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Kenesserie Tallgrass Prairie  
By Steve Rankin  
      While taking photographs one warm spring 
day in my tallgrass prairie, I encountered a young 
fawn, maybe only a few days old. The fawn 
reacted to my presence by attempting to hide 
among the forbs. He remained perfectly still no 
doubt hoping that I was not a predator and that I 
would not notice him. I got a photo of his butt 
sticking through the vegetation before I slowly 
moved away.   
       I have had the pleasure of managing this 
prairie as a retirement hobby for the past six 
years. Kenesserie Tallgrass Prairie (KTP) is a five-
hectare (12-acre) property near Ridgetown, 
Ontario which is located in the municipality of 
Chatham-Kent. I purchased this property in 2009 
with the intent of returning tallgrass prairie to the 
landscape to provide a refuge for increasingly 
rare butterflies and pollinating insects.   Since the 
time I purchased the property I have made it a 
priority to remove alien invasive plant species. 
      Tallgrass prairie was once abundant in Ontario 
but less than three percent remains in widely 
scattered pockets. As a motivated landowner, I 
did my research and partnered with Tallgrass 
Ontario (TgO), an environmental non-
governmental organization that helped me 
secure grants to create the prairie.  
      About one-third of my property consists of a 
small hardwood remnant and an historic wetland 
with deep histosol soils (histosols are composed 
mainly of organic matter) and a diverse 
community of native plants. I’ve identified 65 
species of flowering plants in the wetland with 
more awaiting identification.  Examples of plants 
that grow there are the white turtlehead 
(Chelone glabra), aptly named for the shape of 
the flower, cut-leaved water-horehound (Lycopus 
americanus), larger blue flag (Iris versicolor) and 
wingstem (Verbesina alternifolia), whose dome-
shaped panicle of flowerheads resembles a bunch 
of little sunbursts.  The wetland contains 
extensive gray dogwood (Cornus racemosa) and 
a small quaking aspen clone (Populus 
tremuloides) consisting of several dozen aspen 
trees. Other plants include Carolina rose (Rosa 
Carolina), blue cohosh (Caulophyllum giganteum), 
tussock sedge (Carex stricta), yellow pimpernel 
(Taenidia integerrima) in the dryer portions of the 

wetland area and equisetum (snake grass). 
Equisetum is the only living genus in the 
Equisetaceae, an ancient family of vascular plants 
that reproduce by spores rather than seeds. 

White turtlehead (Chelone glabra) – KTP wetland  

Wingstem (Verbesina alternifolia) – KTP wetland 

 Great blue lobelia (Lobelia siphilitica) - KTP Wetland  
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Fortunately, this small Chatham-Kent wetland 
has never seen the plow. Previous land owners 
failed in attempts to drain it for farming.  In 2011 
TgO and Ducks Unlimited worked together to 
develop a plan to restore the wetland hydrology. 
The property is small, but having contiguous 
tallgrass prairie and wetland of this size is rare in 
Ontario which makes these adjacent ecosystems 
valuable to birds, amphibians, reptiles and 
insects.  I’ve recorded 70 species of birds either 
nesting, overwintering or stopping during 
migration to feed and rest. 

Widow skimmer dragonfly (Libellula luctuosa) in KTP prairie  

Chatham-Kent has one of the most diverse 
populations of Lepidoptera (butterflies and 
moths) and Odonata (dragonflies and damsel 
flies) in Canada. Lepidoptera require host plants 
such as those found in wetlands and grasslands 
to complete their life cycle. Odonata on the other 
hand are carnivorous and prey on other insects.  
Odonata require access to wetlands and an 
abundance of flying insects which are a natural 
feature of tallgrass prairie.   Insects in both of 
these orders have been under continued threat in 
Chatham-Kent because of habitat conversion to 
agriculture over the past century.   

When I purchased this property my thinking 
was to establish a refuge that resident butterflies 
(along the hydro and rail corridors) will seek out 
for habitat if a diverse mix of native plants is 
provided for them.  Butterfly counts at the 
adjacent Highgate rail lands have identified more 
than 50 species of butterflies, a number 
comparable to recorded counts at nearby 
Rondeau Provincial Park and Clear Creek Forest.  
Many species of dragonflies and damselflies are 
attracted to the wetland portion of the property. 
They are abundant in summer and can be 
observed in the prairie preying on insects. I have 
observed dragonflies in turn being eaten by 

