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Mission Statement
The mission of Blue Heron 
Ministries, Inc. is to build 
communities where creation is 
kept and to keep creation so 
that community may be restored.

Blue Heron Ministries, Inc. is a non-
profit  organization and a ministry of 
the Presbyterian Chapel of  the Lake, 
a 501(c)(3) organization.

Because the Presbyterian Chapel of 
the Lakes is located in the heart of 
l a ke coun t r y, env i r onmen ta l 
stewardship, education, advocacy is 
a significant part of our Christian 
witness.  Acting upon our faith that 
relationships may be restored and 
experience substantial healing in an 
imperfect world, we offer the 
following four initiatives as tools of 
reconciliation:

• Land Trust
• Conservation Design
• Education
• Natural Lands Restoration

Contact us at:
c/o Presbyterian Chapel of the 
Lakes
2955 West Orland Road
Angola IN  46703
PH (260) 316-2498
FX (260) 833-1885
E-mail: stuartbheron1@hotmail.com

The sun was shining and it was 
perfect weather for a Saturday 
paddle adventure.  The 
dest inat ion was Crooked 
Creek; known to many as the 
Fawn River.  We gathered in 
Nevada Mills and we would 
end at Tamarack Lake.

Once everyone arrived, Nate 
Simons gave us some history 
of the Fawn River, which is part 
o f the S t . Joseph R iver 
watershed.  Nevada Mills is 
c o n s i d e r e d p a r t o f t h e 
headwaters of the river.  From 
the aerial photograph, it was easy to see how 
some of the river we would be paddling had 
been straightened, or channelized.   The old 
river bed was still  visible winding its way 
through the adjacent land.  We also learned 

from Neil  Lewis about a spillage from the 
Fawn River fish hatchery that caused serious 
damage to the river.

It was time to get into our boats, 
and begin our adventure.  The 
water was flowing quickly at first.  
The river was narrow, and there 
were many turns.  After a while, 
the water began to move more 
slowly, and the river widened and 
straightened.  Nate pointed out 
many plants along the way.  We 
saw oxbow wetlands, and we 
even saw a Great Blue Heron.  
How fitting!

After a while, we came to a cow 
pasture with the fence right along the river, 
and in some places the fence allowed the 
cows to walk right into the water.  This was 
surprising to see, as the Environmental 
Protection Agency (EPA) has restrictions on 

livestock coming in direct 
contact with waterways.  
Nate explained that unlike 
most rivers, the Fawn is 
privately owned.  Water is 
owned with the adjacent 
land, so the river is not 
protected by the Clean 
Water Act (1972), originally 
made to protect surface 
waters of our nation.  

As Nate looked out over the 
pasture, he commented that 
he could imagine what the 
original habitat would look 

like.  It was habitat that would require grazers 
or control led burns to keep it from 
succession, and cows could serve that 
function.  It would be wonderful to let the 
cows maintain such a habitat, but also keep 

them farther back 
from the water to 
protect the river 
ecosystem.

A f t e r m o r e 
p a d d l i n g , w e 
found the turn-off 
t o Ta m a r a c k 
Lake.  Once we 
g o t o n t o t h e 
lake, we went 
across to the 
land that was 

recently donated to Blue Heron Ministries 
from The Nature Conservancy.  Some 
ventured up the small stream that leads 
through the property, but it was too shallow 

to get very far.  We went back across the 
lake to the landing point, and our adventure 
was over.  What a wonderful  way to spend a 
Saturday, paddling through beautiful  scenery, 
among friends.

A Wonderful Day on the Water
by Kate SandersIf you know someone who might like to 

receive this newsletter, please let us know. 

Mark Your Calendar... 
Hike a Sand Barrens. Saturday, August 14 from 8 AM to noon-ish. Located just 19 
miles north of our own Badger Barrens is a real sand barrens. Owned and managed by 
the Michigan Nature Association, the 12-acre Sand Creek Prairie Plant Preserve 
features a black oak barrens community and a fen wetland community bordered by a 
clear, sand-bottom creek. Come join us for this short hike as we take notes and peer 
into a world that we hope can be reproduced on our sanctuary. Bring hiking boots 
(ones that can get wet if you to venture into the wetland), field guides, and a sack 
lunch…just in case. We may have time to swing by our Badger Barrens to see what’s 
up. Meet at the Chapel to carpool.
Wing Haven Stewardship Day. Saturday, September 11, 10 AM to 1 PM at Wing 
Haven Nature Preserve.  Come, join in the combined event with ACRES Land Trust 
volunteers. Learn about prairie plants and their management while performing exotic/
invasive plant control at Wing Haven’s prairie remnant. Boots and gloves are required. 
Hearing protection may be desirable. We will provide saws and herbicide. Bring your 
own loppers if you like. Pack your own brown bag for lunch on a gravel hill prairie. 
Meet at Wing Haven Nature Preserve for Round 2 of this group restoration saga. 

