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A fall hike through the Branchton prairie 

remnants – Pat Deacon 

As any prairie enthusiast can attest, fall is a great time 

to explore and enjoy tallgrass prairie.  Having recently 

taken a stroll down my favourite length of abandoned 

railbed I thought I would share my accounts of this 

and other trips to the Branchton prairie remnants; the 

place where I first discovered tallgrass prairie.   

I have always found the steep slopes of the Grand 

River above the railbed at the Waynco prairie to be 

especially vibrant at this time of year.  The slope is 

dominated by the alternating red-green stems of big 

bluestem (Andropogon gerardii) with the shining 

inflorescence of indian grass (Sorghastrum nutans) 

dotting the hillside.  About this time of year the tufts 

of little bluestem (Schizachyrium scoparium) which 

dominate the driest, rocky portions of the slope are 

beginning to go to seed blanketing the hillside in 

white.   

The railbed which undoubtedly played a large role in 

maintaining Waynco prairie and much of the larger 

Branchton prairie remnant was constructed in the mid 

1850’s.  The Great Western Railway, as it was known, 

opened between Galt (south end of Cambridge) and 

Harrisburg (northeast of Brantford) in 1854.  This 

section of the rail line was abandoned in 1986 and 

today smooth green snakes (Opheodrys vernalis) bask 

and snapping turtles (Chelydra serpentina) lay their 

eggs among the ballast that once rattled under the 

weight of passenger and freight trains passing 

through. 

Throughout September and October the Branchton 

prairies and adjacent forests boast nearly 15 species of 

aster and goldenrod including expanses of sky blue 

aster (Symphyotrichum oolentangiense) interspersed 

with smooth aster (Symphyotrichum laeve), heath 

aster (Symphyotrichum ericoides), New England aster 

(Symphyotrichum novae-angliae), early goldenrod 

(Solidago juncea) and grey goldenrod (Solidago 

nemoralis).  I tend to walk very carefully through the 

bobbing horizon of yellow, white and purple blooms 

which are weighed down by the diversity of nectaring 

bees. 

 

A group learning about the history of the Branchton prairie 
remnants.  The slope is dominated by little bluestem, sky 
blue aster and upland white aster. Photo credit – Pat Deacon 

 

Heading south down the railbed you pass a small 

Tallgrass Ontario sign with Burnie the Badger 

exclaiming what makes this place significant.  You 

soon cross a rail tie bridge set atop beautiful stone 

masonry footings and several more of these driveway 

and watercourse overpasses exist further south.  The 

crossings allow a few (lucky) residents access from 

Highway 24, beneath the rail line, to their secluded 

home in the prairie.   

A Union Gas pipeline which crosses the Grand River 

south of Cambridge also runs through the Branchton 

prairie, conducive to maintaining open pipeline right-

of-ways much of the cleared area has re-established in 

big bluestem and sky blue aster.  A few tree species 

along this portion of the Grand River validate the 

presence of Carolinian forest reaching into the south 

end of Waterloo Region.  Along the Highway 24 right-

of-way a suckering mass of sassafras (Sassafras 

albidum) hangs on beneath the hydro wires and large 

sycamore (Platanus occidentalis), can be found along 

the river floodplain.  Northern pin oak (also known as 

Hill’s oak) (Quercus ellipsoidalis), pignut hickory (Carya 

glabra) and American chestnut (Castanea dentata) can 

be found in some of the well-drained forests and 

woodlands in the area and many of the rural roadsides 

throughout North Dumfries Township are lined with 

large northern pin oak.  Given the limited number of 

times I have encountered a young northern pin oak 

tree, it is quite possible that this species may have 

some dependence on fire for regeneration.  Of course, 

fire on the landscape has been limited since Adrian 

Marlett’s 1816 survey of Dumfries Township noted 



October 2014    the Bluestem Banner     page 3 
 

 

 

oak plains, meadows and tracts of burnt land between 

Galt and St. George.  

