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Journeys to Midwest Prairies
Christopher Zoladeski, Ph.D.
For a long time, I was content with my decent
knowledge of the plants and vegetation of
Ontario. Coming from Europe, with its rather
impoverished flora so much damaged by the
onslaught of glaciations and the thousands of
years of human impact, the New World was great
for a landed botanist: hundreds of new species to
learn, diversity of forests, expanses of wetlands,
and a relatively low population density (thus far).
My travels - work related, study related or for
pleasure, took me to all corners of the province:
from Peawanuck and Moosonee in the north to
Leamington and Pelee Island in the far south,
from the Clay Belt in the east to Kenora in the
west – tundra and boreal forest up there,
deciduous woods of the Carolinian zone down
here.
Prairies - I also visited: from their dotted
presence in south-central Ontario to the “real
thing” on Walpole Island and at Ojibway. But
these, however magnificent examples, are merely
outposts of the Tallgrass vegetation that was
historically dominant not that far over to the
west, perhaps within a day’s drive. So, with a
little bit of planning I embarked on this journey of
discovery of the prairie gems still present in
adjacent American states.
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hard-pressed to find a patch of natural tallgrass.
To my dismay (but not surprise), the drives were
essentially through cornfields endlessly stretching
from horizon to horizon. No prairie for you,
European idealist, except…
On 24 June 2005 I was avoiding Chicago: my
destination was a prairie reserve just barely into
Wisconsin. The highways were busy around this
metropolis, though, and I first got stuck in a big
traffic jam and later was barely managing to get
out of the never-ending suburbs. I reached the
Chiwaukee Prairie only in the afternoon. It is an
interesting site, a coastal wetland located on
deposits of Lake Michigan when its level was
dropping in post-glacial times. For that reason the
topography is flat to very gently undulating. Still,
the prairie is rich in species, with about 400
vascular plants. The habitats change, as you
would expect, very gradually from wet prairie and
sedge-grass meadows, through wet-mesic, to drymesic on the low sandy ridges. The vegetation
was not yet at its most showy, but I could indeed
notice many plants emerging, from the familiar
like Ohio Goldenrod (Solidago ohiensis) and Ohio
Spiderwort (Tradescantia ohiensis) to unfamiliar
but easily identifiable, like Leadplant (Amorpha
canescens).

Ohio Spiderwort

These were mostly camping trips, hopping
from one state park to another. Those who
travelled across the “Prairies” know that the term
is, sadly, more historic than fitting: in the
transition zone from woodland to prairie and
even within the prairie biome itself, one would be

Among the most interesting plants found at
Chiwaukee are Rattlesnake-master (Eryngium
yuccifolium), Prairie Coreopsis (Coreopsis
palmata), Prairie Rosinweed (Silphium
integrifolium), Purple False and Skinner’s
Foxglove (Agalinis purpurea, A. skinneriana), Pale
Beard-tongue (Penstemon pallidus), Prairie
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Alumroot (Heuchera richardsonii), White Fringed
Prairie Orchid (Platanthera leucophaea), and
many others.
I explored the famous Nachusa Grasslands,
in northern Illinois, three times, in that spring of
2005, in July 2006 and in August 2007. It is a big
site of more than 3000 acres of prairie, oak
savanna and wetland. Nature Conservancy
purchased about 250 acres in 1986 and from that
nucleus of mostly sandstone outcrops (knolls)
that escaped the plough, the reserve has grown
significantly to its present size, mostly through
prairie restoration.
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Purple Coneflower (Echinacea pallida), and the
very tall Hairy Hawkweed (Hieracium longipilum).

Pale Purple Coneflower

Rock outcrop (knolls) in dry prairie

The topography is much more diverse here
than at Chiwaukee and with the location deeper
into the prairie zone, also more species grow
here (700 native vascular plants). The highlight of
Nachusa is the federally threatened Prairie Bush
Clover (Lespedeza leptostachya). Many other rare
plants also find home here, for example Hill’s
Thistle (Cirsium hillii), Forked Aster (Aster
furcatus), Fame Flower (Talinum rugospermum),
Kittentails (Besseya bullii), Downy Yellow Painted
Cup (Castilleja sessiliflora), and Prairie False
Dandelion (Agoseris cuspidata). Blanding’s Turtle
finds refuge in the reserve, as well as numerous
bird and other wildlife species. During my visits I
saw the classic tallgrass prairie species of Big and
Little Bluestem, Indian Grass, butterfly weed and
common asters and goldenrods, but also less
known or entirely exotic to us Cream Wild Indigo
(Baptisia leucophaea), Illinois Tick Trefoil
(Desmodium illinoense), Purple and White Prairie
Clover (Dalea purpurea and D. pallida), Pale

