
A Volunteer Stewardship Program Guidebook

Rare Plants of the Endangered
High Park Black Oak Savannah





4

Table of Contents
Copyright/Credits  2

Thanks & Acknowledgements 3

Foreword: A Special Place Revisited
by Steve Varga 5-6
Introduction: A Brief History of High Park
by Lisa Kemp 7-12
 Geological History 7
 Human History 7
 High Park History 8
 ANSI (Area of Natural and Scientifi c Interest) 9
 Black Oak Savannah 9
 Native Plants 10
 Community Involvement 11

Environmental Stewardship: Volunteering
by Sharon Lovett 13-16
 Environmental Stewardship 13
 Goals of the High Park VSP 13
 Accomplishments 15
 Call for Volunteers 15

Twenty-Six Rare Savannah Plants
by Jane Schmidt 17-49
 Introduction    17
 List of Plant Profi les 17
 Park Etiquette: Do’s and Don’ts 19
 Shrubs 20
 Trees 26
 Grasses and Sedges 32
 Wildfl owers 38

Views of High Park 50
Restoration: Whys, Wherefores, and Challenges
by Sharon Lovett 51-54
Volunteer Voices:
Dagmar Baur, Gillian Smith, Terry Fahey 55-58
Volunteering for Adopt-a-Plot
by Les Babbage 59-60
Appendices 61-64
 Rare Plant Ratings 61
 Sources and Resources 63



Right: Black Oak trees 77777777777777777777777777777777777777777777777777777777777777777777777777777777777777777777777777777777777777777777777777777777777777777777777777777777777777777777777777777777777777

Introduction: A Brief History of High Park
Geological History
The geological character of High Park was formed in the distant past
by collisions of tectonic plates and the erosion of seas, lakes, ice, 
and wind. Seventy thousand years ago during the last great ice age,
all of this part of Ontario was covered by a single lobe of the mile-
thick giant Wisconsin Glacier. Then, approximately 13,000 years ago, 
as the Ontario ice lobe retreated, it left behind it Lake Iroquois, three
times the size of the current Lake Ontario. Later, as Iroquois drained,
it even became, briefl y, a bay of the ocean. Then, freed of the
crushing weight of the ice, the land rebounded, and the present Lake 
Ontario assumed its place in the deep furrow scoured by the glacial 
ice. These galvanic forces have left their mark on the landscape of 
High Park to this day, its ravines and sandy tablelands, ponds and
streams creating a unique environment. Today this includes rare 
fl ora, fauna, and vegetation communities not found together in this 
way anywhere else in Ontario.

Human History
First Nations people began living in the Toronto area approximately 
11,000 years ago. Beginning as hunters, they developed into
agricultural communities, establishing a complex bond with the 
ecosystem and incorporating it into their spiritual beliefs and cultural
practices, including, as we shall see, the use of fi re as a regenerative
force in the savannahs.
The arrival of European fur traders and settlers changed the First 
Nation communities and the landscape. New cultural traditions and
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beliefs were introduced, as was trading for fur and other goods.
The Europeans coming to the area established both urban and
agricultural settlements. They contracted treaties with First
Nations, and transformed lives and landscape as they settled into
building their communities.

High Park History
Two of these settlers, John Howard and his wife Jemima, 
purchased 165 acres (67 hectares) of land in 1836 and called it 
High Park, because of the height to which it ascended, from its 
southern edge on Lake Ontario to its northern boundary at Bloor 
Street. In 1837 they designed and built Colborne Lodge, a regency 
style cottage, toward the southern end of the property, and made 
it their home. In 1873, the Howards deeded High Park to the City 
of Toronto as a public park. The deed stipulated that the property 
must be left in its natural state as far as possible, must remain free 
in perpetuity to the citizens of Toronto, and must always be called 
High Park.
In 1876 the City extended the Park by purchasing the 172 acres 
(69.5 ha) to the east from the Ridout family. The Park grew again 
in 1890, on the death of John Howard, with the transfer to the
City of Toronto of  the remaining 45 acres (18 ha) of the Howard
property. This included Colborne Lodge, its outbuildings, and 
the Howard tomb, resting place of John and Jemima; all were
transferred to the City of Toronto.
Under City of Toronto management of the Park, the fi rst boat 
rentals on Grenadier Pond occurred in 1893 and the animal 
paddocks were established in the same year. The neighbourhoods
surrounding the park were developed from 1900-1914 and have
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Upper Right: Oak Seedling; Lower Right: Transplanting native plants

Environmental Stewardship: Volunteering
Environmental Stewardship
Environmental stewardship is the responsibility to take care of our natural
resources to ensure that they are sustainably managed for current and 
future generations. Stewardship of the environment can include recycling, 
conservation, regeneration, and restoration. Stewardship is an ethic
whereby citizens participate in the careful and responsible management 
of air, land, water and biodiversity to ensure healthy ecosystems for 
present and future generations.