Praying mantis (Tenodera angustipennis). The 
combination of tallgrass prairie with adjacent 
wetland produces a synergy of diverse species 
interactions not experienced in a standalone 
prairie or wetland. I have also erected nest boxes 
for Wood Duck, Eastern Bluebird, Tree Swallow 
and House Wren.   
      The remaining three hectares (eight acres) 
had been used for pasture and cash crops for the 
past century.  This parcel was the ideal spot to 
create a prairie because it had the right soil type 
(sandy loam), was located on a flat sun-facing 
slope and was next to a wetland. Another 
allurement of this property as a potential site for 
a grassland creation was its location:  sandwiched 
between a 75 year old hydro corridor and two 
abandoned rail lines which harbour rare plants 
and insects. Remnant populations of tallgrass 
prairie have been recorded in the adjacent rail 
lands.  Remnant species include dense blazing 
star (Liatris spicata) and round-headed bush 
clover (Lespedeza capitata). The former lures 
butterflies, including monarchs and other 
beleaguered species. The latter is pollinated 
largely by long and short-tongued bees such as 
bumblebees and large leaf-cutting bees.  The 
caterpillars of several species of skipper feed on 
its foliage.    

Culvers root (Veronicastrum virginicum) in KTP prairie  

     Preparation of the fields began in 2010, a full 
year before the seeding of prairie plants.  Three 
herbicide treatments were spaced out over 
spring, fall and the following spring with the goal 
of depleting weed seeds stored in the soil.  The 
prairie was seeded on May 20, 2011 (Year 2). The 
seeding contractor was Ontario NativeScape.  
Spring and summer that year were warm and 
wet, ideal conditions for prairie seed 

http://www.ontarionativescape.ca/
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germination. The seed mix consisted of 34 locally 
sourced native plant species – five warm-season 
grasses and 29 forbs. Warm-season grasses grow 
in bunches and provide superior habitat for 
wildlife. Forbs which are associated with prairie 
grasslands are sun-loving flowering plants which 
provide food and nectar for birds and insects.  
Provided you have good weed control at the 
outset and good germination of the prairie seed 
after seeding, tallgrass prairie habitat is fairly 
simple to maintain and a delight to behold when 
it transitions into full bloom in  July and August.   
     In the second and third years, I have invested 
considerable effort removing invasive non-native 
plants by hand-pulling them by the roots or by 
clipping and removing seed heads from the 
property for disposal off-site. By the fourth year, 
the four most pernicious weed species that had 
been there at the outset were gone.  Many 
invasive weeds take advantage of soil 
disturbance. They are less likely to colonize an 
area that has not seen disturbance for several 
years which explains why I don’t see them 
creeping in from the edges in year 5. Over time 
the developing root structure of tallgrass prairie 
inhibits non-prairie plants from getting 
established.  

Prescribed burn at KTP – December 2013 

Tallgrass prairie is maintained by fire which 
destroys woody plants. The first prescribed burn 
at Kenesserie was conducted in year 4 (mid-
December 2013) to remove unwanted woody 
plants. More than 2,000 poplars (Populus spp.) 
and willows (Salix spp.), whose seeds are 
dispersed efficiently by the wind, had taken root 
after the prairie seeding in the second year 
(2011). The prescribed fire two years later in 
December 2013 appeared to burn hot (see photo 
above) but killed only about 20% of these trees.  I 
surmise that in a late fall burn situation the 

moisture content of the biomass is still quite high 
so that the fire burns cooler. Heat is required to 
vaporize the moisture so the overall effect is a 
cooler fire.  Biomass is usually much dryer and 
thus burns hotter in an early spring burn if the 
preceding winter had been very cold and 
desiccating.  After the first burn, fire should be 
prescribed every five to eight years to clear out 
accumulated biomass and unwanted woody 
plants that may shade out prairie forbs.   

A rare tallgrass community known as oak 
savanna is a prairie plant community which 
includes fire-tolerant trees such as black oak 
(Quercus velutina) or burr oak (Quercus 
macrocarpa) spaced to block no more than 25% 
of the sun.  A rare example of prairie oak savanna 
can be found at the Pinery Provincial Park in 
South Western Ontario.  

I have planted several hundred native black 
and burr oak seedlings at Kenesserie in year 2 
and again following the burn in year 5. It will be a 
century or more before the oak savanna is fully 
mature, provided that sufficient oak seedlings 
survive beyond their first five years, a time period 
which has been identified by experts as critical. In 
May 2016 at least 80% of my original oak 
plantings in 2011 and 2014 appear to be thriving.   

