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I
n 1988, as the Toledo Zoo dealt with a visitor 
onslaught to our giant panda exhibit, a more seri-
ous drama was playing out 20 miles to the west.  

A terrible July drought parched Northwestern Ohio, 
withered its prairie wildflowers, and extirpated the 
Karner blue butterfly (Lycaeides melissa samuelis) 
from its only locality in Ohio – the Oak Openings, a 
100 square mile community of wet prairies, savan-
nas, and oak barrens that stretches southwestward 
from Petersburg, Michigan to Liberty Center, Ohio.  
Happily, this beautiful little bug’s disappearance from 
the state was not destined to last for long.  In 1993, 
only one year after the butterfly was federally listed 
as endangered, a coalition of the Ohio and Michigan 
Departments of Natural Resources, the U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service, The Nature Conservancy, and The 
Toledo Zoo banded together to return the Karner 
blue to Ohio. Within six years an Ohio Recovery Plan 
was published and the low bobbing flights of the 
Karner blue butterfly were seen once again in the Oak 
Openings.

PETER J. TOLSON, PHD, IS THE DIRECTOR OF 
CONSERVATION AND RESEARCH  

AT THE TOLEDO ZOO 
MITCHELL L. MAGDICH IS CURATOR OF EDUCATION 

AT THE TOLEDO ZOO 
CANDEE L. ELLSWORTH IS CONSERVATION 

COORDINATOR AT THE TOLEDO ZOO


