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Prairie Reconnaissance on the Rice Lake 
Plains – Pat Deacon 
 
In August I had the opportunity to visit a 
property recently acquired by the Nature 
Conservancy of Canada (NCC).  Fulsome 
botanical surveys had not yet been 
conducted which created an element of 
surprise as to what might be found.  Located 
in Northumberland County at the eastern 
extent of the Rice Lake Plains, the site 
contains several areas of tallgrass prairie.  
Just down the road is the famed Red Cloud 
Cemetery.  The cemetery was established by 
Quaker pioneers in the 1850’s and is situated 
within tallgrass prairie.   
 

 
Headstones among Big Bluestem at Red Cloud Cemetery 

 
Since the last burial in 1940, the well-
meaning planting of 500 or so Red Pine in 
1969, and at the realization of the 
significance of the site in the early 1990’s, the 
Red Cloud prairie is now actively managed 
and thriving among the scattered 
headstones.  A stroll through the site 
conjures up thoughts of what the pre-
settlement landscape might have looked like.  
Given the plight of tallgrass prairie in Ontario 
over the past 200-or-so years, one can 
appreciate walking over a small remnant of 
prairie sod that has never seen a plough. 
As with many tallgrass prairie remnants, the 
NCC site has been deprived of fire and is by 
no means in pristine condition.  Linear 

hedgerows which border old field meadows 
remind us of the site’s recent agricultural 
past, perhaps as livestock pasture or the 
production of forage crops.  Other marks on 
the landscape include the routing of a hydro 
corridor through the site and occasional ATV 
use.  Then there are the non-native and 
invasive Scot’s Pine (Pinus sylvestris), Spotted 
Knapweed (Centaurea stoebe) and Dog 
Strangling Vine (Cynanchum rossicum).  But 
under closer examination, the slopes, field 
edges, roadsides, and persistent forest 
openings begin to reveal the tallgrass prairie 
heritage which dots the landscape 
throughout the Rice Lake Plains.  Other 
notable tallgrass prairie sites in the Lower 
Trent area include the Alderville Black Oak 
Savannah, Goodrich-Loomis Conservation 
Area and Peter’s Woods Provincial Park 
among others. 
 

 
 Butterfly Milkweed seed pods alongside Cylindrical 
Blazingstar 

 
Our day began with an examination of the 
roadside flora, ditch botany.  The yellows of 
goldenrods including Early Goldenrod 
(Solidago juncea) and Grey Goldenrod (S. 
nemoralis) were complimented by the blues 
and whites of Smooth Aster 
(Symphyotrichum laeve), Sky Blue Aster (S. 
oolentangiense), Heath Aster (S. ericoides) 
and Arrow-leaved Aster (S. urophyllum).  The 
leery eyes of neighbours across the road 
peered curiously down their driveway at the 
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group of people so amused by the ditch.  At 
the roadside, branches of a canopy of Black 
Oak (Quercus velutina), Red Oak (Q. rubra) 
and White Pine (Pinus strobus) were 
periodically interspersed with Scot’s Pine and 
Trembling Aspen (Populus tremuloides).   
Venturing into the site we were immediately 
greeted by swaths of Cylindrical Blazingstar 
(Liatris cylindracea) along the crest of a dry 
south-facing slope.  Among the thousands of 
purple blooms, a handful of individuals stuck 
out with white blooms.   
 

 
 The white form of Cylindrical Blazingstar 

 
Another interesting species, Stiff Yellow Flax 
(Linum medium) grows among the 
Blazingstar.  Were it not for the bright yellow 
flowers of this species, the narrow leaves of 
this plant could easily be overlooked.   
 

 
Stiff Yellow Flax in bloom on a dry slope. 

 

There are 10 species of Flax known from 
Ontario with all 6 of the native species 
ranked provincially as S3 (rare to uncommon) 
or lower.  Other prairie associates included 
robust clumps of Big Bluestem (Andropogon 
gerardii), Hairy Penstemon (Penstemon 
hirsutus), Hoary Vervain (Verbena stricta) and 
Tall Cinquefoil (Drymocallis arguta).  Butterfly 
Milkweed (Asclepias tuberosa) could be 
found; some individuals in late bloom with 
others bearing seed pods.  To this day, seeing 
Tall Cinquefoil still takes me back a few years 
to the dozen plants I propagated from seed 
for a prairie garden at the University of 
Waterloo.  The planted plugs (showcased 
with hand-written labels!) were ‘weeded’ 
from the garden by well-meaning 
undergrads; but I digress.  
 

