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A New Buzz in the Prairie � by Mary Gartshore 
 
One of life�s comforting experiences is driving 
home along country roads on a warm summer 
night and hearing the songs of insects.  The most 
familiar is the Sword-bearing Conehead 
(Neoconocephalus ensiger), a katydid with a 
pointed head and very long ovipositor.  The 
maracas-like song fades in-and-out as one passes 
fields of rank vegetation.  Our restored tallgrass 
prairie is full of these slender green or tan katydids.  
Last summer (2004) while swimming one evening 
in the dugout with our dogs, we could hear a loud 
buzz that I can only liken to the sound made by 
high-tension power lines on a foggy day.  The 
sound seemed to come from the prairie but since I 
was without footwear decided not to look for it.   
 

 
 
Figure 1.  Neoconocephalus robustus on the left and the common 
Sword-bearing Conehead  (Neoconocephalus ensiger) on the right.  
Notice N. robustus has no black on the tip of the �cone� or fastigium. 
 
Over the next few days we heard it a few times but 
far away at the very limit of our hearing and from 
an uncertain direction.  On the night of September 
13th,  as I walked back from shutting the chickens 
away,  I heard it again.  Although dinner was 
ready, I was determined to track down this new 
sound.  The dew was heavy and pretty soon I was 
soaked as I waded through Big Bluestem, Indian 
Grass and Showy Tick-trefoil.  As I walked, the 
sound remained elusive, neither closer, nor farther 
away.  After about 150 m I spotted a conehead 
with my flashlight.  I put on my reading glasses 
and examined it closely and noticed that it  

 
was stridulating, but the sound seemed to come 
from all around.  I grabbed it and magically the 
sound stopped.  It looked quite large so I bagged it 
and looked around for a more familiar conehead 
with which I could compare it.  With both in hand I 
could see some differences (Figure1 and 2).   
 
I searched the internet and went through Vickery 
and Kevan (1985) and identified it as a Robust or 
Crepitating Conehead (Neoconocephalus robustus) 
known from a collection at Point Pelee National 
Park.  On the internet I browsed a few sites and 
found it generally widespread in the United States 
where its habitat preference is described as 
tallgrass prairie on sand.  I also learned that the 
loud buzz can be heard for up to 500 m.  With a 
wingbeat frequency of 212 Hz per second during 
stridulation,  it is classed among the fastest animals 
(Freitas 1999). 
 

 
 
Figure 2. Neoconocephalus robustus sitting on planted Thoroughwort 
(Eupatorium altissimum). 
 
How did this katydid find our restored prairie?  
Had we missed it in the past (unlikely) and was it 
present on remnant sites around Long Point. I 
released it in our yard and it sang for two days 
before disappearing.  No others were heard the rest 
of the summer.  Mary Gartshore is a biologist who co-
owns Pterophylla Native Plants and Seeds with partner 
Peter Carson.  The restored tallgrass prairie is 24 ha 
and established in the early 1990s. 
 
References :Freitas, R.A. 1999.Nanomedicine, Vol I:Basic  
Capabilities: Bumper Mechanics, Landes Bioscience, Georgetown, 
TX 
Vickery, V.R. and D.K.M. Kevan.  1985.  The Grasshoppers, Crickets 
and Related Insects of Canada and Adjacent Regions. Research 
Branch, Agriculture Canada, Publ. 1777, 918 pp. 
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Good and Bad News from the home front:  
SOS 4 begins to analyze tallgrass data  by William Wilson 
 
As many of you know, Tallgrass Ontario has been 
conducting the Save Ontario Savannas program 
over the last 5 years in an effort to create a detailed 
snapshot of the condition of tallgrass habitat in the 
province. The latest and last stage of SOS, SOS 4, 
has now wrapped up its fieldwork and we are 
analyzing the resulting data. Among our final 
products will be a State of the Prairie report, some 
tallgrass species information sheets, and a few 
management guidelines and templates. These will 
be made available to you over the next few 
months.  
 
