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REGISTRATION IS OPEN
Join Tallgrass Ontario at Hazel Bird Nature Reserve for our
2022 Annual General Meeting
Friday June 24, 10:30 am to 3:30 pm

The Annual General Meeting is free to current and new members. If you are
not yet a member of Tallgrass Ontario but want to just use, please visit:
Become A Member
To register for this event, please send an email to info@tallgrassontario.org
with the name of the person/people attending. Tallgrass Ontario will send
you a confirmation invitation via email with the event information and
instructions.
Registration will close on Wednesday, June 22, 2022.

How does your membership help Tallgrass Ontario? Your membership contribution makes it possible
for Tallgrass Ontario to carry out our mission and strategic direction.
Tallgrass Ontario will identify and facilitate the conservation of tallgrass communities by coordinating
programs and services to provide assistance to individuals, groups and agencies.

For over 20 years, TgO has worked diligently to build
relationships between conservation groups and
individuals engaged in tallgrass recovery efforts.
Through our scientific-based grant efforts and
community partnerships, we have facilitated tallgrass
restoration and maintenance projects across hundreds
of hectares in southern Ontario, raising public awareness
about the rarity of these ecosystems and their
importance to Canadian natural heritage.
If you would like to share in our mission and shape the
strategic direction of TgO, please contact us with your
resume and/or short biography at
info@tallgrassontario.org.
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Breaking Ground on an Urban “Microprairie”
By: Dan Stuart

In November 2021 my wife and I were fortunate to leave our condo behind and move to a small house a
few kilometres away in Toronto’s west end. The backyard with its wooden deck, bird bath, and rusty
shed was quite typical for an older urban lot, however the majority of the space was dominated by a
long-neglected perennial garden that was begging for refurbishment. As a longtime member and
Director of Tallgrass Ontario, this struck me as a fantastic opportunity to convert the space into an urban
“microprairie” loaded with botanical wonders. Equally enticing was the idea of creating an island of
high-quality pollinator habitat in the city setting.
To ensure the project was feasible, I first observed north-facing space to confirm that the backyard was
flooded with sunlight during the day. Next, I consulted the Ontario Geological Survey soils map for
Toronto and Surrounding Area to verify that the soil classification was sand/silty sand, similar to nearby
High Park where oak savannah restoration projects are ongoing. I was further encouraged by a row of
mature Black Oak (Quercus velutina) trees lining the border of an elementary school property just a
couple blocks away from our new home. Although some prairie species are clay-adept, the sandier soils
of my new area provided an ideal substrate for a high-diversity microprairie project.
Planning and site preparation are extremely
important in the establishment of a tallgrass prairie,
as seedlings and young prairie plants are easily
overtaken by competing cool-season grasses and
other aggressive plants during the early stages.
Fortunately for me the chosen plot would only
amount to approximately 25m2 (or, around 250
square feet), which would be feasible to water and
mechanically remove weeds thereby avoiding
application of herbicides. Only days before the first
hard frost (which arrived late in 2021) I scoured the
garden for more problematic invasive species and
removed armloads of Greater Celadine
(Chelidonium majus), Garlic Mustard (Alliaria
petiolata), Periwinkle (Vinca minor), Dog Strangling
Vine (Vincetoxicum rossicum), White Mulberry
(Morus alba), and Manitoba Maple (Acer negundo)
(Figure 1). It would have been ideal to take
advantage of a full annual cycle (or two) to remove
woody material and manage unwelcome
herbaceous species, but being a tad impatient I
made it my goal to have the young prairie seeded
and planted by spring 2022.

Figure 1: Baseline conditions, Toronto Ontario
(November 3, 2021)

The winter months presented an opportunity for
project planning. I consulted online resources,
particularly Tallgrass Ontario’s Planting the Seed Guide for in-depth advice on how, when, and what to
incorporate into my microprairie project. Appendix A within the guide was particularly helpful in
matching species selections with the soil and moisture types that characterize the yard.
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The west side of the plot is bordered by a fenceline, and the east side is bordered by a footpath. With
sight lines in mind, I organized species selections by tall, medium, and short maximum heights, and
designed three planting tiers with tall plants such as Big Bluestem (Andropogon gerardii) and Grey
Coneflower (Ratibida pinnata) along the fenceline and short plants such as Wild Lupine (Lupinus
perennis) and Side Oats Grama (Bouteloua curtipendula) closest to the footpath. I noted that the yard
also graded slightly downhill away from the house, which led me to direct dry species such as Sand
Dropseed (Sporobolus cryptandrus) closer to the house and slightly more mesic species such as Scarlet
Beebalm (Monarda didyma) toward the back of the garden (Figure 2).
With a plan plotted out on simple graph paper, I ordered seed mixes from Wildflower Farm in
Coldwater, Ontario and several dozen plugs from Ontario Native Plants near Dundas, Ontario. I also
pulled a few packets of salvaged prairie seed from storage that I had been saving for this sort of
occasion. It was important to me that I honour local-type genetics to the degree possible and ensure
that both seed and plug orders were derived from Ontario-sourced populations that would be most
likely to thrive in Toronto’s climate. The would-be prairie planter should note that although plugs can
provide a “headstart” and contribute to overall diversity, they are by no means necessary for a
successful project. Plugs are considerably more expensive than seed mixes, therefore plug orders for
large plots may be cost-prohibitive depending on the project.

