak Imaginings 
 
About six and a half years ago, standing on the 
edge of a valley overlooking Toronto, I began to 
wonder about the city - my home - and what it 
would have looked like 200 years in the past. For 
reasons I cannot easily give, my first thought was 
of massive oak trees, of which there are hardly 
any remaining (several in High Park, a very large 
bur oak in a back alley not far from the University 
of Toronto, a couple of red oaks at Mount 
Pleasant cemetery...). The thought upset me; 
how could we have failed to recognize the value 
of retaining such trees? Why did we not better 
incorporate them into the plans of the city when 
we settled here? Then, amidst the haze of the 
“urban jungle,” these thoughts dissolved from my 
consciousness, replaced by other grievances, 
hopes, and follies. 
 

Four and a half years later, at the start of 
2013, I discovered Tallgrass Ontario while walking 
through the biodiversity exhibit at the Royal 
Ontario Museum. I copied down the name in my 
notebook, and later visited the website. As winter 
had me longing for spring, I decided to buy a 
pollinator pack, then another. Then, in April, I 
received an invitation to the annual general 
meeting being held at the Lambton Heritage 
Museum at the end of May. On the week of the 
meeting, having never been to that part of the 
province, I decided I should go.  

 
I arrived a day early and camped at The 

Pinery. On that day before the meeting I hiked as 
many trails as I could before sundown, enjoying 
many new experiences: yellow puccoon flowering 
along the dunes, the aroma of Liriodendron 
tulipifera in bloom, a sunset over Lake Huron, and 
squirrels chasing each other through oak 
Savanna. The next day Tom Purdy, then President 
of TgO, gave an engaging talk on the history of 
the Pinery and oak Savanna restoration using 
prescribed burns. After lunch, when we went to 
tour the park, I saw the Pinery’s black oak 
Savanna with new eyes for the second time in 
two days. 
 
 

Oak Savanna, like all Savanna, is characterized by 
a canopy that is not closed. There are different  
kinds of oak Savanna; black oak, bur oak, pin oak, 
Garry oak… each with its own community of 
associated plants and animals. According to the 
Pinery’s website, 99.93 percent of oak Savanna 
has been eliminated worldwide. The devastation 
in Ontario, as well as elsewhere was usually due 
to the highly desirable inherent characteristics of 
the land (soil fertility and relatively flat mostly 
cleared land). Sometimes, as in the case of the 
Pinery provincial park, the land was not desirable 
and these remnants survived. As the numbers 
suggest, these cases were the extremely rare 
exception. 

 

 
Lookout Trail, Pinery Provincial Park by Nelro2 

 
Learning this led me to think that many of us in 
southern Ontario (and so a significant portion of 
the whole country) live on what could be called 
“settled Savanna.” Though records are spotty, 
municipalities like London, Hamilton, Burlington, 
and even Toronto would have had communities 
of oak Savanna (at all of these locations remnants 
still remain). 
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Mostly we have replaced the Savanna with 
farmland, towns and cities. But this is not the end 
of the Savanna. Both farmland and municipalities 
have trees. Our urban forests, “green 
infrastructure” as some call them, are, 
predominantly, in some sense of the word, 
Savannas. They are covered with large (and small) 
trees the canopy of which do not close.  

It is not an original step to connect oak 
Savanna to settled or created landscapes, others 
have noticed the parallel. Indeed, various First 
Nations played a large role in defining the 
landscape of southern Ontario “presettlement.” 
Tallgrass communities were always in some sense 
created ones, sustained in part by the prescribed 
burns of those who lived here, in what is now 
Ontario, often within the oak Savannas 
themselves. That these management practices 
mostly came to an end with European settlement 
is another reason for the decline of Savanna and 
tallgrass communities. 