In general, we are quite excited about being able to 
offer you and other tallgrass enthusiasts up-to-date 
information on the conservation and use of 
tallgrass habitat in Ontario. However, we are also 
conscious that our work has produced a fairly 
sobering view of the condition of tallgrass in our 
province. 
 
First, the good news. The large majority of 
tallgrass habitat (measured by total hectares) is 
protected on publicly owned and maintained 
management lands. These include Ojibway Prairie 
Complex, Turkey Point Provincial Park (savanna), 
Alderville First Nation (savanna and prairie), and 
Walpole Island First Nation (savanna and prairie). 
In addition, these four sites are by far the largest 
contiguous sites in the province, i.e., they are also 
the four largest single fragments of tallgrass. The 
managers of these sites are dedicated to the further 
conservation of tallgrass habitat under their 
jurisdiction and need our support and volunteer 
efforts. 

 
Eels Prairie Photo: Will Wilson 

 

 
Kame Prairie (north).  Photo:  Will Wilson 

 
Further positive news is that we also found several 
(well, only 3-4) new sites as we met with 
landowners and managers in our journey across the 
province (over 20,000 km of driving!), as well as a 
few new locations of unusual and uncommon 
tallgrass species. These are important discoveries 
as they give us a little bit more �cushion� and a bit 
more genetic variability; although they don�t begin 
to make up for the bad news reported later in this 
article. Most importantly, we have been working 
with folks at NHIC to discover more about the 
tallgrass in the northwestern part of our province, 
extending like a string of pearls from Thunder Bay 
to the Manitoba border. Finally, and most 
importantly, in our conversations with dedicated 
conservations landowners, many of them farmers 
and ranchers, we have uncovered some new, very 
successful management techniques that offer us 
options to keep our tallgrass patches healthy and 
flourishing. 
 
Now, the bad news. At least 50% to 70% of the 
tallgrass patches recorded in our databases can no 
longer be considered tallgrass under ecological 
criteria. This is horrible and very dangerous. For 
some of these sites, the problem is a complete lack 
of any management at all over the last 10 � 15 
years, in combination with the rampant planting of 
trees, particularly red pines, that seems to have 
occurred on any open land, regardless of the 
presence of tallgrass species! Shade kills tallgrass; 
even savannas only have occasional trees, i.e., 
< 30% � 35% canopy cover.  Please turn to page 4. 
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Good and Bad News  continued from page 3 
 
Of course, this situation can be turned around 
fairly quickly with a little chainsaw action! What is 
important, though, is that the sites are not burned 
until the fuel load, i.e., the larger trees, is reduced; 
otherwise, the fire could burn too hot and start to 
sterilize the site, opening up the possibility of 
invasion by weedy species. 
 

What is truly saddening, however, is the number of 
sites that have been lost due to the development of 
housing or, even more tragically, recreational 
facilities. These sites will be extremely difficult to 
resurrect now and we need to put a stop to the 
practice of destroying vital parts of our natural 
heritage simply because it is perceived as being 
�empty ground.�! 

 

 
And More News from the SOS  Front Lines in Quetico 
 � a personal note by Fin MacDermid 
 
I spent most of last summer with my research 
assistant canoeing in Quetico where we were found 
and documented several tallgrass sites. The first 
few trips were challenging. Neither of us had ever 
done this before (just read about it) and the bugs 
were having their annual mammalian feeding 
frenzy. Blackflies and mosquitoes are tolerable -
blackflies actually pollinate the delicious blueberry 
- but ticks are a whole different story. I wonder if 
anyone has ever studied ticks in the tallgrass 
because there is golden opportunity up in Quetico.  
 
Unfortunately, I also recall the first time my field 
assistant and I were putting canoes in the water to 
go and map tallgrass in Quetico. I distinctly 
remember the sinking feeling I felt when I stared at 
the empty canoe landing where our field gear, 
cameras, and food once sat. We had to make two 
trips down a sketchy logging road to get all our 
gear in because of my tiny car and the extra week 
of bannock and whiskey rations we had brought 
along. When we arrived back with our second load 
of packs we discovered that our gear had vanished 
into thin air. After reporting our gear stolen to the 
OPP (over the phone because there were no 
cruisers in the Atikokan area anymore) we returned 
to the campground for supper and several beers. 
Fortunately, we eventually got our gear back from 
the kindly warden, who had thought someone had 
forgotten it!  
 