Goals of the High Park Volunteer Stewardship Program
The goal of the High Park Volunteer Stewardship Program is to enable 
and empower community members to participate fully in the work of 
environmental stewardship as it applies to the protection of  the natural
environment of High Park. In practical terms this means assisting the City
staff with their management plan, helping increase the biodiversity of 
native plants in private gardens and public parks in Toronto, participating 
in community groups and meetings relating to issues in High Park, and 
collaborating with other environmental organizations when appropriate.
We have planted thousands of native plants within the park. Their 
progress is monitored and best practices guidelines are being developed
based on the results. (Some plants like the Wild Lupine seem to grow
best from seed while others work well as transplants. It may be wishful 
thinking, but we like to think that if we can generate enough Lupines we 
can even re-establish the Karner Blue Butterfl y, not seen in Ontario since 
1991.
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The High Park VSP has also taken on the task of educating the public about, and encouraging, the use of 
native plants beyond Park borders. In the local community, this has the effect of extending the Park as a
wildlife corridor, by providing nectar sources for butterfl ies and other insects, seed for birds, and so on. This 
increases the stability of the Park by making it less of a bio-island, because there is a critical mass of native
plant habitat for birds, pollinators and other creatures in the surrounding neighbourhoods.

To further extend the use of native plants beyond the Park’s 
boundaries, Native Plant Sales are held in the spring and fall. They
educate the public to the use and propagation of native plants in an 
urban landscape, and extend the use of these plants as they are taken
home and planted in a wide variety of gardens all over the city. We 
hope that our native plant sales will grow, thereby encouraging the
general public even more to include these plants in their own gardens 
and neighbourhoods.
Other VSP activities include planting, weeding, watering,
presentations, fi eld trips, and regular two-hour Sunday “events” 
during which initiatives like cutting back of invasive species such as 
buckthorn are undertaken. 
The VSP has also taken on stewardship of the Adopt-a-Plot program 
(launched in 1990) which allows individuals or groups of volunteers to
adopt and maintain a designated area in the Park using native plants 
obtained from the Native Plant Nursery at the High Park Greenhouses,
through an arrangement between the greenhouses and the VSP. The
aim is to help restore the Adopt-a-Plot sites.
In 2000, the VSP established the Boulevard Beds as native plant
showcases. Located on the perimeter of the parking lot at the 
Grenadier Café and Teahouse, these Boulevard Beds are intended to 
educate the public on the use of native plants in landscaping and to 
provide easy to spot examples of the plants of the adjacent Black Oak
savannah ecosystem now being restored.



Twenty-Six Rare Savannah Plants
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Introduction, original concept, and plant profiles by Jane Schmidt
Be Still
If you look quickly at a forest or a meadow it can first appear like a green amorphous mass. 
If you take your time and allow yourself to be still, you will notice for the first time what has
always been there. Individual plants appear as if coming into focus: this one is tall and
narrow, this one has an arching stem, this one stretches along the ground. Let time pass 
and you will see details: a pale leaf, a hairy stem, sharp thorns. Approach a little closer and
you will notice textures: this pale leaf feels fuzzy, this hairy stem is bristly and this sharp
thorn is curved. Each plant is an individual member of a distinct species.
There is a satisfaction in learning the name of a plant. Then, to find out more about it – its 
habits, preferences and behaviors is a kind of empowerment that reinforces the ability to 
recognize the plant even in passing. Plants do have behaviors and personalities. Plants 
behave by responding to what is around them. They live in their neighborhoods of choice 
within larger communities. They have companions and relationships, interactions and 
reactions: in fact, they have social lives. They are adaptive to changing situations and, 
contrary to popular belief, they are not exactly stationary.
The plants described in this Guidebook were chosen to best represent those of the
Black Oak Savannah but it was a difficult decision to select only 26. The rare and rarely 
photographed Hay Sedge (Carex siccata), unfortunately, gets a mere mention. Some 
important species were omitted: Round-headed Bush-clover (Lespedeza capitata), and 
Canada Frostweed (Helianthemum canadense), both indicator species of the Black Oak 
Savannah, in favour of others. There are regrets that the White Pine (Pinus strobus) was
not included as it is very important in High Park but less so as part of the Savannah.  On 
the contrary, Switch Grass, possibly not indigenous to High Park but recently planted, is
included because it completes the picture of the Big Four Grasses. 
The Black Oak Savannah, notable for having species like Sassafras occurring in the
northernmost limit of their range, is only one ecosystem in High Park. There are wetland
and woodland ecosystems as well. The latter includes Boreal species notable for being at 
the southernmost limit of their range. There are enough plants in the various ecosystems to
fill several Guidebooks, a future possibility.

