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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 
l a k e c o u n t r y, e n v i r o n m e n t a l 
s t e w a r d s h i p , e d u c a t i o n , a n d 
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
URL: www.blueheronland.org

A couple of  years ago while working on a project 
to salvage newly-planted trees along the Fish 
Creek Trail, Brad Stevens, long-time advocate for 
parks and trails in the town of  Hamilton, Indiana, 
showed me some recent storm-related damage to 
the banks of  Fish Creek.  Recent floods in Fish 
Creek had significantly  undermined the bank 
causing loss of  large sections of  the bank. Brad’s 
concerns were two-fold:  continued loss of  the 
bank would potentially  threaten the adjacent 
walking and bicycle path and would reduce water 
quality  in a stream that is the only  remaining 
habitat  on earth for White Cat’s Paw Pearly 
Mussels. I suggested that he contact Joe Draper, 
and then The Nature Conservancy’s Upper St. 
Joseph River Watershed Project. Joe was 
instrumental in promoting the implementation of  a 
relatively  new drainage ditch design in Steuben 
County, Indiana and adjacent Williams County, 
Ohio. 

The new ditch design, developed by  Andy  Ward, 
Ohio State University  and Dan Mecklenburg, Ohio 
Department  of  Natural Resources is called the 
two-stage ditch design. The design mimics the 
shape of  a natural stream or river in that instead 
of  the excavated channel with steep side slopes of 
a typical drainage ditch or regulated drain, the 
new or redesigned ditch has a “bench” or narrow 
floodplain adjacent to the main channel. Benefits 
of  the two-stage ditch design include: a) improved 
ditch bank stability  as flood water velocity  is 
slowed within the constructed floodplain, b) 
r e d u c e d m a i n t e n a n c e o f  t h e d i t c h a s 

sedimentation is reduced, c) potential improved 
water quality  as the floodplain vegetation filters 
sediment and access nutrients from the flood 
waters,  and d) potentially  improved streamside 
habitat. 

Long story  short, Brad called Joe. Joe talked with 
Larry  Gilbert, Steuben County  Surveyor. Larry 
spoke with Kayleen Hart of  Steuben County’s 
Natural Resource Conservation Service (NRCS). 
A Lake and River Enhancement (LARE) grant was 
secured. Design of  a new two-stage ditch on a 
portion of  Fish Creek was developed by  Gensic 
Engineering, Fort Wayne, Indiana in collaboration 
with the NRCS and with Blue Heron Ministries. 
Larry  Gilbert and the Steuben County  Drainage 
Board contracted Denny  Penick, now veteran 
earthwork contractor of  two-stage ditches, to 
construct the redesigned stream and Blue Heron 
Ministries  to install seed and erosion control 
materials.  Earthwork began the last week of 
September, and seeding and erosion control 
blanket  installation began the second week of 
October.

If  all goes well,  native grasses and other grass-
like species such as Virginia Rye, Big Bluestem, 
Indian Grass, and Prairie Cord Grass along with 
Red Bulrush, Dark Green Bulrush,  Fox Sedge and 
Meadow Sedge will grace the bank and new 
floodplain of  Fish Creek in the Town of  Hamilton. 
In so doing erosion will be reduced, the trail will be 
secured, and everybody  will be happy  as a clam…
errr, White Cat’s Paw Pearly Mussel.

Happy As a Clam in Hamilton
by Nate SimonsIf you know someone who might like to 

receive this newsletter, please let us know. 

•Seventh Annual Thanksgiving Breakfast.  Saturday, November 19 at 9 AM. 
Part-time staff  and myriad volunteers keep Blue Heron Ministries going and our 
Father keeps us growing. We express our “thanks” to both as we fellowship and 
feast around the table. You know  who you are. Please help us in our planning 
efforts by responding quickly to this invitation. 
•Plant A Prairie!  Saturday, December 3 from 1 PM to 4 PM.  Come experience 
the joy of  building a diverse ecosystem with fellow  stewards. Take part in our tenth 
annual plantin’ and dancin’ party as we sow  the seed of our fall labor. Dress 
warmly, wear your clogging boots, and bring a sturdy belt. Refreshments will be 
provided…and as usual, some Seeds of  Truth will be offered, too.  Meet at the 
Presbyterian Chapel of the Lake to car pool.
•2012 Stewardship Network Conference, “The Science, Practice  and Art of 
Restoring Native Ecosystems”.  Friday, January 20, and Saturday, January 21, 
2012. Kellogg Center, East Lansing, Michigan. Here is the announcement: “The 
Stewardship Network is pleased to bring you two great days of informative talks 
and workshops that will focus on Stewardship and Ecosystem Services with a 