I addressed the problem of the surviving 
poplars and willows after the saplings produced 
their first leaves in May of the fifth year by 
cutting them at ground level with hand snippers 
and applying a few drops of Roundup® herbicide 
to the cut stump. The trees are easy to find 
because the biomass has been removed by the 
burn the previous December.  I used a hand-held 
sprayer with pre-mixed Roundup® solution with 
the application set to the foam setting. You can 
buy these small pre-filled 950 millilitre (35 fluid 
ounces) sprayers in any garden store. Always 
follow label instructions before using any 
herbicide and wear protective clothing.  Note 
that herbicides should never be applied in or near 
wetlands because of recognized harm to 
amphibians.   
     The tree removal was labour intensive but I 
followed a grid pattern to ensure coverage of the 
entire eight acres.  Follow-up inspections 
confirmed a kill rate close to 100%.   I also used 
this method to successfully control staghorn 
sumac (Rhus typhina) creeping into the prairie on 
one side. Trees such as poplar and willow will 
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become less of an issue over time because, like 
weeds, they rely on soil disturbance to gain a 
foothold. Once a prairie becomes established soil 
disturbance decreases over time.    

 Dense blazing star (Liatris spicata) In KTP prairie 
Dense blazing star made its first appearance in 

my prairie creation in year five – a welcome 
addition. Presumably seeds from nearby remnant 
populations found their way onto my property 
because this species was not included on the 
Kenesserie seed list.  I have enhanced biodiversity 
in the small hardwood remnant by planting 
shrubs such as elderberry (Sambucus spp.), 
spicebush (Lindera benzoin), the early spring 
bloomer whose leaves give off a spicy aroma 
when crushed and three Viburnums: high-bush 
cranberry (V. trilobum), nannyberry (V. lentago) 
and southern arrow-wood (V. recognitum)..  
These species provide food for birds or host plant 
services for butterflies and moths (food and 
shelter for larvae.)  Kenesserie has two small 
stands of northern prickly ash (Zanthoxylum 
americanum), the host plant for the largest 
butterfly in Canada and the United States – the 
uncommon giant swallowtail (Papilio 
cresphontes). The giant swallowtail is found in 
only a handful of sites in South-western Ontario. 
Northern prickly ash is a small tree/bush not 
related to the ash trees that have been 
decimated by the emerald ash borer but instead 
are the only member of the citrus (Rutaceae) 
family found in Canada.  

  Happily, the giant swallowtail is a common 
sight in both my prairie and wetland in the 
summer.  Its favourite nectaring plants are 
mauve-flowered wild bergamot (Monarda 

fistulosa) and swamp milkweed (Asclepias 
incarnata).   

Giant swallowtail (Papilio cresphontes) nectaring on wild 
bergamot in KTP prairie 

     After six years, I am very pleased with the 
evolution of this pocket ecosystem and the 
significant contribution it is making to 
neighbourhood biodiversity which is under 
intense pressure from agriculture. KTP is 
providing opportunities for gene flow to more 
distant areas connected though the rail and 
hydro corridors, woodlots, fence rows and gravel 
pits. These connections support the health of 
endemic plant and insect species, many of which 
are genetically isolated and threatened locally 
and nationally.  
 

 
Purple-stemmed (swamp) aster (Symphyotrichum puniceum) 
(formerly Aster puniceus) in KTP wetland 

      
In the future, I plan to continue longitudinal 
surveys in both the wetland and prairie to track 
how diversity changes over time.  I plan to install 
a pair of barn owl nesting boxes, a barn swallow 
shelter and snake hibernacula to further enhance 
biodiversity.  
 

 



Summer 2016        the Bluestem Banner              page 6 

 

 

Smooth foxglove beardtongue (Penstemon digitalis) - with 

ant visitors at KTP prairie 

Gray tree frog (Hyla versicolor) in KTP wetland 

KTP in full bloom 

A version of this article first appeared in the 
North American Native Plant Society’s Blazing 
Star- 2016 winter edition and has been reprinted 
here with permission.  Visit NANPS at: 
www.nanps.org 
 

 

 

Further reading:   

Planting the Seed 

http://www.tallgrassontario.org/Publication

s/Planting_The_Seed_Guide.pdf 

 

Tallgrass Ontario Science Resources 

http://www.tallgrassontario.org/science_resourc

es.html 

Native Warm-Season Grasses and Wildlife  

http://www.nrcs.usda.gov/Internet/FSE_DOCUM

ENTS/nrcs143_010044.pdf 

 
Steve Rankin is a board member of Tallgrass 
Ontario.  TgO is a registered charity which assists 
landowners in the preservation of tallgrass prairie 
communities in Ontario. Visit 
http://www.tallgrassontario.org/  for ways to get 
involved.   
 