Missouri is probably my favourite place for
prairie viewing, located in the middle of the
continent and blessed with great diversity of
habitats. Many prairie reserves are easily (or not
so) accessible. In 2007, I visited two most
interesting sites: Star School Hill Prairie (just into
Missouri from Iowa) and McCormack Prairie, both
magnificently located at the edge of Missouri
River floodplain. The rugged topography of loess
hills deposited by wind during glacial times
creates unique hot and dry prairie habitats where
several species from the Great Plains Shortgrass
Prairie reach, like Hairy Grama Grass (Bouteloua
hirsuta), Large-flowered Beard-Tongue
(Penstemon grandiflorus) and Nine-anthered
Prairie Clover (Dalea enneandra). Also, from the
Great Plains, rare mammals such as Plains Pocket
Mouse live here. Little Tarko Prairie, also in the
same north-west corner of Missouri was more
difficult to find amongst meandering country
roads and prevailing farms. But even here,
despite small size of the preserve, interesting
plants abounded, such as the threatened
Western Prairie Fringed Orchid (Platanthera
praeclara), Prairie Coreopsis and Dwarf
Chinquapin Oak (Quercus prinoides).
In 2005, when exploring the Ozarks of
Missouri, I decided to venture even farther south
into northern Arkansas, to places such as Buffalo
National Forest. On the way there, in the small
city of Harrison I stopped at Baker Prairie, which
protects the largest remaining tract of Ozark
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prairie on chert soils. It was April, rather early to
see prairie species even at that southern location,
as plants were barely piercing through the thick
mulch. According to my notes, I saw Shooting
Star (Dodecatheon meadia), Cream Wild Indigo,
Early Buttercup (Ranunculus fascicularis), and
several others. A few years later, when travelling
with my family through the area in August, I
abandoned my folks at a Walmart in town, and
rushed for a very quick look at the prairie at its
prime with all the displays of tall grasses (Big
Bluestem, Indian Grass) and countless forbs.
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(Silphium laciniatum), Rattlesnake Master, Downy
Sunflower (Helianthus mollis) and numerous
others. As with so many other prairies set aside
for protection, this one also appeared threatened
by Black Oaks (Quercus velutina) and Grey
Dogwood (Cornus foemina) invading the open
areas due to lack of fire.
Kankakee Sands is a huge, 7200 acre prairie
and wetland restoration project straddling the
border of Indiana and Illinois. Bountiful flora and
fauna are to be observed in wide variety of
habitats. Wooded communities are represented
by Black Oak and Black Walnut (Juglans nigra)
savannas, but the tallgrass prairie is the main
attraction. Much of it was reclaimed and the
prairies are in various stages of naturalness,
depending on their age since re-establishment.

Rich prairie communities at Spinn Prairie

Lead Plant

In September 2009, it was Indiana’s turn.
Spinn Prairie was the smallest reserve I went to.
At mere 29 acres, it is indeed reflective of the
tragic fact that barely one percent of that state’s
original prairie remains. This little area is located
right along a country road, so after parking on the
shoulder I marched in to enjoy a plethora of great
prairie species, including Wild Quinine
(Parthenium integrifolium), Compass Plant

It was interesting to see the still-cultivated
cornfields waiting for their last harvest
contrasting across laneways with similar former
fields already supporting native vegetation. Mesic
prairies dominated by Big Bluestem and Indian
Grass were familiar even with an assortment of
wildflowers that do not range into Ontario. But to
me, the most interesting were the low hills where
sandy soils had only sparse cover of plants. In
these xeric habitats numerous grass species could
be observed, from Stipa to Sporobolus to
Panicum, together with several specialized forbs
headed by Prickly Pear Cactus (Opuntia
humifusa). Many threatened and endangered
plant and animal species are found at Kankakee:
Orange Fringed Orchid (Platanthera ciliaris),
Shore St. John’s-wort (Hypericum adpressum),
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Ear-leaved Foxglove (Tomanthera paniculata),
Western Silver Aster (Aster sericeus), Henslow’s
Sparrow, Sandhill Crane, Sedge Wren, Regal
Fritillary, Smooth Green Snake, Blanding’s Turtle
and Ornate Box Turtle.
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So, from familiar to exotic, the many
remaining prairie reserves scattered in the states
to Ontario’s south-west, are certainly worth
exploring. With so many species of plants and
animals not reaching into the province and
known only from books and internet photos, they
certainly enrich one’s knowledge of natural
history. Imagination can only picture the
expanses of native prairie and savanna in what
are now cities, towns and modern agricultural
landscape.
Christopher Zoladeski is a Senior Ecologist, Botanist
at Savanta Inc. Chris is a director of Tallgrass Ontario.
Photo credits - Christopher Zoladeski. All rights reserved.

Wet-mesic prairie

If I was ever feeling close to home, it was at
Hoosier Prairie Nature Preserve. It looked so
much like Ojibway, with its location almost
carved out from the surrounding urban and
industrial landscape, an oasis of nature on the
outskirts of Gary (IN) and Chicago (IL). At more
than 1500 acres it harbours 350 native plant
species. The site preserves one of the last
remaining large grasslands in the Midwest, with
habitats including oak savanna, wet prairie,
meadows and cattail and prairie marshes. The
most interesting plants are White Wild Indigo
(Baptisia alba), Prairie Parsley (Polytaenia
nuttallii) and Rose Pogonia (Pogonia
ophioglossoides), with the usual stalwarts of Big
Bluestem, Indian Grass and Black Oak.

Black Oak savanna
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The 2015 Ojibway Prairie Bioblitz will be held July
18 and 19, 2015.
Visit www.essexcountynature.com for updates
and information on last year's Bioblitz.
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Butterfly Silver-spotted Skipper (Epargyreus
clarus) on a Tall Ironweed plant. This plant is
native to Eastern North America and can be found
in moist to mesic praire and meadows. The Silverspotted Skipper almost never visits yellow
flowers but favors blue, red, pink and purple
flowers.
This plant is called Ironweed because of the
toughness of its stem and the difficulty digging it
up with a shovel. The flowers are a deep purple
colour. Insects and butterflies that are attracted
to purple are found on this plant.

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.