Plant Profiles:
Shrubs:
New Jersey Tea 20
Smooth Rose 21
Dry-land Blueberry 22
Low Serviceberry 23
Northern Dewberry 24
Upland Willow 25

Trees:
Black Oak  26, 27
Red Oak  28
White Oak  29
From the Little Acorn 30
Sassafras  31

Grasses & Sedges:
Big Bluestem 32
Little Bluestem 33
Indian Grass  34
Switch Grass 35
Canada Wild Rye 36
Pennsylvania Sedge 37

Wildflowers:
Butterfly Milkweed 38, 39
Cup Plant  40
Early Goldenrod 41
Pale-leaved Sunflower  42
Cylindrical Blazing Star  43
Sky-Blue Aster 44
Showy-Tick Trefoil 45
Wild Lupine  46, 47
Harebell  48
Hairy Beardtongue 49



38 - Wildfl owers

Plant Personality: Everyone can breathe easier around the monarch of the 
wildflowers. All Milkweeds are well known for their special relationship with the Monarch 
Butterfly, Danus plexippus. Butterfly Milkweed (or Butterfly-weed), in particular, has long 
been recognized for its medicinal properties. Its scientific name derives from Asclepius,
the Greek god of healing and medicine and from its large roots (tuberose), where the active 
ingredients are found. It was once commonly called Pleurisy Root for its effectiveness in 
treating lung infections and related conditions like bronchitis and asthma.
Identifying Characteristics: This half  to 1 metre tall wildflower doesn’t go in for ambiguity
and confusion. It is easy to recognize by the large, showy clusters of bright orange flowers 
blooming from June to September. It is unique among milkweeds for having a clear, not
milky, sap. The slender seedpods are filled with the typical seeds bearing silky plumes that 
are irresistibly soft.
Wild Popularity: This wildflower attracts not only Monarchs, but just about every butterfly 
and flying insect to its high yielding nectar. Some pay a high price. The specialized flower 
hides nectar and pollen sacs which require a lot of strength to yank off. Smaller insects 
lose legs or their very lives in the process. Mammals avoid the plant altogether because of 
the toxic cardiac glycoside, the protective chemical in all milkweeds, which is used by the 
Monarch to its advantage. Its caterpillars feed almost exclusively on milkweeds and the
chemical manifests itself in the butterfly exoskeleton. Birds know to steer clear of Monarchs 
because they are poisonous to them. Viceroy Butterflies, mimicking the appearance of 
Monarchs, are also avoided. Butterfly Milkweed is not the only plant to have an exclusive
contract with an insect and the Monarch is not the only insect to be milkweed specific. At
least 1 weevil, 1 fly, 2 bugs and 4 beetles are milkweed specialists, eating various parts of 
the plant. The Milkweed Ladybird Beetle feeds on the aphid that feeds on the milkweed, and 
so the chain goes. 
Family Intrigue: The ominously named Dog Strangling Vines are Milkweed relatives
from the wrong side of the tracks. These non-native species (Vincetoxicum nigrum and V.
rossicum) are highly invasive in High Park. To make matters worse, Monarchs sometimes 
mistake them for Milkweed and lay their eggs on them. The larvae cannot feed from them
and die, one of the factors jeopardizing the Monarch population. 

