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Mission Statement
The mission of Blue Heron 
Ministr ies, Inc. is to bui ld 
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 Lakes, 
a 501(c)(3) organization.

Because 
the Presbyterian Chapel of the Lakes 
is located in the heart of  lake country, 
e n v i r o n m e n t a l s t e w a r d s h i p , 
educat ion, and 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 
f o u r i n i t i a t i v e s a s t o o l s o f 
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
URL: www.blueheronland.org

Recently, a group of us took a leisurely paddle 
down the  Fawn River. Putting in  at Greenfield 
Mills and taking out at Gunthorpe Road, we 
toured a stretch of this pretty borderlands river.

The Fawn River is an approximately 55-mile 
long stream that wanders through northeast 
Indiana and southern Michigan. It flows into the 
St. Joseph River near the  town of Constantine, 
MI. Its headwaters rise in a series of lakes 
near Pokagon State Park, and then it  flows 
west-northwest along the northeast corner of 
LaGrange County and over the Michigan-
Indiana state line into the southeast corner of 
Branch County, Michigan before  entering  St. 
Joseph County, Michigan. The drainage basin 
includes Steuben and LaGrange counties in 
Indiana and Branch and  St. Joseph counties in 
Michigan.  Several lakes contribute to the  river: 
Klinger Lake, Crooked Lake, Jimmerson Lake, 
Lake James, Big and Little  Otter Lakes, and 
Lake George to name a  few. These lakes 
contribute through a number of small 
tributaries. The flow from the Otter Lakes 
includes tributaries from  Marsh Lake and the 
Seven Sisters Lakes.

The middle portion of the Fawn River in 
Michigan is a  second-order stream  and all of it 
runs through  an outwash plain with well-
drained moraines. A 1994  Michigan  survey 
listed 26 different fish species and multiple 
macro-invertebrate families including mayflies, 
caddis flies and stoneflies. The stream’s water 
quality is believed to be relatively good.

After setting up a shuttle run to our take-out 
point, we put in  and paddled along a  relatively 
straight portion of the river. After a mile  or so, 
we entered a more  meandering portion of the 
stream. Unfortunately, the banks have a large 
amount of the invasive Reed Canary Grass but 
there are also natives such as Arrow Arum, 
Swamp Rose, and  several  native rushes. 
Several areas gave  the impression of the old, 

oak savanna that had  existed  in the area. We 
saw many Tamarack trees and one absolutely 
gorgeous old White Oak tree (which reminded 
me, of all things, of the “Tree-of-Life” at Walt 
Disney World in Florida). A massive  bole gave 
rise to multiple  gnarled and twisting branches 
leading to a magnificent crown silhouetted 
against a  brilliant blue  sky. Many of our group 
saw turtles, numerous birds, and one group 
had a  deer run into the river in front of their 
canoe.

Unfortunately, along with the wild  flora and 
fauna, we ran across multiple tires, two 55-
gallon drums, an old plastic  table, parts of a 
charcoal  grill, and other small pieces of trash. 
All  of these were dutifully collected and 
eventually wound up in the back of Nate’s 
truck. I have a particularly un-fun memory of a 
55-gallon drum Nate and I collected and took 
out in  our canoe. We converted our canoe to a 
barge with  all  of its attendant problems in 

steering. Creatively ducking 
branches we all  made it out 
only having swamped one 
canoe and one kayak. (All 
pa r t i es we re su i t ab l y 
chastised and rescued). At 
the end  the  trash-haulers 
(scavenger-hunters) were 
t reated to pr izes and 
cookies. 

Leisure & Labor on the Fawn River
by Emilio Vazquez;  photos by Peg ZeisIf you know someone who might like to 

receive this newsletter, please let us know. 

A Walk on the Wildflower Side...Rescheduled.  Saturday, August 20 from  1 PM to 
4 PM.  Waist-to-head-high grasses waving in the breeze (I hope there is a breeze) and 
colorful wildflowers calling pollinators in for dinner… That’s what we hope to 
experience on this remnant prairie tour. There are still bits and pieces of the original 
prairie left in and around Steuben County. We’ll observe the difference soil moisture 
makes on a prairie community as we traipse through wet, mesic, and xeric prairies. 
The sun is intense; bring a hat and sunscreen. The chiggers may be hungry; bring 
insect repellant. The ground may be wet or dry; bring appropriate footgear. The beauty 
may be spectacular; so bring a friend and a camera. Meet at the Chapel to board the 
air-conditioned bus.
Wing Haven Stewardship Day. Saturday, September 10, 10 AM to 1 PM at Wing 
Haven Nature Preserve.  We are making progress as we open the almost-lost prairie 
to sunshine. Come join 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 3 of this group restoration saga. 
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 each 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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• Denver and Ida Hamman; financial 
gift to Blue Heron Ministries.

