
LIVING PRAIRIE MUSEUM

This brochure can be returned for re-use.  Thank you.

Self-guided Trail

*The self-guided trail is at its end.  Please consider leaving this 
guide at the Interpretive Centre so others can use it.  We hope you 
enjoyed your walk through the tall grass prairie. We look forward 
to your next visit.

You can learn more about tall grass prairie through 
our new Virtual Museums Canada website at  

www.livingprairie.ca

For more information, please contact:

Living Prairie Museum
2795 Ness Avenue

Winnipeg, Manitoba R3J 3S4
Tel: 204 832-0167

Fax: 204 986-4172
prairie@winnipeg.ca

www.winnipeg.ca/publicworks/naturalist/livingprairie
www.livingprairie.ca - Virtual Museums Canada website



(End) THE DISAPPEARING ACT

For thousands of years, large mammals were part of the tall grass 
prairie ecosystem.  But today, gone are the prairie grizzly; lost forever is 
the prairie wolf.  In little more than a century, overhunting and habitat 
loss has also led to the serious decline in wildlife species including 
the plains bison, pronghorn antelope, and mule deer.  The largest 
mammal you are likely to see on this prairie is the white-tailed deer, a 
relative newcomer to these great grasslands. 

To help ensure that wildlife does not continue to be lost, we must 
show respect for their prairie home.  Today, those species considered 
‘protected’ within Manitoba include the burrowing owl, Dakota skipper 
butterfly, and loggerhead shrike.  Other ‘species at risk’ include plants 
like the small white lady’s-slipper, western silvery aster and culver’s 
root.

Thanks for coming to the Living Prairie 
Museum. We hope you had fun! 

Don’t forget to return your backpacks
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*Continue along the path to 
where the trail ends close to 
the Interpretive Centre.



THE SELF-GUIDED PRAIRIE PATH

The self-guided path begins at the east side of the Interpretive Centre.  
You have the option to take the long path (about 1 km in length) or 
the short path (about 1/4 km in length) as you discover the secrets of 
the tall grass prairie!

PRAIRIE KIDS! Please sign out a backpack from the Interpretive Centre. 
It is full of fun things to do during the self-guided trail and will help you complete 
the activities in the workbook found in the ‘prairie kids’ backpack’ . Please 
remember to put everything back in the backpack and check-in at the 
Interpretive Centre before you leave.  This guide can be returned for re-use, 
(but kids please take your workbook home with you).

*As you leave the Interpretive Centre, you will see a small garden 
plot and 2 large boulders. Here is the first trail stop.

15 WHAT’S UNDERGROUND?

Prairie plants have a lot more to them than meets the eye.  How far 
do you think the plants in front of you reach down below the ground 
surface?  A general rule is that 1/3 of the plant is above  the ground 
while at least 2/3 of the plant is in the form of roots below the ground 
surface. 

Most of the prairie plants are perennial. This means they overwinter 
each year and grow from their roots.  One of the plants in front of you 
may be growing from roots that are more than 50 years old!

A number of years ago an ice rink was put down on the prairie.  You 
can still see remnants of disturbed prairie forming a ‘scar’ where the 

boards were inserted into the ground.

*Continue along the path until you get to 
trail marker 16.
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16 INSECT GALLS

Have you noticed ball-like swellings on the 
stalks of certain plants in the area?

These are actually insect homes called ‘galls’.  In 
early summer, the goldenrod gallflies lay their 
eggs on the stems of goldenrod plants.  Once 
the egg hatches, the larvae burrow into the 
stem and create a chamber where they feed 
on plant tissue.  This causes the plants to grow 
ball-like swellings. The larvae overwinter inside 
these galls, and then emerge in spring as adult 
flies.  Gall larvae are an important food source 
for winter birds.



