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Hometown Prairie: A Walk along Brantford’s
Gordon Glaves Memorial Pathway
By: Dan Stuart
On a sunny morning in mid-August I decided
to take a walk with my camera along the east
bank of the Grand River to revisit one of my
favourite examples of publicly-accessible
prairie in the province. Relatively modest in
size at just 5 hectares, this strip of tallgrass
prairie located along The Gordon Glaves
Memorial Pathway also happens to be
located in my hometown of Brantford. In
school I recall being surprised to learn that
my impression of Brant County as having
once been blanketed with dense, nearly
unbroken forest was in fact a misconception.
Prior to European settlement, Brant County
featured substantial tracts of tallgrass prairie
and oak savanna, and here along the Grand
River I came to visit one of its remnants.
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Unlike much of Brantford’s prairie and oak
savanna that was lost during settlement, this
remnant was able to persist. A relatively low
impact from human interference along the
rail’s right of way and interestingly, small
fires that would occasionally result from
sparks caused by trains moving along the
tracks, served to maintain and periodically
rejuvenate the prairie community. Similarly,
oak savanna communities farther up the
slope on the Brantford Golf & Country Club
property were inadvertently maintained in
areas where the Club burned off brush.
The best way to access the pathway is
through the Glenhyrst Art Gallery of Brant, an
impeccably landscaped property with labels
on some of the larger trees including
Carolinian indicators like Black Oak (Quercus
velutina). A single-lane paved track leads
down a steep terrace toward the river and a
parking lot just a couple hundred metres
south of the prairie.

Grand River

The Gordon Glaves Memorial Pathway was
established in 1990 along the abandoned
Lake Erie and Northern Railway, sandwiched
between the Grand River and developed
lands along its terraces including the
Brantford Golf & Country Club and Glenhyrst
Art Gallery of Brant. A steep hillside slopes
precipitously toward the river broken only by
the leveled pathway, at times offering
panoramic views of the floodplain below.
Clinging to this hillside is a long, thin section
of tallgrass prairie that parallels the trail.

New Jersey Tea (Ceanothus americanus) (USFWS)

Walking northward, the first prairie plant to
catch my eye was modest patch of New
Jersey Tea (Ceanothus americanus) in the
shade of a mixed oak stand along the
trailside. Other indicators of an imminent
prairie encounter became apparent as I
continued along the pathway, including
numerous Black-eyed Susan (Rudbeckia hirta)
and the occasional Wild Bergamot (Monarda
fistulosa) in flower. These two species
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certainly qualify as prairie indicators,
however they can also be found in a variety
of non-prairie communities such as roadside
meadows and thickets, and are considered
relatively common in Ontario. A sniff of a
Wild Bergamot flower revealed a scent
familiar from Earl Grey tea (though it is
typically flavoured with the skin of the
unrelated
Bergamot
Orange
(Citrus
bergamia)). A number of other common
native species that inhabit tallgrass prairies
and cultural meadows alike were also
abundant along the trailside including Gray
Goldenrod (Solidago nemoralis), Common
Evening-primrose (Oenothera biennis) and
New England Aster (Symphyotrichum novaeangliae), adding further colour to my
morning walk.

Close to the edges of the open prairie
community, sparsely wooded conditions
create an excellent opportunity for one of
Ontario’s rarest trees to thrive, the Dwarf
Chinquapin Oak (Quercus prinoides). This
species has a provincial abundance ranking
(S-Rank) of S2 (Very Rare), a classification
assigned to plant populations that occur
between 5 and 20 times across the entire
province. In Ontario, this tree occurs only
here in Brantford, at Long Point on the Lake
Erie shore and along the Lake Huron shore
near Grand Bend under similar conditions.
The wood is dense and high-quality, but
thankfully due to the tree’s small stature (a
maximum of about 4 metres in height) this
species does not produce enough lumber to
make it attractive for harvest.

Wild Bergamot (Monarda fistulosa)

Dwarf Chinquapin Oak (Quercus prinoides)

Just steps north of the first signs of prairie,
both sides of the trail became considerably
more open, though not completely devoid of
tree and shrub matter.
According to
Ecological Land Classification for Southern
Ontario: First Approximation and its
Application, a tallgrass prairie ecosystem is
characterized by overall treed canopy of 25%
or less. A treed canopy cover exceeding 25%
but still featuring a prairie species suite is
considered to be an oak savanna ecosystem,
though some consider the 10-25% canopy
cover range to be a “prairie-savanna” hybridtype community.