I would like to take this opportunity to thank 
Tallgrass Ontario for their generous assistance in 
funding my summer thesis project. Without their 
help I would not have been able to accomplish 

what I did. It�s also nice to think that the work I 
did will actually contribute to a larger cause. I 
learned a lot this summer, about tallgrass and about 
life in general. I know how to identify grasses and 
to never, ever, leave my gear alone at a canoe 
landing! 
 
Fin MacDermid  is a fourth year thesis student at 
Lakehead University. 
 

 
 
 Other members of the SOS team are pictured 
above:  Julie Rosenthal, University of Greenwich, 
London, England;   Steve Hill, University of 
Toronto; and Will Wilson, Lakehead University, 
doing one of many TV interviews at the Ojibway 
Prairie Complex 
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Road Kill I:  Through the Prairie and Across the River?   
 
Tallgrass Ontario reviewed the presentation of the 
study just released by Sam Schwartz Consultants 
outlining the proposed options for the Highway 
401 Windsor Bypass and its impact on the Ojibway 
Prairie Complex.    
 
Two proposed options would see the truck route 
located within the boundaries of the Ojibway 
Prairie and Spring Garden complex .  These natural 
areas were described as �vacant woodland and 
parkland� in the presentation.  This grossly 
understates their true value.  Consider the 
following: 
 
� The Ojibway Prairie Complex contains one of 

the largest and most significant black oak 
savannas in Ontario and Canada.  Oak 
savanna and tallgrass prairie are some of the 
most endangered ecosystems on the planet. 

� The complex is home to well over 100 
provincially and nationally recognized species 
at risk, some not found elsewhere in Canada. 

� Oak savannas are old, mature ecosystems that 
cannot be recreated elsewhere.  

� A portion of the Spring Garden ANSI was 
recently purchased by the City of Windsor at 
considerable cost and effort by local and 
federal agencies and groups.  We understand 
that plans to complete this important 
acquisition are underway, and trust that this 
current transportation proposal will not 
jeopardize that process. 

� The national and international significance of 
the Ojibway Prairie Complex as a prairie and 
savanna ecosystem was clearly recognized 
when the city of Windsor and others hosted 
the North American Prairie Conference in 
1992. Other national and provincial 
conferences have been held in Windsor, 
celebrating the fine work that the city has 
done in protecting and managing this 
complex. 

� The Ojibway Nature Centre and the public 
trails scattered throughout the lands provide 
an outstanding educational/recreational 
opportunity. 

� The complex is Windsor�s largest and most 
significant natural area.  Compared with other 
urban municipalities, Windsor has strikingly 
little natural area left, a planning shortcoming 
we hope does not continue.  

� The proposed truck route would take away 
lands from this already fragmented natural 
area complex.  In a part of Ontario where 
approximately 97% of the natural landscape 
has been already lost to development of 
various types, every additional piece of 
natural area lost is devastating. In addition to 
this direct loss of habitat, the ecosystems that 
remained would be harmed by secondary 
effects of the road, which include issue such 
as noise and emissions, vibration and impacts 
on wildlife movement. 

 
One of the stated goals is to choose routes that are 
�least environmentally intrusive� and yet Option 3, 
the so-called preferred option, is the most 
environmentally intrusive of all the options as it 
impacts Windsor�s  most environmentally 
important and sensitive area. 
 

 
Chris Daniel, SOS IV, at Ojibway.  Photo:  W. Wilson.  