1 TALL GRASS PRAIRIE

Tall grass prairie is characterized by lush grasses, numerous wildflowers 
and rich Red River Valley soils.  At one time, tall grass prairie covered 
an area one and a half times the size of Manitoba and extended from 
Winnipeg south to Texas.  In Manitoba alone, the tall grass prairie 
covered 1.5 million acres (.61 million hectares).

Today, less than one percent of tall grass prairie remains in North 
America.  The Living Prairie Museum is one of the few remaining 

remnants of this endangered 
space in Manitoba.  There are 32 
acres (13 hectares) of tall grass 
prairie and 8 acres (3.2 hectares) 
of aspen forest found within 
the preserve’s boundaries.  Each 
of the plants and animals here 
are protected.   Please show 
your respect by keeping to the 
designated prairie paths.

(Start)  BISON RUBBING STONES

The gardens beside the Interpretive Centre have been planted with a 
variety of native grasses and wildflowers.  Take a moment to become 
familiar with some of the prairie plants you may see along the path.

The two large boulders beside the sidewalk are ‘bison rubbing 
stones’.  They were brought here from the Morden area in Manitoba.  
Their smooth surfaces were polished over thousands of years by the 
magnificent herds of bison that once roamed the area.

*Walk to the trail head (trail marker 1) and stop just before the 
beginning of the path. 

12 CLONES ON THE PRAIRIE

Toward the Northwest is an aspen forest.  Trembling aspen (Populus 
tremuloides) are fast growing native trees that form stands by sending 
up suckers from their shallow root system. A stand of trees that has 
grown from a single parent is called a ‘clone’.  Aspen clones often cover 
very large areas. They can be easily distinguished in the spring when 
all their leaves develop at the same time or in the fall when they drop 
their leaves simultaneously.

*Continue along the path toward 
the Interpretive Centre.  Stop at trail 
marker 13.

13 SILVER HEIGHTS

As you walk, you may notice a number of prairie plants that are silver 
in colour.  This is because these plants have small white hairs covering 
their stems and leaves.  The silver colour is an adaptation to the hot, 
and sometimes dry prairie.  Silver reflects the sun’s light helping the 
plant to stay cool and retain moisture.

This part of Winnipeg is called Silver Heights because of its high 
elevation and the silvery colour of the plants that would have spread 
across the entire area.

Prairie Sage (Artemisia ludoviciana)

This silvery plant is noticeable as soon as the snow melts on the prairie and 
has tiny yellow flowers opening in August.  Being one of the four sacred 
plants, sage is integral to the smudging ceremonies of the Manitoba First 
Nations.  This plant is also used as a spice when dried and crumbled. 
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*Make your way down the path to trail marker 2.  Enjoy your hike 
through Winnipeg’s own Living Prairie Museum and remember to 
stay on the path!  

TAKE ONLY MEMORIES, LEAVE ONLY FOOTPRINTS.

2  NOW AND THEN

Look toward the school playing field on your right.  Notice the differ-
ence between the field you are standing in that has many different 
native grasses and the playing field that has only a few types of grass. 
Most of the grass that we now see in Winnipeg is Kentucky bluegrass 
and is non-native (not from Manitoba). Diverse plant communities, 
such as the field of tall grass prairie you are walking through, are 
beneficial to many plants and animals that depend on each other to 
survive. 

*Continue down the path to 
trail marker 3. Turn left down 
the short path leading to the 
depression in the ground. If 
you like, sit down and enjoy 
the sights and sounds around 
you.
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Silverleaf Psoralea 
(Psoralea agrophylla)

This plant is often called tumbleweed 
as the broken stems of this plant will 
tumble across the prairie with gusts 
of wind in fall.  The delicate blue-
purple flowers of silverleaf psoralea 
appear in July.

*Continue along the path to trail marker 14 where the short path 
and the long path join.
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14 A SEA OF GRASSES
          
Upon their arrival on the tall grass prairie, the first European explorers 
discovered a world of sun, wide horizons, beautiful flowers and a ‘sea 
of grasses’ which were deeply rooted in rich organic soils.