• Ted and Pat Heemstra; financial gift 
to Blue Heron Ministries.

• Jim and Bette Thomson; assistance 
on the Rustling Grass dissemination 
crew last issue.

• Jim and Lynn Simons, Ed Wilson, 
Jim and Bette Thomson, and Nate 
Simons; garlic  mustard pullers at 
LaTierra Sanctuary. No one got lost 
this year. And we only pulled parts of 
five bags-full  (sounds like nursery 
rhyme song coming on) this year

• Don Luepke, Peg Zeis, and Steve 
and Paula Witte; Wild Lupine seed 
collection and seed sowing at Badger 
Barrens and Pigeon River Fish and 
Wildlife Area’s Hampshire Barrens.

• Steve and Paula Witte, Don Luepke, 
Peg Zeis, Sam Schwartz, Steve 
Roth, Deanna Vazquez, and Carolyn 
Powers; early season seed collection.

• Rich Zeis; invasive brush removal 
from Badger Barrens.

• Jess Crofoot; mowing the right-of-
way at the edge of Badger Barrens.

• Byron Getz and Timberwright 
Construction; equipment fabrication 
and invoice discount. 

• Mike Miller, Phil Bieberich, and 
Chelsea Frederick; donated staff 
t ime to count Mitchel l ’s Satyr 
Butterflies in a really nice fen in 
Branch County, Michigan. We counted 
315 of these Federally-endangered 
butterflies.

• Chelsea Frederick, Laura Plank, 
Elizabeth Church, Dustin Tritch, 
Matt Engelberth, Mike, Tammy, and 
Laken Mosier, Daniel Smith, Sarah 
and Pat Ferguson, Phil Bieberich, 
Nate Simons, Peg Zeis, Steve Roth, 
Sam Schwartz, Emilio Vazquez, 
Gary and Sue Stroh, Richard and 
J o y c e P a c e r ; F a w n R i v e r 

scavengers. Thanks a bunch for 
making the river more beautiful!

• Barry Holopeter; scouting the Fawn 
River before our journey…and alerting 
us to the presence of trash in the 
river.

• Jim and Lynn Simons, Ken and Dee 
Wolf, Fred Duschl, Shirley Moor, 
Roger and Mary Hawks, Aimee and 
Nate Simons, and Sharon Geyer; for 
being faithful monthly pledgers in 
support of the on-going work of Blue 
Heron Ministries.

• Melvin and Denille Conklin; housing 
and befriending our summer intern, 
Chelsea Frederick.

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

Special thanks to:

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

I had things to do and places to go, but when 
Pastor Tom popped his head in my  office and 
said,  “Here’s your thought for the day.” I  sat 
back down and listened. He continued to 
launch into his usual sermonette (for which I 
am always grateful). When he finished,  I 
quickly  responded, “Good thought,” and 
rushed out the door.  Moments later from my 
mobile phone, I  suggested he share the 
thought with the friends of  Blue Heron 
Ministries. So, here it is:

I don’t  remember the exact date when the 
Blue Heron Ministries (BHM) began.  I know 
that  it had its  beginnings in a conversation 
between Nate and me in the fall of  2000.  I 
know in the minutes of  February  21, 2001, the 
Session of  the Presbyterian Chapel of  the 
Lakes formally  approved and authorized BHM 
for the first time.  I think the explanatory 
cause of  BHM happened months prior when 
Nate and I d iscussed beginning an 
environmental ministry  in Steuben County 
that would be grounded in and be a 
d e m o n s t r a t i o n o f  t h e d o x o l o g i c a l 
presupposition: “The heavens [and by 
extension,  all of  creation] declare the glory of 
God.”1 

It  is important to mark that beginning now that 
we’re ten years removed from it because 
BHM now has mult iple projects and 
accomplishments,  by  which to explain herself 
to the public.  But, we must remember that 
BHM began with a vision,  a vision of 
stewardship of  creation arising from a vision 
of  incarnational Christian faith, namely  a 
Christian faith that applies the meaning of 
Christian discipleship to the whole of life.  