Directions to Wing Haven: From Fort Wayne, take Interstate 69 north to Pokagon State Park/SR 27 exit 154. Go 
south on SR 27 to 400N and turn east onto 400N. Travel about ½ mile. Preserve is on north side. 
Seed Collection Tours. Probably every Saturday in October from  10 AM to 4 PM. Count them. There are five 
Saturdays in October this year. Come one, come all to one or both of these amazingly popular events. We will 
again offer tours weekly! Explore natural areas, old cemeteries, and railroad tracks along the Indiana-Michigan 
border while helping procure local-genotype seed for several prairie restoration projects. As usual, be prepared to 
walk, wear a sturdy belt, bring a traveling lunch, and meet at the Chapel to car pool. We’ll try to find toilet facilities 
along the way.
Call Nate Simons at (260) 316-2498 or e-mail  stuartbheron1@hotmail.com for further details.
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Launching from Nevada Mills Dam

Photo by Josh Jones

Now that’s dog paddling.

Cruising on the Fawn River.
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• Mark and Cricket Dolezal; financial 
gift to Blue Heron Ministries.

• Carol Telschow; financial gift to Blue 
Heron Ministries.

• Gene Lewis; financial  gift to Blue 
Heron Ministries.

• Neal Lewis; financial gift to Blue 
Heron Ministries.

• Aimee and Nate Simons; faithful 
monthly pledge-keepers to Blue 
Heron Ministries.

• Larry Clemens; donation of 700 oak 
and hickory tree seedlings for 
restoration projects.

• Kate Sanders, Steve  and Paula 
Witte, August Buehrer, Peg Zeis, 
Roland and Linda Fahlsing, and 
Josh Jones; Ohio Spiderwort and 
Wild Blue Lupine seed collection.

• Ross, Josh, and Matthew Jones, 
John Riley, and Peg Zeis; Autumn 

Olive control  adjacent to Badger 
Barrens.

• Jim and Bette Thomson, Paula 
Witte, Denille  and Olivia Conklin, 
Don Luepke, Ted Walter, and Nate 
Simons; garlic  mustard-pullers at 
LaTierra Sanctuary. The filled bags 
weighed 261 pounds! We have 
ventured into new territory which 
means there is less to pull in the old 
areas. Maybe no one will read this 
since it is tucked away in the “thank-
yous”. We also experienced a first at 
one of our events: a volunteer got 
lost! That’s right. Jim “Daniel Boone” 
Thomson wondered off and his wife 
had to rescue him over a mile away 
on Old State Road 1.

• Steve and Paula Witte; donation of 
food and provisions of our meal for 
the Garlic Mustard Pull  at LaTierra 
Sanctuary.

• Neal Lewis; hosted the landing spot 
for our Crooked Creek/Tamarack 
Lake canoe trip. And thanks to all  the 
private landowners who own the 
bottom of Crooked Creek and 
grac ious ly a l low canoeis ts to 
“trespass” on their stream.

• Diane Smith; design of custom Blue 
Heron Ministries’ thank-you notes.

• Holly Stewart; for a couple of good 
years as bookkeeper for Blue Heron 
Ministries. Mykyl  Stewart became 
employed (yeah!) allowing Holly to 
“retire” from one of her many jobs.

• Sharon Geyer; faithful financial 
supporter making it possible to bring 
you Rustling Grass.

• Last but not least and as always, the 
Rustling Grass dissemination crew; 
Melvin Conklin, Sandie Moyer, Peg 
Zeis, and Steve and Paula Witte.

Special thanks to:

Looking out the Back Door…   By Nathan Simons, Executive Director

Of Good Peas and Bad
Restoration ecology is all  about the art 
and science of piecing back together 
broken relationships on the land as best 
as is humanly possible…knowing full  well 
that our mending may be imperfect. In 
essence, as restorationists, we are using 
our best judgment to discern what is 
good and what is bad…what is right for 
the land. For the restoration ecologist 
who looks forward to the coming of the 
Judge of all  creation to make things all 
right again, the act of restoring biological 
and eco log ica l 
relationships can 
be very humbling, 
in deed. 

For example, we 
are doing the best we can to understand 
some of the missing and broken 
processes at our Badger Barrens 
Sanctuary. One of the relationships for 
which I pretend to know a little about is 
the relation between soil  fertility and 
nitrogen fixation. At Badger Barrens, as 
the name implies, the soil fertility is low. 
The soil  is so sandy that plant growth 
is limited. Available water and plant 
nutrients are hard to come by in the 
fine disturbed sand.  Historically, 
when more of the ecological 
relationships were intact, the land 
grew scattered black oak and white 
oak trees and a ground cover of 
various short prairie grasses and 
wildflowers. The soil likely had a thin 
layer of decomposed organic  matter 
at the surface that helped retain 
some moisture and was host to 
various soil microorganisms that 
contributed to the overall health of 
the plant community…but still  the 
landscape was only sparsely 
covered in green. More recently the 
land was sparsely covered with 
annual agricultural crops. With tillage 

and loss of the perennial 
plant cover, the thin layer 
o f o r g a n i c  m a t t e r 
disappeared, leaving the 
fine sand to blow in the 
wind. 