Figure 2: Microprairie schematic, including
planting zones (tall, medium, and short) and
gradient of moisture regime.

After patiently waiting out the winter months it was
time to start breaking ground. Mid-April signaled the
beginning of the unenviable task of cutting and
grubbing small shrubs (some planted, some evidently
self-seeded), prying turfgrass, and removing perennial
bulbs from the plot. Of particular challenge was rooting
errant White Mulberry saplings that had established
along the fenceline, one featuring a taproot that
seemed to extend to the center of the earth. The initial
work took place over a long and back-breaking
Saturday but proved possible in a single effort. From
the initial job, the endeavour shifted to a sweep of the
plot each subsequent Saturday for several weeks to
target nascent perennial growth and weed emergence.
There seemed to be no limit to the number of bulbs
hiding underground, but over the course of late-April
to mid-May I was confident I had targeted the large
majority. What resulted was a smooth, consistent, and
bare surface to establish a tallgrass prairie.

Finally, it was time to plant. I had initially intended to
wait until the Victoria Day weekend which is typically
when the risk of frost has passed, but given the
blazing hot mid-May temperatures and mild long term forecast I elected to plant a week early on May
14. Feeling partly-excited and partly-relieved, I spread seed packets into appropriate zones based on
height and moisture tolerance, lightly raked, and tamped the plot to ensure a smooth and firm surface.
Then using a measuring tape I placed potted plugs in a grid-like pattern where specified on the planting
plan, noting that larger and taller plugs were spaced more widely to allow room to grow (Figure 3).
Finally, when satisfied with the layout I carefully planted the plugs in rows, ensuring to leave a 1-2 inch
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depression around each plug for water collection. On the first evening I gave the brand new prairie a
long soak and packed away my garden tools.
The success of my experiment will likely be unknown
for at least a couple years as a healthy prairie takes
multiple annual cycles for root systems to fully
develop, however I am hopeful. At the time of
writing (just a couple weeks after planting) all plugs
remain live and most appear to have grown already.
A Lanceleaf Coreopsis (Coreopsis lanceolata) is
showing signs of flowering imminently (Figure 4),
which will hold the distinction of first plant to
produce a flower. Seedlings have also begun to
emerge; however it will take some time before there
is enough green material to determine which are
welcome (Figure 5). I was fortunate that only a
couple days after planting the heat broke and we
were privileged with several days of soaking rain.
Aside from a few stray perennial bulbs sending up
shoots, it appears my efforts to de-weed the garden
in advance of seeding and planting was relatively
thorough.
Figure 3: Planting and seeding layout
(May 14, 2022)

Now it is my turn to be patient, although the first
summer will undoubtedly have no shortage of
weeding and watering to keep me occupied!

Figure 4: Lanceleaf Coreopsis just
before flowering (May 29, 2022)

Figure 5: Two weeks after planting and seeding
(May 29, 2022).
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For more information on how you can build your own micro-prairie, visit these resources:
•
•
•

Planting the Seed: Download the PDF
Native Prairie and Meadow Gardens and Landscapes: Download the PDF
Planting and Maintaining a Prairie Garden: https://extension.umn.edu/planting-and-growingguides/planting-and-maintaining-prairie-garden

TgO Prairie & Savannah Fund Project Update:
Pemedashkotayang (Lake of the Burning Plains) Grassland Restoration Project
Project summary & photos by Alderville First Nation - Radek Odolczyk, Ryan Hill & Gillian Di Petta
In 2017, the Alderville First Nation’s Black Oak Savanna began its second major grassland restoration
project called Stream to Shore. The Stream to Shore project focuses on restoring Sandercock Creek, a
cold-water creek within Alderville First Nation which originates from a groundwater upwelling within a
small tract of coniferous forest, flows through intensive agricultural land and naturalized forest cover,
before terminating in Rice Lake. The original purpose of the Stream to Shore restoration project was to
create a naturalized buffer between Sandercock Creek and the surrounding farmland. However, upon
achieving significant gains in the adjoining land, the Stream to Shore Project was expanded in 2020 to
include the Pemedashkotayang (Lake of the Burning Plains) grassland restoration initiative. The
Pemedashkotayang initiative focuses on restoring the former corn and soy fields adjacent to Sandercock
Creek to tallgrass prairie and oak savanna.
The Pemedashkotayang restoration project began in spring 2021 with site preparation and invasive
species control. Approximately 34 hectares (84 acres) of bare agricultural fields were seeded with an
Annual Rye (Lolium multiflorum) cover crop. The cover crop served to suppress weeds while additional
invasive species control occurred outside the fields, especially in the old fencerows. In fact, control of
invasive species took place across most of the year, mainly targeting Dog-strangling Vine (Vincetoxicum
rossicum) and European Buckthorn (Rhamnus cathartica). Controlling these particularly aggressive
invasive species was a critical first step to help ensure the successful establishment of native tallgrass
species.