Butterfly Milkweed Asclepias tuberose 
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Meanwhile, two harmless, kind kin are enjoying a resurgence in High Park. Common 
Milkweed (A. syriaca) has pale pink flowers with a sweet scent and fat prickly seedpods 
and Swamp Milkweed (A. incarnate), found in wetlands, has deeper pink blooms and slim
seedpods.
Incredible Edible: All parts of the plant were used as food by the First Nations who boiled
and changed water several times to dissipate the bitterness of the leaves, roots and buds.
The flowers are said to taste like sweet peas. The pods, pickled before the seeds develop,
are a delectable treat. Even the nectar was used as a sweetener. As a food or medicine, 
caution must be exercised: Butterfly Milkweed may be toxic and poisonous in large 
amounts.
Medicinal Uses: First Nations had a special ceremony connected with the collection of 
this plant and selected a “keeper of the plant” to safeguard one of their most important
medicines. Besides lung complaints, it was also used as a remedy for rheumatism, bruises, 
swellings and lameness. Milkweed sap is a folk remedy for removing warts. Recently, root 
extracts have proven to be active against tuberculosis cultures. 
Hidden Talents: The silky seed fluff isn’t just good for flying in the wind to disperse seeds.
The floss has excellent insulation qualities, superior to down, for pillow stuffing and boot
linings. During WWII, it was used in life jackets. In very modern usage, it is effective at 
soaking up oil spills in the ocean! 

Butterfly Milkweed Asclepias tuberose



 

Rare Plants of the Endangered High Park Black Oak 
Savannah: A Volunteer Stewardship Program Guidebook 

High Park Community Advisory Council (HPCAC) and HPCAC 
Volunteer Stewardship Program (VSP). Toronto, Ontario: High Park 
Initiatives, 2008. 64pp. $15. 
 

Plant and habitat guide, history of High Park, volunteering 
experiences and stewardship resources – all in one compact and 
entertaining pocket-sized book!  
 

  

"I’m trying to write a book review, but what I keep coming up with is a love 

letter…an interesting and easy-to-use interpretive field guide... also an inspiring 

and informative stewardship story too!" – www.nativeplantgirl.blogspot.com 

 

"This tight jewel of a book has set a new bar for me when it comes to natural area 

and stewardship guides in general." – www.nativeplantgirl.blogspot.com 

 

"The guidebook provides useful information on 26 rare savannah plant species, 

including such interesting facts as the plant’s medicinal uses, personality and 

hidden talents! Drawing on native traditions, the guidebook identifies those plants 

that are edible and their nutritional elements. The plants in High Park are not to be 

picked for consumption, but this information is useful to those who wish to identify 

and make use of the wild plants in their own environments." – The Insider  

 

"a gorgeous, informative and unique guide to the endangered Black Oak 

Savannah ecosystem of High Park." – Carolinian Canada  

 

"This 64 page, full-colour guide includes a wonderfully thorough cultural and 

ecological history of High Park, an overview of the Volunteer Stewardship 

Program, and a thoughtful examination of a multitude of challenges and 

opportunities encountered during the restoration of this rare habitat."  

– Carolinian Canada 

 

"This guidebook is truly a gem - with an elegant presentation and seamless 

integration of information, it is highly recommended for local and non-local native 

plant lovers, stewards, and even people looking to create their own environmental 

stewardship and natural area education guides." – Carolinian Canada 

 

"This pocket-size book contains a wealth of information about High Park’s Black 

Oak Savannah – its history, its designation as an Area of Natural and Scientific 

Interest (ANSI), and the goals, challenges and accomplishments of the VSP as 

they strive to preserve and restore the savannah’s rare plants. Twenty-six of 

these plants, including trees, wildflowers and grasses, are described in detail. The 

light-hearted writing style, combining factual information with humorous asides, 

makes for easy reading." – Toronto Field Naturalists Newsletter 

  

" Plant habits, preferences, companions, uses, and personality are fun to know... 

Schmidt gives this information in her discussion of twenty-six flowers, shrubs, and 

trees in the High Park savannah. She knows her plants well, and her style is witty, 

readable, and offbeat." – Ann Birch, Editor, writer, High Park enthusiast 

To order, contact stewards@highparknature.org  

$15 plus $3.00 shipping – make cheques payable to: 
High Park Initiatives, 95 Lavinia Avenue, P.O. Box 108, Toronto, ON, M6S 3H9 

 

All proceeds support stewardship and educational projects in High Park.  
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