Efforts by past farmers to 
increase the soil fertility 
and compensate for soil 
loss likely included the 
planting of green manure 
crops in rotation with 
commodity food crops. 
Green manure crops are 
typically annual or biennial 
pea plants whose role is to 
fix atmospheric nitrogen in 
the soil in lieu of or in 
a d d i t i o n t o a p p l y i n g 

chemical fertilizers. The added benefit is 
that when the green manure crop dies 
and is incorporated into the soil  through 
plowing and disking, the soil  is fertilized 
and organic matter is returned to the soil 
to slowly build topsoil.

Side note: here is another fascinating 
eco log ica l  re la t ionsh ip…ni t rogen 
fixation…for which I know only a little. 
Biological  nitrogen fixation occurs when 
nitrogen (N2) in the air is converted to 
ammonia (NH3) in the soil  through 
enzyme activity in plants. The soil 

nitrogen compound helps plants grow 
and compete for available resources 
such as sunlight and water. The nitrogen 
fixation process is very common in a 
group of plants called “Legumes”…the 
pea and bean family members. In a 
symbiotic  relationship, certain soil 
bacteria called “rhizobia” are able to fix 

a t m o s p h e r i c 
nitrogen, but only 
if they have a 
plant host. The 
roots of many 
legumes have 
n o d u l e s 
( t h i c k e n e d , 
knobby parts on 
the roots) that 
s e r v e a s 
locations to which 
the rhizobia may 
a t t a c h 
themselves. So, the happy bacteria find a 
home and the pea receives free nitrogen 
to assist in its growth. Cool!

Therein lies the issue at Badger Barrens. 
I suspect that a green manure crop of 
hairy vetch was planted years ago to 
increase soil  fertility during the land’s 
brief agricultural history. Hairy vetch is a 
beautiful, purple-flowered pea vine that 
climbs over the soil…or over any other 
plant that is in the way…using its coiling 
tendrils. In its one- to two-year lifespan, 
the plant produces many pea-filled pods. 
When ripe, the hard, little peas are self-
scattered on the soil surface ready to 
germinate when soil  conditions are right. 
Conditions may be correct the following 
season or even seventy-five years later.  

Wel l , cond i t ions 
have been right the 
last two years at 
Badger Barrens. 
The former farm 
f i e l d h a s b e e n 

cloaked in purple the last two springs. 
When one is attempting to return a 
landscape to a more native plant 
community with many of its original  plant 
and animal relationships, non-native 
agricultural  peas just don’t fit. We are 
looking to establish the native peas that 

once inhabited the sandy soil and 
carried on the nitrogen fixation 
process.

Our solution has been to mow the 
beautiful  purple-flowering hairy vetch 
colonies just before they set seed and 
broadcast locally-collected native pea 
seed. Our hope is that with continued 
mowing, eventually the source of hairy 
vetch seed will  be exhausted. And that 
hand-harvested and hand-scattered 
native wild blue lupine, tick trefoil, and 
round-headed bush clover seeds will 
produce crops of good peas to cover 
the land instead. Then, maybe we will 
have helped to restore a bit of the 
earth imperfectly yet substantially even 
in anticipation of the return of our Lord 
who will truly make things right again.

Invasive colonies of hairy vetch submit to a haircut given by Josh Jones.

Photo by Peg Zeis

Seed pods of the wild blue lupine are hand-collected by Paula 
Witte at a local black oak barrens remnant.

Photo by Peg Zeis

Then times of refreshment will come. The Lord… will again send you Jesus… he must 
remain in heaven until the time for the final restoration of all things. (Acts 3:20,21)

Kids and Watersheds
By Josie Kramer; photos by Don Luepke

One recent July morning, the Knee-high 
Naturalists children at Clear Lake, 
learned first-hand about watersheds. A 
watershed is an area of land that all 
slopes to one spot. The spot the young 
naturalists studied was Koeneman Lake 
Watershed, one of the smallest in 
Indiana, and one of the sources of water 
for Clear Lake.

Nate Simons took 20 children and 10 
adults on a hike to Koeneman Lake, 

where they stood on the man-made dam 
that created the lake.  They followed the 
stream, called Teeter’s Ditch, above the 
lake and saw that much of the lake is 
filled with mud from the farms on higher 
ground,  As they traveled downstream, 
below the lake, Nate pointed out that the 
waterfall at the base of the dam was 
causing a lot of erosion.  Following 
further downstream, the group found that 
once the stream left the woods, it was 
lined with lily pads, a by-product of the 

stream’s fertility.  Finally, everyone saw 
the stream empty into Clear Lake near 
the public access.  

Besides the trek from the top to the 
bottom of the watershed, Nate led the 
group in reading a topographical map 
and observing a paint pan watershed 
model.  Now they can learn about other 
watersheds too, both on paper and the 
land.  It was a wonderful, instructive 
morning!

Watersheds are like paint pans; they have rims and slopes  so the water drains to low spots. Rain washes soil downhill (erosion) and mud is deposited in 
the lake (sedimentation).