Figure 1: Bare fields prior to seeding; April 20,
2021.
Figure 2: View North to Rice Lake from the South of
Pemedashkodeyang restoration site; July 7th, 2021.
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Figure 4: Alderville Black Oak Savanna Staff
removing European Buckthorn; fall 2021.

Also in 2021, Black Oak (Quercus velutina) and tallgrass prairie seeds were collected exclusively from the
Alderville Black Oak Savanna for use in the Pemedashkodeyang restoration project. All the native seed
was sourced locally to preserve the local plant genetics.
Local seed was sowed into the first field scheduled
for transition into tallgrass after a prescribed burn
was conducted in April 2022. Subsequent seeding
and planting of native species is planned through
2025.
Alderville First Nation is conducting long-term
monitoring of vegetation changes and progress
towards meeting the restoration goals. They have
established photo-monitoring points, vegetation
sampling protocols and a long-term restoration plan
tailored to meet the goals of this significant project.
Figure 5: Prescribed burn in the first field
scheduled for transition into tallgrass; April 2022.

Figure 6: Looking south over the first field
scheduled for transition into tallgrass, after the
prescribed burn; April 2022.
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As restoration activities within the
Pemedashkotayang initiative continue,
established areas will require upkeep through
mowing, invasive species control and
prescribed burns. Significant resources (seed,
equipment and staff/contractor/volunteer
time) will be required to establish this
landmark prairie and oak savanna restoration
initiative. Visit Alderville Black Oak Savanna to
learn more about the mission and how you
can help support this important work.
Figure 7: Looking south over the first field
scheduled for transition into tallgrass, after the
prescribed burn; April 2022.

TgO’s Prairie and Savannah Fund (in Honor of Mary Gartshore) assisted the project by helping to fund
cover crop seed for site preparation. If you have a tallgrass prairie or savannah project that could use
funding assistance, please visit our Tallgrass Prairie & Savannah Funding Page.

Native Plant Notes: Eastern Prairie Fringed-orchid
Eastern Prairie Fringed-orchid (Platanthera leucophaea) is a native perennial plant recorded only in
southern and eastern Ontario and in 13 states in the United States. It is provincially rare (S2, imperiled)
and listed as “Endangered” under both the provincial Endangered Species Act, 2007 and federal Species
at Risk Act, 2002. This unique orchid grows exclusively in open mesic prairies and wetlands and prefers
full sunlight conditions.
The Eastern Prairie Fringed-orchid grows 50 to 100 centimeters (cm) tall and has an upright, leafy stem
with a single terminal flowering spike, consisting of 10 to 40 creamy white flowers (Photo 1). Flowers are
1.8 to 2.5 cm in width and have a prominent lower petal consisting of three notably fringed segments
and a long nectar spur (tube-like structure; Photo 1). Leaves are oval or spear-shaped and range from 8
to 20 cm in length (Photo 2). Flowering occurs from late June to late July and proceeds sequentially
along the flowering stalk, beginning at the base. Plants produce capsules containing thousands of tiny
seeds which are dispersed by the wind in late August to September (Photo 3).

Photo 1

Photo 2

Photo 3
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Eastern Prairie Fringed-orchid has several interesting biological requirements for reproduction and
survival. For example, for pollination to be successful, this orchid must be visited by night flying hawk
moths (Sphingidae). Hawk moths are some of the largest moths in the world and they are experts at
finding nocturnally fragrant flowers. They have extremely long tongues (i.e. proboscis) making them
ideal for harvesting nectar from the Eastern Prairie Fringed-orchid’s nectar spurs. The hawk moths pick
up pollen on their legs and wings when they visit flowers and then deposit the pollen accidentally during
subsequent flower visits.
In addition, like other orchid species, seed germination and seedling development are highly dependent
on the formation of a symbiotic relationship between the seed and soil fungi, called mycorrhizae.
Mycorrhizae provide essential carbon, water and mineral nutrients for growth until the first green leaves
emerge above the ground. Research has found that Eastern Prairie Fringed-orchid seedlings may not
appear above the soil for many years, requiring three to seven years to grow from seed to flowering
height. Mycorrhizae has been found necessary to sustain the plant during this development period, as
well as through periods of dormancy during unfavourable environmental conditions.
To learn more about this fascinating prairie plant and the actions being undertaken to protect this rare
species, visit the Ministry of Environment, Conservation and Parks and Government of Canada websites.
All images of the orchid provided by Wood plc.
The Bluestem Banner is published twice per year by Tallgrass Ontario. The next edition will appear in
December 2022. All previous editions of the Bluestem Banner can be found here:
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