Big bluestem is the dominant grass of the tall grass prairie.  By the 
end of summer, big bluestem attains heights of 1 to 2 metres!  Early 
settlers often referred to big bluestem as the ‘turkeyfoot’ because its 
seedhead branches out like the foot of a turkey.

Other common native grasses include side oats grama, prairie 
dropseed, and green needlegrass.

*Continue along the path to trail marker 15.



3 STOP, LOOK, AND LISTEN

The depression you are sitting beside was probably once a ‘bison 
wallow’.  Here, bison would have rolled around in the mud to keep 
cool and remove their winter fur.

Millions of small creatures inhabit the air, the grass, and the soil 
surrounding you.  Take a moment to stop and listen to the chirping of 
the grasshoppers and crickets as they create spirited ‘prairie musicals’. 
Look for the long-nosed weevil feeding on the delicate petals of the 
wild rose in June, or witness the graceful flight of the dragonfly as 

it swoops in for a 
meal.  Imagine the 
soil under your 
feet teaming with 
life. Many animals 
are so small you 
can’t even see 
them with the 
naked eye.

Each of these creatures plays an important role in the life cycles 
of the prairie.  Butterflies and bees collect nectar and pollinate the 
wildflowers.  Spiders provide excellent food sources for prairie birds.

* Go back to the main path  and continue on to trail marker 4.
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4 DEER CANDY

The small shrubs you see to either side of the path are western 
snowberry (Symphoricarpos occidentalis).  This shrub is native to the 
prairie and is characterized by its numerous pink flowers in July.  Early 
settlers often referred to snowberry as ‘badger bush’   because it grows 
in the exposed soil around badger holes.  Today , the shrub is home 
to our resident hares and is one of the favourite foods of white-tailed 
deer!

*Walk towards the west and leave the homestead. Turn left down 
the wide path to trail marker 11.

11 MANAGING OUR PRAIRIES

Years ago, fires occurred naturally on the prairie during lightning 
storms and in hot, dry conditions.  These fires helped to shape and 
maintain the prairie ecosystem.  Burning serves to reduce leaf litter 
buildup, thus releasing stored nutrients in the soil.  In turn, plants grow 
with greater health and vigor, and different species germinate.  Prairie 
plants have adapted to these fires over thousands of years.  Their deep 
roots hold enough energy to send up new shoots in only a few short 
days following a fire.  Burning further discourages non-native plant 
species and trees from invading the prairie.

Today, prairie managers try to burn small sections of the tall grass 
prairie preserve each year. This section of the prairie was recently 
burned and has a different variety of plant species than the rest of the 
preserve.  The density and vigor of the big bluestem in this area makes 
it obvious how important fire is to the prairie ecosystem.

Mowing, like fire, is one way of managing the tall grass prairie 
community.  It provides similar results to that of having thousands of 
bison trampling small trees and spreading seeds of our prairie plants.  
Over the years, Allan Webb and his team of Clydesdales have visited 
the museum with a horse cutter to mow small tracts of prairie in an 
attempt to imitate grazing by bison.

*Continue down the 
wide prairie path to 
trail marker 12.

p
ra

ir
ie

 ro
se

 (R
os

a 
ar

ka
ns

an
a)



*Turn left if you want to take the short walk and turn right for 
the long walk.  At a leisurely pace, the long prairie path will take 
approximately 30-45 minutes to complete and includes a visit to 
the homestead! 

If you choose the short 
path, skip to #14 in this 
guide.  For the long path, 
continue on to #5.

5 PRAIRIE KINGS AND QUEENS?

There is a type of plant growing on the prairie which is considered ‘fit 
for a king’.  That’s because these showy milkweed plants attract our 
prairie kings and queens - monarch butterflies - in great numbers.

Milkweeds are the food source of monarch caterpillars.  The plants 
have bitter-tasting leaves that make caterpillars taste horrible to birds 
and other predators.  The bright colours of the monarch warn their 
enemies to leave them alone!