Immediately north of the Dwarf Chinaquapin
Oak stand another S2 prairie plant caught my
eye, this time closer to the ground. Side-oats
Grama (Bouteloua curtipendula) grows in
dense colonies along the east side of the trail,
and my timing was right to catch its stout,
zipper-like spikes fully open exposing their
bright red anthers.
Other graminoids
including Porcupine Grass (Stipa spartea)
indicated that I had arrived in the prairie
proper. Canada Tick Trefoil (Desmodium
canadense) and Flowering Spurge (Euphorbia
corollata) began to appear in abundance
among the crispy late-summer thatch layer,
while wands of Round-headed Bush Clover
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(Lespedeza capitata) clustered near a park
bench poked high above the tangled foliage.
A few tiny flowers still clung to some of the
Lespedeza seed heads, however my seasonal
timing had stuck me at the “back end” of
floral displays for some of the showiest
species, like those of the Pea family
(Fabaceae) to which Round-headed Bush
Clover belongs.

Side-oats Grama (Bouteloua curtipendula)
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perfect opportunity for turtle nesting to
occur. Hatchlings emerge in the fall, but
evidently this brood did not survive.
An interpretive display indicated that
three additional prairie specialists, Hairy
Beardtongue (Penstemon hirsutus), Green
Milkweed (Asclepias viridiflora) and Butterfly
Milkweed (Asclepias tuberosa) were also
present along the trail. I carefully scoured
the east hillside, following improvised
footpaths where possible along the slope
between the main trail and the Brant Golf &
Country Club property. It became clear that
this portion of the prairie was under pressure
from encroaching shrubs creeping from
nearby thickets, mostly consisting of
Staghorn Sumac (Rhus typhina) and the nonnative Black Locust (Robinia pseudoacacia).
This section appeared to be approaching the
stage where woody vegetation management
would soon be necessary.
The last
prescribed burn was carried out at this site by
the Ministry of Natural Resources and
Forestry (MNRF) in about 2008. As I began to
lose heart for locating the Penstemon and the
two milkweeds, my eyes caught a shock of
orange at knee-height just below the golf
green toward a lone Butterfly Milkweed
specimen still in flower. The other two
plants, I would have to plan to return for
another day.

Round-headed Bush Clover (Lespedeza capitata)

On the west side of the pathway I stumbled
upon the remnants of a Snapping Turtle
(Chelydra serptentina) nest, likely a victim of
predation by a Raccoon (Procyon lotor), Red
Fox (Vulpes vulpes) or some other interloping
mammal. Snapping Turtles are common
along the Grand River, and are often found
lazing in shallow pools at the edge of the
main channel that accept overflow from the
river. This turtle will travel overland during
the late spring months to lay its eggs in sandy
banks with high exposure to sunlight. The
former rail bed in this prairie setting creates a

Big Bluestem (Andropogon gerardii)

At the northern end of the Sumac
aggregation the slope became shallower,
creating a flattish swath for perhaps this
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prairie’s showpiece – a dense stand of Big
Bluestem (Andropogon gerardii). Like the
Side-oats Grama father south my visit was
well-timed, the robust blue-purple spikes
appearing almost shaggy with emergent
yellow anthers. I stopped for a moment to
collect some photos and admire the grass
and then continued along the prairie’s final
stretch toward Hardy Road, though it quickly
became clear that the best of the vegetation
was behind me. Retracing my steps I
returned to the Glenhyrst parking lot but
noted that with a bicycle or the motivation
for a longer hike, the loop could be closed by
following Hardy Road up the hill to Ava Road,
then back to the Glenhyrst property.
Later that day my curiosity got the better
of me and I queried the MNRF’s Natural
Heritage Information Centre database to find
that rare prairie and savanna plants such as
Smooth Yellow False Foxglove (Aureolaria
flava), the endangered Bird’s Foot Violet
(Viola pedata), and even a historical record
(1930) for the endangered American
Columbo (Frasera caroliniensis) have been
documented within a kilometre of the site.
Clearly these sheltered terraces of the Grand
River provide suitable microclimate and soil
conditions for high-quality prairie to thrive in
a uniquely-vertical setting. I can’t help but
think that with sustained management and
perhaps even expansion, the future of this
prairie could be bright. Who knows what
might be lurking in the seedbed.
Dan Stuart is a Terrestrial Ecologist with Azimuth
Environmental Consulting, Inc. in Barrie, Ontario. Dan
is the President of Tallgrass Ontario. Photo credits –
Dan Stuart. All rights reserved..

The next issue of the Blue Stem Banner will be
published in Spring 2016. The current and all
previous issues can be found on our website
http://www.tallgrassontario.org/bluestem_ban
ner.html
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Showy Tick Trefoil (Desmodium canadense) is a
perennial legume that grows in prairies and is
native to Eastern North America excluding most
of the south. This plant is also known as Canada
Tickfoil. It is a member of the Pea family
(Fabaceae). After seeding it flowers in the third
year. It is the larval host for several species of
butterflies. The fruits produced by this plant are
known as loments. They stick to clothes and
animal fur ensuring dispersal.
Photo at left and on page 1 taken at Kenesserie
Tallgrass Praire in Chatham-Kent. Photo credit –
Steve Rankin. All rights reserved.

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