South of the Waynco prairie the railbed makes a 

marked change of course, likely to navigate the 

complex topography of the Galt Moraine.  This change 

in direction certainly wasn’t charted to avoid wetlands 

as the railway passes dead centre through a large 

cattail marsh which has been home to a pair of 

nesting, albeit territorial, sandhill cranes (Grus 

canadensis) for at least the past several years.  The 

horizon to the south is comprised of a tall ridge of 

mixed pine-hardwood forest.   

Brush removal has been conducted in an oak-hickory 

savanna adjacent to the rail line over the last few 

years.  The removal of grey dogwood (Cornus 

racemosa) and thinning of early successional species 

including white ash (Fraxinus americana) and 

trembling aspen (Populus tremuloides) led to a 

resurgence of forbs among a carpet of Pennsylvania 

sedge (Carex pensylvanica).  It is also worth noting 

that a lodge full of beavers (Castor canadensis) goes a 

long way in opening up a canopy of poplar!  In 

addition to the herbaceous growth, the leaf litter of 

red oak (Quercus rubra) and shagbark hickory (Carya 

ovata) leaves helped to provide enough fuel for a 

slow-creeping prescribed burn in the spring of 2011.  

Native herbaceous vegetation, including a number of 

rare species, have responded positively to these 

efforts with increases in flowering stems and the 

extent of suitable habitat available.  The Waterloo 

Stewardship Council continues their stewardship work 

on this site as well as the Waynco prairie and has 

begun to restore a 4.5 hectare old field adjacent to the 

rail line.  

Where the rail line bisects the marsh, prairie species 

have established adventively along the rail ballast 

including a dense population of showy tick-trefoil 

(Desmodium canadense).  I can picture renown 

botanist John Goldie telling a friend all covered in tick-

trefoil seeds to “bury their shirt”.  I wonder how long 

the tick-trefoil joke has been around?  Perhaps he 

made this quip moments after placing a specimen of 

hoary puccoon (Lithospermum canescens) in his plant 

press to be sent back to England.  The hoary puccoon 

that Goldie collected was new to science and was sent 

to Joseph Hooker, Director at the Royal Botanical 

Gardens, Kew.  In correspondence with Goldie, Hooker 

marvelled at the beauty of the plant.  The population 

which Goldie discovered is still present today along 

the rail line. 

Other prairie indicator species add colour and texture 

to the backdrop of wetlands and forests including the 

blue of the ever-blooming harebell (Campanula 

rotundifolia), the whites of heath aster and arrow-

leaved aster (Symphyotrichum urophyllum), the thick 

brown fronds of round-headed bush clover (Lespedeza 

capitata), and the now yellowing foliage of butterfly 

milkweed (Asclepias tuberosa).  On the stony 

substrates of the moraine, European buckthorn 

(Rhamnus cathartica) does well and the persistent 

green shows late into the fall when most other trees 

and shrubs have lost their foliage.  When I get home 

from my hike I’ll have to sharpen a few brush saw 

blades and mix a jerri-can of fuel, there’s work to be 

done! 

 

A prescribed burn at the Waynco prairie in April 2010.  The 
GWR railbed is used as a burn break. Photo credit – Pat 
Deacon 

 
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. 

Page 1 Photo credit – Steve Rankin 
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Species at Risk Farm Incentive Program (SARFIP) 
 

  

 
The Species at Risk Farm Incentive Program (SARFIP) is a cost-share program available to farm businesses across 
Ontario. It provide funding for producers implementing Best Management Practices (BMPs) that enhance and protect 
natural spaces on farms, supporting sustainable production. Cost-share is available at 40% - 80%, for a variety of 
practices across the province. Applicants identify preferred cost-share level based on set criteria and interest in 
species at risk. The lowest level does not require a connection to SAR, where the highest level of cost-share requires it. 
SARFIP is funded by the Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources and Forests (OMNRF) through the Species at Risk  
Stewardship Fund, and the Government of Canada through the Habitat Stewardship Program for Species at Risk.   
 
 
If you would like more information please contact Tallgrass Ontario at info@tallgrassontario.org 
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