Nor is it original of me to compare the 
appearance of oak Savanna to some parts of an 
urban forest. One observer made the connection 
more than two centuries ago:  

From the rooms to the N.W. we see Flamborough 
Head and Burlington Bay. The sand cliffs on the north 
shore of Burlington Bay look like red rocks. The beach 
“is like a park covered with large, spreading oaks… The 
hill is quite like a park, with large oak trees dispersed, 

but no underwood [in all passages with italics, 
emphasis has been added]. 

As Lady Simcoe goes on to describe in her 
diary, these oak parks at Burlington Bay 
(Hamilton Harbour) were the site of an “Indian 
encampment”: 

The wind being against our going to York, we 
rode on the beach, and had a sweet view of Burlington 
Bay. We passed the Indian encampment. Their huts 
and dogs among the fine oak trees they were under, 
formed a picturesque appearance. 

 

Lady Simcoe was struck by how inviting such 
parks “with large, spreading oaks” and “no 
underwood” were: … more fit for the reception of 

inhabitants than any part of the province I have seen, being 

already cleared. / The Governor says the country on 
the banks of the La Tranche is like this, but the 
plains infinitely more extensive. 

Apparently Governor Simcoe agreed with 
Lady Simcoe about the suitability of such 
landscapes for settlement. Upon returning from a 
trip to what is now London, Ontario: 

The Governor found his expectations 
perfectly realized as to the goodness of the 
country on the banks of La Tranche, and is 
confirmed in his opinion that the fork of the river 
is the most proper site for the capital of the country, to 

be called New London, on a fine, dry plain without 
underwood, but abounding in good oak trees. 

Nor can I claim to be the first to make 
this connection between Lady Simcoe’s diary and 
tallgrass communities. Wasyl Bakowsky, Bradley 
Bricker and Anthony Goodban made this 
connection 20 years ago, and all of the above 
quoted passages (except the last one) were 
referred to in their paper “The Historic and 
Present Extent and Floristic Composition of 
Prairie and Savanna Vegetation in the Vicinity of 
Hamilton Ontario”. However, I was led (by 
suggestion of TgO member and botanist Dan 
Barcza) to Lady Simcoe’s diary as a possible 
source of information on tallgrass communities 
without any previous knowledge of the work by 
Bakowsky et al, and the value of these passages 
warrants renewed attention. When I searched 
Lady Simcoe’s diary for references to oak trees I 
also came upon several passages that are not 
mentioned in the Bakowsky paper and which 
further demonstrate the seductive quality of oak 
Savanna as places to settle. 
 
Part 2: “Most fit for habitation” will appear in the 
January 2015 Blue Stem Banner. Leo Lepiano is a 
member of Tallgrass Ontario and resides in Toronto. 
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Photo (Left), Page 1 - Purple Coneflower (Echinacea purpurea), 
photographed at Kenesserie Tallgrass Prairie, Chatham-Kent.  
Photo credit -Steve Rankin. 
 
Purple Coneflower (Echinacea purpurea) is a member of the 
Aster family and is native to Eastern North America. The most 
important insect visitors to this plant are several species of bees, 
butterflies and moths. The caterpillars of the butterfly Silvery 
Checkerspot (Chlosyne nycteis) feed on the foliage. Caterpillars of 
the moths Wavy-Lined Emerald (Synchlora aerata), Sunflower 
Moth (Homoeosoma electella), Blackberry Looper 
(Chlorochlamys chloroleucaria) and Common Eupithecia 
(Eupithecia miserulata) feed on the flowerheads. Goldfinch are 
attracted to mature flowerheads.  
 

 
 

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 tallgrass prairie as well as information on Ontario native plants.   
 
Support Monarch Butterflies – Buy a TgO Pollinator Pack today 
 
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. 
 
TALLGRASS ONTARIO SELLS POLLINATOR SEED PACKS –INDIVIDUAL SPECIES OR SPIECES MIXES. PLEASE VISIT OUR 
WEBSITE http://www.tallgrassontario.org/pollinator_packets.html AND PLACE YOUR ORDER ON-LINE.   
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