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Where can you find grass so tall it can hide a horse? 
No, not in your back yard ... in a grassland! 

Grasslands are open areas where 
few or no trees grow. A manicured 
lawn is not considered a grassland, 
even though it is covered with grass. 
There are over 7,500 different species 
of grass world-wide. Your lawn has 
only a few of those kinds, mainly 
Kentucky bluegrass. A true grassland, 
sometimes called a prairie, has hun
dreds of different species of grasses 
and wildflowers. 

Did you know that over one-quarter of 
the Earth's surface is covered in grass
land ecosystems? You may think of the 
great prairies of the North American 
mid-west when you hear about prairies 
or grasslands, but did you know that 
prairies are also found in Ontario? 
Tallgrass prairies were once common 
in southern Ontario. 

Gazing at grass 
Grasses have long, thin, needle-shaped 
leaves. Since many grasses grow in dry, 
hot areas, the shape of the leaf is 

Although some grasses can grow over two 

metres high, up to 70 percent of the plant 

is underground. Prairie grasses need lots of 

roots in order to find water. In some areas, 

a single grass plant can have up to 4.8 

kilometres of roots and root hairs. 
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important in preventing water loss. 
Thin leaves have a smaller surface area 

than broad leaves, so that less wate~' 
escapes through evaporation. } 
Grasses can retain more water, j 
stored in their leaves, stems and \ Jf 
roots, than other types of plants. 

Most plants grow from their, 
tips - but not grasses! These · 
plants grow upwards from 
the base, making them less 
likely to be severely damaged 
by herbivores (plant-eating 
animals) . The top part of the 
grass can be cut off (either by 
a grazing animal or by your 
lawn mower) but the grass 
will still be able to grow. 
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Late June and early July are good times 
_, ,,..,,,,.,.,,r , to go hunting for monarch butterfly 

~ -;h -'-~ terpillars and eggs. Jt-?·~-\\ 
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Investigate a patch of common milkweed plants 
by carefully checking t he under side of the leaves. 
Look for sma ll white dots which are the eggs, or a tiny 
white-, black-and yellow-striped monarch caterpillar 
(also called the larva) happily munching on the leaves. 

Carefully pick the part of 
the milkweed that has the 
caterpillar on it. Place it in a 
large jar with some twigs and 
more milkweed leaves. Cover 
the top of the jar with fine 
netting and keep it in a warm 
(but not hot) place. 

--- Be sure to add fresh milk-
weed leaves every day for the caterpillar to eat. The 
larva will continue to eat and eat and grow and 
grow. After only two weeks, it is more than 2,700 
times its original size! 

The caterpillar will attach itself to the unders ide 
of a leaf or twig and hang upside down. It will shed 
its skin one last t ime, revealing a bright green 
chrysalis. 

The pupa inside begins to change. The chrysa lis 
will turn black and t hen transparent, and in about ten 
days, you'll see the orange and black wings inside the 
casing. About two weeks after the larva forms the 
chrysalis, a beautiful adult butterfly emerges. 

monarch metamorphosis 

The butterfly is very delicate at 
this stage, so do not touch it. Take the whole jar out
side and place it near a milkweed plant where you 
found the caterpillar. Remove t he mesh covering from 
the jar and wait for the adu lt butterfly to emerge. 
Its wings will still be wet and the butterfly will have 
to let them dry in the warm sun before it is able to fly. 
Watch the butterfly fan its wings and eventually flit 
from flower to flower, drinking the nectar. ,k,~ 355 Lesmill Road, Don Mills, ON M3B 2W8 (416) 444-8419 1 800 440-2366 
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Grasses make up between 50 and 
75 percent of all plants found in tall
grass prairies. Wild lupine, gray-head
ed coneflower, prairie smoke, wild 
bergamot, butterfly milkweed, blazing 
stars, asters, goldenrods and sunflow
ers are also commonly found in these 
ecosystems. Sunflowers and gray
headed coneflowers can grow nearly 
two metres tall. 

Grassland butterflies 

The native plants found in these 
grasslands are an important part of 
the prairie food chain. The Karner 
blue butterfly needs wild lupine to 
survive. This is the only plant that the 
larva of this small bright blue insect 
will eat. When grasslands such as the 
tallgrass prairies in southwestern 
Ontario shrink through conversion to 
other land uses, the very specialized 
habitat for this butterfly also shrinks. 
ln fact, this habitat has shrunk so 
much that the Karner blue butterfly 
is no longer found in Canada. People 
are working hard to re-establish this 
butterfly's natural habitat in hopes 
that someday, it will return. 