Upon close inspection of the milkweed plants throughout the season, 
you can see all stages of the monarch butterfly’s life cycle as it changes 
from egg to larva, to pupa and finally adult.  
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9 BIRDS OF THE TALL GRASS

Because trees do not naturally grow 
on the prairie, birds who live here 
make their nests on the ground.  Their 
courtship displays and songs are 
mostly performed in flight rather than 
from a tree.  Some of the birds you 
may see or hear on the prairie are the 
Savannah Sparrow, the Meadowlark, or 
the Bobolink.

In the spring, many species of ducks also build their nests on the prairie 
where the tall grasses provide excellent protection from predators.

*Continue along the path to the patch of trees and shrubs (the 
homestead). There you will find trail marker 10.

10 MANY YEARS AGO....

At one time a house stood inside this shelter belt of trees and shrubs.  
Now the house is gone, but the large Manitoba maple, American elm, 
and chokecherry are still there.  The non-native honeysuckles, lilacs 
and caragana shrubs have remained and provide habitat for a variety 
of birds and small mammals.

Because of the great disturbance in this area, 
non-native plants or ‘weeds’ have replaced 
most of the prairie plants.  Noticeable ‘weed 
species’ include thistles, burdock, silver-coloured 
wormwood, and stinkweed. 

Watch out for poison ivy!

Poison Ivy (Rhus radicans)
This 3-leaved plant has a wooden stem and small white berries which persist 
throughout the winter.  Remember:  Leaves of three, let it be!
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*You will now notice another division in the trail.  Take the path 
to your right to trail marker 6 through a ‘disturbed’ area where 
many of the original prairie plants no longer grow. 

6 PRAIRIE RESTORATION - ILLINOIS IN MANITOBA

In 1977, the area you are walking through was seeded with tall grass 
prairie wildflowers and grasses.  As there was no local commercial  
seed source at the time, seeds were brought from Illinois, USA.  Of the 
seeds that were planted, very few germinated in the first year and 
the non-native weeds were difficult to control. A small number of 
‘indigenous’ (native to Manitoba tall grass prairie) plants did establish 
such as  big bluestem, smooth aster, and purple prairie clover.  As well, 
a number of tall grass prairie plants indigenous to Illinois are found 
on the restoration site.  These are compass plant, rosinweed, prairie 
dockweed and grey coneflower.
 

*Continue along the path to trail marker 7.  

7 WILD THINGS!

Look for the tall, red-stemmed plants 
to either side of the path.  This is wild 
licorice (Glycyrrhiza lepidota).  Later in 
the summer, they are covered in ‘burs’, 
the seeds of the plants.  The burs have 
tiny hooks that allow the seeds to 
hitch-hike on animals or clothing.  Did 
you know the inspiration for Velcro 
came from burs?

The roots of the plants taste like 
licorice and are edible raw or cooked.  
The sweet roots were chewed like 
candy or used in tea either to soothe 
a sore throat or as a laxative.  
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Harvesting of the root was done in the late fall or winter, when starches 
and flavouring are at their peak.

*Continue along the path to trail marker 8.  

8 LAYERED LIMESTONE

If you look to the right of the prairie path, near the apartment buildings 
in the distance, you will see large blocks of what resembles concrete.  
These are actually large boulders of limestone that were excavated 
when the apartments were built.

Limestone is the type of rock that lies underneath the prairie.  It was 
formed over 400 million years ago when a huge tropical sea covered 
this area.  As the prehistoric fish and shellfish died and fell to the 
bottom they formed layers of debris and sediment.  Over thousands 
of years, the pressure of the water and subsequent glaciers created 
sedimentary rock known as limestone.   Today, evidence of these sea 
creatures can be found as ‘fossils’. 

Early settlers in Winnipeg quarried this limestone to use as building 
material and in whitewash.

*Continue along the path to trail marker 9.  
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