All photos (including page 1 photo of common 

evening primrose) taken at Kenesserie Tallgrass 

Prairie, Chatham-Kent. All rights reserved.    

 

 

 

 

                

 

 

The next issue of the Blue Stem Banner will be 
published in fall 2016. The current and all 
previous issues can be found on our website  

http://www.tallgrassontario.org/bluestem_ban
ner.html 

 

 

 

http://www.nanps.org/
http://www.tallgrassontario.org/Publications/Planting_The_Seed_Guide.pdf
http://www.tallgrassontario.org/Publications/Planting_The_Seed_Guide.pdf
http://www.tallgrassontario.org/science_resources.html
http://www.tallgrassontario.org/science_resources.html
http://www.nrcs.usda.gov/Internet/FSE_DOCUMENTS/nrcs143_010044.pdf
http://www.nrcs.usda.gov/Internet/FSE_DOCUMENTS/nrcs143_010044.pdf
http://www.tallgrassontario.org/
http://www.tallgrassontario.org/bluestem_banner.html
http://www.tallgrassontario.org/bluestem_banner.html
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Invitation to Annual General Meeting 

TALLGRASS ONTARIO 

Invites all members to attend our 

2016 Annual General Meeting 

Saturday, June 25, 2016 

Ojibway Nature Centre 

5200 Matchette Rd, Windsor, ON N9C 4E8 

Welcome & Registration: 9:30 am 

 

 

 

 

 

AGM: 10:00 am – 4:00 pm 

Agenda includes: 

Business Meeting/Board Member Elections & 
President’s Remarks 

Presentation of TGO accomplishments in 2015 & 
2016 

Catered Lunch & Refreshments 

Guided Tour of Tom Joy Woods and Ojibway 
Prairie Provincial Nature Reserve 

 

 

 

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 

 
 

 

https://www.canadahelps.org/dn/13376
http://www.tallgrassontario.org/memberships.html
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 Ojibway Field trip August 15 (10:00 am – 3:00 pm) 

 
 
Rt. Hon. Herb Gray Parkway “Parkway in a Prairie” 
 
Leaders:  

Barb Macdonell (Sr. Environmental Planner), Ministry of Transportation of Ontario, Tallgrass 
Ontario 
Season Snyder, Senior Plant Ecologist, Amec Foster Wheeler, Tallgrass Ontario 
Dan Lebedyk, Conservation Biologist, Essex Region Conservation Authority,  
Tallgrass Ontario 
 

Field Experts: 
Russ Jones, Biologist, Amec Foster Wheeler 
Said Mohamed, Botanist, Amec Foster Wheeler 
Andrea Peak, Environmental Compliance Manager, AECOM 

  
The Rt. Hon. Herb Gray Parkway is the Ontario access road portion of a new end to end border 
transportation system between Windsor, Ontario and Detroit, Michigan. The Parkway includes 120 hectares 
of greenspace, of which 74 hectares are created ecological landscapes that feature tallgrass prairie and oak 
savanna. Outside the Parkway corridor, an additional 60 hectares of land including wetland preservation 
areas and species at risk habitat has been actively managed for the past 5 years. Within these restoration 
sites, there is an estimated population of over 600,000 species at risk plants.  
 
The objective of this tour is to introduce participants to the Endangered Species Act (ESA 2007) in action as 
part of managing sensitive tallgrass ecosystems.  Participants will visit prairies in various stages of 
development – recently seeded, early establishment (3 years) and remnant sites. The remnant prairies are 
home to eight species at risk and over 20 provincially rare species. Some of the tour highlights include: 

 The Province’s largest known population of Colicroot (Aletris farinosa) and a practitioner’s 
perspective on successful transplanting and propagating techniques. 

 How First Nation traditional knowledge was integrated into the ecological restoration process. 

 How prairie sites are managed for the benefit of species at risk plants and snakes - an effort that 
requires careful timing and management. 

 How a tunnel top over the highway serves as an Ecopassage reconnecting two natural areas for the 
benefit of two species at risk snakes and other wildlife. This tunnel top is 14,500 m2, approximately 
the size of 9 NHL hockey rinks!  

 Early establishment phase of tallgrass prairie seeding along the Parkway corridor. 
 

Meeting Location: Ojibway Nature Centre, 5200 Matchette Road, Windsor ON N8X 3N6 
Capacity: 30 people 
 
Date/Time: August 15 (10:00 am – 3:00 pm) 
Registration: http://sero.eventbrite.com      

http://sero.eventbrite.com/