Another butterfly that relies heavi
ly on a grassland plant is the monarch 
butterfly. It needs the common milk
weed plant on which to lay its 
eggs.Once the eggs hatch, the tiny 
larvae feed on the rich, milky sub
stance from the milkweed. 
See the back page for directions on 
raising a monarch. 

Why are prairie communities 
so rare in Ontario? 

Before European settlement, tallgrass 
prairies were abundant in southern 
Ontario. They are now an endangered 
community. Less than three percent 
of the original tallgrass prairies still 
exist in Ontario. Large parts of these 
ecosystems were destroyed by settle
ment. Settlers were able to easily 
convert these sparsely-treed areas into 
agricultural fields and pastures. When 
a prairie is plowed for farming pur
poses, the soil becomes unstable and 
begins to erode. It blows away with 
the wind or is washed away by rain
water. 

It can take up to 7000 years to 
create 20 centimetres of healthy top
soil but when soil management prac
tices are poor, this much soil can be 
lost in only 40 years. 

Colourful prairies 

Many plants, mammals, birds, insects 
or reptiles that are found in prairies 
have a colour in their names. 
An example is big bluestem. 
Find six other colourful names o~ 

prairie plants and animals that 
are mentioned on these pages. ~ ::,.,1:1.~n 

common milkweed 
Break off a leaf and yo 
how the plant got its n 

monarch 

butterfly weed 

Since there is so little of 
the original tallgrass prairie 
ecosystems left in Ontario, 
it's important to preserve 
what still remains. 

It's important not only for the 
Karner blue butterfly and the 
monarch butterfly but also for the 
many other insects, birds, reptiles 
and mammals that call this 
habitat home. 



Not just grass 

If you go to a tallgrass prairie or 

some other type of grassland, you 

may, at first sight, think it's just grass. 

Look more closely and you'll see many 

different types of birds, mammals, 

reptiles, insects and wildflowers. 

Listen carefully. Can you hear the 

chirp of a field sparrow or the hoot of 

a barn owl? Look in the soil for the 

tracks of an eastern cottontail rabbit or 

a red fox. Snakes also live here. Try to 

~ find the skin of a blue racer, 

l I a Butler's garter snake 

or an eastern fox snake. 

Gently wave a sweepnet 

through the grasses and you 

may find ants, lady beetles, 

dragonflies, crickets, 

butterflies, or one of the 

hundreds of species of 

grasshoppers found in 

grasslands. All of these 

insects are a very important 

part of the grassland 

community. Some eat decaying 

plant and animal material while 

others are food for birds, 

Telling the 
temperature 
by crickets 

In warm weather, it's possible to tell 
the temperature by listening to crick
ets. These small insects make chirping 
noises by rubbing their hind legs 
together - like tiny violins. The 
warmer the weather, the more the 
crickets chirp. Make sure that you are 
listening to a cricket and not a 
grasshopper, and then count the 
number of chirps in eight seconds. 
Take this number and add four to it. 
The result is the approximate temper
ature in degrees Celsius. 

What's the difference 
between a meadow and a 
prairie? 

You may notice grasses growing along 
the side of the road when you go for 
a drive in the countryside. What you 
likely see are meadows, not true 
prairies or grasslands. Although a 
meadow is an open, treeless area with 

grasses, it is quite a different 
ecosystem than a prairie. 

A meadow is usually formed as a 
result of a disturbance such as log
ging, land-clearing, a wind storm or 
fire. A meadow is often the first stage 
of forest regeneration. These areas will 
not remain treeless for long and a for
est will eventually re-grow here. 

A prairie, however, is a long-lived 
grassland ecosystem, dominated by 
native grasses. Few trees are able to 

live in prairies, mainly because these 
areas are dry, without enough water 
to support large plants such as trees. 
Fire also plays an important role in 
maintaining a healthy grassland 
ecosystem. Although the heat from a 
fire will kill seedlings (small trees), 
fast-growing grasses will flourish. 

Grass taller than 
most people 
Of all grassland communities in 
North America, the tallgrass prairies 
in Ontario receive the most water. 
These prairies therefore have some of 
the tallest plants of all grasslands.The 
most common grasses in these ecosys
tems are big bluestem, little bluestem, 
Indian grass and switchgrass. Some of 
these plants can grow to be over two 

etres high - taller than most people! 

Karner blue butterfly 
and wild lupine 