 
Tall Cinquefoil growing on a dry slope 

 
Descending a slope into a low-lying area, the 
vegetation composition shifted to clonal 
patches of Red Raspberry (Rubus idaeus) 
abundant Common Milkweed (Asclepias 
syriaca) and cool season grasses.  A number 
of stems of Early Figwort (Scrophularia 
lanceolata) towered above the groundcover.  
This resident of open county and edge 
habitats appears similar to Carpenter’s 
Square Figwort (S. marilandica) which prefers 
floodplain forests and thickets. 
Clambering up the opposite side of the 
valley, a population of the uncommon Prairie 
Buttercup (Ranunculus rhomboideus) was 
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spotted growing on gravelly substrates.  
Although not in flower, the rhomboid leaves 
of this early blooming species are quite 
distinct. 
   

Despite blooming in the spring, the leaves of Prairie 
Buttercup are easily identified. 

 
A lunch break under the shade of a Black Oak 
offered a view of the valley we had just 
traversed.  A few stems of Pipsissewa 
(Chimaphila umbellata) (otherwise known as 
Prince’s Pine) were spotted growing among 
the pines as well as the parasitic Pinesap 
(Monotropa hypopithys).  One of our most 
interesting finds for the day was a small 
patch of Intermediate Pinweed (Lechea 
intermedia) alongside a few stems of 
Frostweed (Crocanthemum bicknellii).  The 
two local rarities were growing within a small 
sandy opening.  A Great Spangled Fritillary 
(Speyeria cybele) seemed interested in our 
group and added to a butterfly list of 
Monarch (Danaus plexippus), Dun Skipper 
(Euphyes vestris) and European Skipper 
(Thymelicus lineola) on the day.  
Continuing through the property our group 
moved into an area of old field dominated by 
three common forage grasses: Orchard Grass 
(Dactylis glomerata), Smooth Brome (Bromus 
inermis) and Timothy (Phleum pratense).  
Alongside the cool season grasses were 
notable amounts of Canada Goldenrod 
(Solidago canadensis) Poison Ivy 
(Toxicodenron rydbergii) and, as it turned 

out, angry ground-nesting wasps!  A brief 
pass through this area yielded little in the 
way of noted prairie flora, a few New Jersey 
Tea (Ceanothus americana) and a small patch 
of Bastard Toadflax (Comandra umbellata) at 
the edge of a wooded feature.   

As we meandered throughout some of 
the more treed portion of the site during the 
afternoon, we encountered a small area of 
slope dominated by Little Bluestem as well as 
a sizable prairie remnant dominated by Big 
Bluestem and giving us our first look at Indian 
Grass (Sorghastrum nutans) for the day.  A 
few withered stems of Wood Lily (Lilium 
philadelphicum) were spotted in and 
amongst the towering grasses. 

As a recent acquisition, the question 
arises of how this area could be managed.  A 
crew with chainsaws and a chipper could do a 
number on the Scot’s Pine to open canopies 
and encourage some herbaceous growth.  
With the nosy neighbours and ATV use, 
public relations would no doubt come into 
play.  Some areas of the site offer a decent 
cover of graminoids or leaf litter and may 
benefit from a prescribed burn.  Botanizing a 
prairie remnant following a burn can yield 
some very interesting finds of plants long 
senescent among the undergrowth.  In any 
case, under the ownership of the NCC, the 
site is in good hands and adds another piece 
to a patchwork of protected prairie remnants 
within the Rice Lake Plains.   

 

Pat Deacon is a Terrestrial and Wetland Biologist  
at Natural Resource Solutions Inc., Waterloo, 

Ontario. Pat is on the board of Directors of Tallgrass 

Ontario. Photo Credits – Pat Deacon. All rights 

reserved.   
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Ohio Spiderwort (photo left and on page 1)  

Tradescantia ohiensis, also known as bluejacket or 

Ohio spiderwort, is an herbaceous plant species in the 

genus Tradescantia.  

Ohio Spiderwort is native to central and eastern North 

America. In Canada it is found only in extreme 

Southern Ontario. This plant is a favourite among 

various species of bumblebees. Photo left and on page 

1 were taken at Kenesserie Tallgrass Prairie, Chatham-

Kent.  Photo credit – Steve Rankin  

The Bluestem Banner is published 4 times per year by 
Tallgrass Ontario.  

 

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 potential tall grass communities across the province; 

5. Promote research and knowledge transfer of tall grass communities 

Membership 
 
Tallgrass Ontario is always actively seeking individuals who would like to learn the roles of a TgO Board 
member and work to achieve a position on the TgO 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. 
  
Tallgrass Ontario is a Registered Canadian Charity. 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 
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