Christian discipleship can be spiritualized 
away  into a Gnostic realm of  personal bible 
study  and private prayer.  Or, it can be 

moralized away  into lifestyle choices that 
affect one’s job,  family, and community.  
There is nothing wrong,  of  course, with 
private practices of  religious devotion or a 
pietistic  effort to apply  the Christian faith to 
the whole of  one’s life. The vision of  BHM 
aimed higher.  It aimed at the very  meaning of 
life itself.  It sought to restore nature to 
creation, and to see the world around us as 
our nearest  neighbor,  included within the 
summum bonum of  Scripture’s call to love 
God and to love neighbor.

To that end, by  means of  education, land 
reclamation and land acquisition, BHM has 
been attempting to provide a witness within 
Steuben County  that glorifies God through its 
efforts.  I’m pleased to report that  our efforts 
over the past decade have been fruitful, with 
an intrinsic value that cannot really  be 
objectively  quantified.  While we know what it 
cost us to acquire land and to manage natural 
areas,  the value of  our work goes beyond a 
spreadsheet analysis.  That’s  because BHM 
is guided by  a vision of  the good, the true, 
and the beautiful that defies such reductionist 
descriptions.

This  brings up an essential irony  between 
cause and effect that we must understand 
about BHM if  we are to understand anything 
about BHM.  In other words, to understand 
BHM, you must understand the vision by 
which she is guided, a vision that cannot be 
explained as merely  a justification for getting 
Nate an office in the Chapel.  Yes, Nate has 
an office in the Chapel, but that is an effect, 
not a cause.   In the same way, BHM has had 
an impact on Steuben County  for the good, 
but those too are effects, not  an explanatory 
cause.  We have had an effect because we 
are guided by  a cause,  the cause of  God, the 
incarnational cause of  goodness, beauty  and 

truth as it takes 
shape and form 
in our natural 
world around us.  

H . R i c h a r d 
Niebuhr puts it 
best  when he 
pithily  observes 
th is t renchant 
truth:

“ T h e 
instrumental 
value of faith for society is dependent 
upon faith’s conviction that it has more 
than instrumental value.”2  

So here is my  ten year reflection.  To 
understand BHM as an environmental 
ministry  in Steuben County, don’t point  to our 
effects, our educational efforts, or our 
restoration projects, or our land acquisitions.  
To understand BHM, remember that  from its 
inception until now, it has been guided by  a 
religious vision that demonstrates our 
foundational doxological presupposition:  “The 
heavens declare the glory of God.”3

As C.S. Lewis once observed, “Aim at heaven 
and you get  earth thrown in for the bargain.  
Aim at earth, and you get neither.”4

May BHM always aim at heaven!
1 Psalm 19:1 
2 From the introduction of his book, The 
Kingdom of God in America, (New York: 
Harper & Brothers, 1937), p. 12.
3 Psalm 19:1
4 C.S. Lewis, The Joyful Christian

H e r e i s y o u r 2 0 11 
summer field crew. With 
one foot (or leg) in the 
water and one foot on dry 
l a n d , t h e s e f a i t h f u l 
s tewards are qu ie t ly 
taking care of over a 
dozen properties in Lakes 
Country. Seed collection, 
autumn olive, multiflora 
r o s e a n d b u s h 
honeysuck le cont ro l , 
ye l low sweet c lover, 
spotted knapweed, reed 
canary grass, Canada 
t h i s t l e , a n d c a t t a i l 
eradication are just a few 
o f t h e t a s k s t h e s e 
dedicated folk are tackling 
in the name of natural 
lands restoration.

Phil Bieberich is the field 
crew leader and works 
year round for Blue Heron 
Ministries. With a biology degree and an 
interest in herptiles, Phil was hired 
originally to help with controlled fires in 
2008.  He enjoys and is accomplished in 
all  aspects of ecological  restoration as it 
relates to the prairie-oak ecosystem 
continuum and has worked in the field 
full-time for the last year and a half. 