(This article is an extract from a letter sent by 
Tallgrass Ontario to Mayor Eddie Francis of 
Windsor on Feburary 10th, 2005..  Please turn to 
page 6 to find out how you can help save Ojibway 
Prairie.  Details of the Schwartz Report are 
available on the city web site at 
http://www.citywindsor.ca/001428.asp ) 
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Road Kill  II:  Spring Garden ANSI ñ just more vacant land?  by Alan McKinnon 
 
The Schwartz Report proposes a grade level truck 
highway going through the Spring Garden ANSI 
behind Todd Lane.  The report refers to this area as 
�vacant land�.  Considering the funding and 
resources the City of Windsor has invested in the 
Spring Garden Complex over the last 25 years, the 
City is fully aware that the area identified is not 
simply �vacant land�. 
 
Contrary to what city and county leaders have been 
stating publicly, the long term impact of ten to 
twenty thousand diesel trucks a day on the Spring 
Garden ANSI/Natural Heritage site is not 
something that could be considered in the context 
of an Environmental Assessment. 
 
Combined with the other Schwartz Plan elements: 
the proposed �tunnel� under the Ojibway 
Provincial Nature Reserve, the addition of 
international truck traffic to Ojibway Parkway and 
the undetermined fate of Black Oak Heritage Park 
(at Brighton Beach), a highway traversing the 
Spring Garden ANSI will begin a process that will 
have significant environmental impact on the entire 
Ojibway Complex. 
 
The Ojibway Complex is the last natural area 
within city limits that is environmentally 
significant at a Provincial and National level. It has 
been identified as important not only to Canada�s 
natural heritage, but as an invaluable �scientific 
and genetic resource� for future 
generations.(Ojibway:Tallgrass Prairie, MNR, 
1995) 
 
The Spring Garden Natural Area was first 
designated an ANSI (Area of Natural and 
Scientific Interest) by the province in 1984.  
ERCA(Essex Region Conservation Authority) had 
designated it an ESA(Environmentally Significant 
Area) in 1983.  ESA�s are defined as: ��the most 
important biological communities in Essex 
County.� (Ibid.) 
 
The Spring Garden Complex Environmental 
Evaluation Report  (SGEER), undertaken by the 
City in partnership with the Province (Ministry of 
Natural Resources) and the County (ERCA) in 
1996, states: 
�The total number of plant species recorded and 
the number of provincially rare and regionally rare 

species are indicators of its� diversity that, 
especially considering its� size, is almost without 
equal.� (p.12).  Among the reports 
recommendations were that the Spring Garden 
Complex should be retained, wherever possible, in 
its� natural state and that no road should cross 
through the Spring Garden. 
 
Over the past 25 years, millions of dollars from all 
levels of government have been spent to study 
Spring Garden and develop policy and planning 
that would preserve its natural features. 
 
The Spring Garden Complex is one of only four 
sites in Canada that sustains a population of 
Massassauga Rattlesnakes, an endangered species.  
In 2001 alone, $250,000 in federal funding was 
granted as part of the Canadian Species at Risk 
habitat protection program to protect Spring 
Garden. 
 
In the City of Windsor�s Official Plan, the Spring 
Garden Planning Area consolidated the ESA and 
ANSI boundaries with the City�s own Candidate 
Natural Heritage Site (CNHS) designation.  The 
City�s Official plan calls for a �community 
park/woodland/prairie� with �developmental 
constraints along the natural area periphery�. (City 
of Windsor Official Plan-Vol II-Spring Garden 
Planning Area-OPA#5-11/29/02)  The portion of 
the Spring Garden that borders LaSalle along Todd 
Lane is to remain �natural area�. 
 
The Spring Garden can be fully protected only 
after all privately owned lands within the complex 
are acquired by the City.  A Provincial mandate to 
acquire the lands led to the City�s imposition of a 
�green levy� on Windsor property taxpayers to 
collect the funds needed for acquisition.  Despite 
the provincial directive, in December 2004, the 
City cut the $1,000,000 earmarked for ERCA�s 
acquisition budget for Spring Garden lands. 
(Windsor Star, Dec 9/10,2004)   
 
Portions of the Spring Garden have already been 
expropriated from private owners using �parkland 
conveyance provisions� of the planning act.  As 
well, purchases have been funded by government 
agencies (including Federal, Provincial, and 
ERCA) which �restrict the development and use of 
(continued on page 8) 