Chelsea Frederick will  be a junior at 
Goshen College this autumn and hails 
from Leetonia, OH. She responded to our 
request to fill  a summer internship 
position. An Environmental Science 

major, Chelsea has an infectious 
personality, a good work ethic, and has 
learned a lot about the field of restoration 
ecology.

Mike Miller will be completing his 
Environmental  Science degree from 
Goshen College in December this year 
following a fall term in Peru (that’s South 
America, not Indiana). A native of 
LaGrange County, Mike currently resides 
in Sturgis, MI. Accustomed to physical 
labor, Mike hit the ground running 
following a plea for more helpers as Blue 

Heron Ministries’ summer 
project list grew.

E r i c S i m o n s i s a 
landscape architect (and 
brother of the executive 
director) with a couple of 
d e c a d e s o f o f f i c e 
experience. In transition 
between jobs, he accepted 
the offer to get his hands 
and feet dirty helping to 
take care of the land in a 
more tangible way. Who 
knows, maybe this brief 
stopover could bring him 
and his family back to 
L a k e s C o u n t r y 
permanently.

In addition to our full-time 
summer crew, three other 
p a r t - t i m e f i e l d c r e w 
m e m b e r s a s s i s t a s 
needed. Josh Jones and 
August Buehrer, both 

home-schooled, find time in the summer 
to help take care of Badger Barrens, 
Spangler Grove and Fremont Library. 
Josh Grubaugh, a perennial substitute 
teacher and an experienced ecologist’s 
aide with the DNR Division of Nature 
Preserves, spends a day a week in the 
summer restoring Hampshire Marsh and 
Barrens at Pigeon River Fish and Wildlife 
Area.

Thanks, crew, for helping allow the glory 
of God shine on the Earth.

Summer Field Crew

L-R: Mike Miller, Chelsea Frederick, Phil Bieberich, and Eric Simons pause after a long, hot day 
of spot-spraying cattails.

Locations of  the State-endangered (IN) Pale 
Vetchling Peavine (Lathyrus ochroleucus) 
have been an interest of  mine since I 
rediscovered a small population of  this 
legume in 1994. Prior to my stumbling upon 
the population in rural Steuben County, the 
cream-colored, open oak woodland 
wildflower had not been seen since the era 
of  Indiana’s premier botanist Charles Deam 
in the 1930’s. In fact, modern state botanists 
had given up on the plant in the interim and 
had assigned the species the status of 
“extirpated” in Indiana.  A northern species, 
the plant reaches its southern limit in 
Indiana, Ohio, and Illinois.

A year or two later, Mike Homoya (botanist 
with IDNR Division of  Nature Preserves) 
located another small population at Pigeon 
River Fish and Wildlife Area in LaGrange 
County. So, with two small populations 
totaling about six dozen plants again 
present in northeast Indiana, the status of 
the Peavine was subsequently  raised to 
“State Endangered.”

In the ensuing years, I 
annually  checked on the 
two colonies only  to 
watch their numbers 
dwindle. It seems that 
though the plant prefers 
the partial shade and 
dappled sunlight of  open 
oak woods, too much 
shade from invading 
brush suppresses its 
growth and reproduction 
abilities.

Last summer, Peg Zeis 
ca l led me w i th her 
typical “What’s this?” 
question. She described 
the foliage of  the, by 
then flowerless plant 
(the Peavine blooms in 
mid-May). Peg took me 
to the site and I was 
quietly  optimistic about 
what I saw. To be certain, I wanted to wait 
until May  of  this year. Sure enough, 

following Peg’s call that the 
suspect Peavine was in 
bloom, Phil Bieberich and I 
visited the site near her Lake 
Anne home on May 25, 2011. 
The morning sun cast beams 
of  light through the developing 
leaves of  the scattered White 
Oak trees to the woodland 
floor. We marveled at the site 
of  shin-to-knee-high pea-like 
vines many  of  which were 
sporting racemes of  cream-
colored pea-like flowers. As 
we stepped gingerly  into and 
through the patch we recorded 
821 plants!

So, now there are three known 
locations in all of  Indiana that 
are home to the Pale Vetchling 
Peavine. And Blue Heron 
Min is t r ies is work ing to 
purchase our next sanctuary.

What a Find!
By Nate Simons