special track on fire; offered in partnership with the Lake States Fire Science Consortium. Join us for a great 
lineup of presentations; connect with natural areas professionals, volunteers, and researchers with decades 
of experience as well as students and newcomers to the field; and discover new  ideas and techniques that 
you will be able to put into practice.”  Go to www.StewardshipNetworkConference.org for details of  this 
worthwhile conference. Let’s take a group. Who would like to go?
Call Nate Simons at (260) 316-2498 or e-mail stuartbheron1@hotmail.com for further details
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Mark Your Calendar... 

www.blueheronministries.blogspot.com

Denny Penick moves earth to create the 2-stage ditch.

Phil and Zach sow native grass seed on the new bench 
and bank.

The Blue Heron crew installs erosion control blankets to 
cover the seed and stabilize the soil.

http://www.blueheronland.org
http://www.blueheronland.org


• Dominoes Pizza; donation of  pizza to 
feed the LaTierra garlic mustard crew.

• Jeff Stedge;  volunteered a day’s labor to 
help with the summer field crew.

• Steve Witte; volunteered a day’s labor to 
mow around trees at Robb Hidden 
Canyon.

• Fairview Missionary Church; once again 
donated the use of  their bus for our 
Remnant Prairie Tour.

• Zachary Holsinger; Lauren Hensel; Tim 
Hastreiter; and Kristen Wiley; pick-up fall 
field crew.

• Paul Rothrock; Chelsea Frederick; 
Laura Plank; Shane Perfect; Peg Zeis; 

Phil Bieberich; Kate Sanders; and Nate 
Simons;  Wing Haven Stewardship Day 
brush control crew.

• Deanna Vazquez; Don Luepke; Gary 
and Barb Baus; Jim and Lynn Simons; 
Denille, Olivia, and Alexis Conklin; 
Steve and Paula Witte;  Jim and Bette 
Thomson; Marilyn Clevenger; Kate 
Sanders;  Peg Zeis;  Sandie Moyer; Mary 
Jo Fitzenrider; Chelsea Frederick; 
Laura Plank; Jennifer and Sarah Rust; 
Sam Schwartz; Steve Ross; Kathy 
Brittenham; Fred & Julie Foland;  and Nate 
Simons; fall seed harvesters.

• Jim and Bette Thomson; for donation of 
materials to finish the last two sections of 
boardwalk at LaTierra Sanctuary.

• Steve Witte and Jim Thomson; for 
construction of those boardwalk sections.

• Those two guys again;  for painting the 
floor of the barn loft.

• 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 
ongoing work of Blue Heron Ministries.

• Last, but not  least, and as always, the 
Rustling Grass dissemination crew; 
Melvin Conklin (designer); Sandie 
M o y e r  ( p r o o f r e a d e r ) ;  P e g Z e i s 
(coordinator); and Steve and Paula Witte 
(mailing).

Special thanks to:

Looking out the Back Door…
By Nate Simons, Executive Director
Blue Heron Ministries has become an 
opportunity  for folks to be stewards of  our 
Lord’s creation within the context…of 
community. I’ve known this all along about 
Blue Heron Ministries, but the point of 
“community” keeps getting driven home to 
me.  I’ll let  Peg Zeis, administrative assistant 
and servant coordinator for Blue Heron 
Ministries elaborate.

Never Alone

Sometime around the end of  the first week in 
June the email comes: “Peg, lupine should be 
ready  to harvest by  next week.”  Most of  our 
readers know about our October Saturday 
group seed collections, as the activity  is 
highly  promoted through this newsletter and 
our email reminders.  What may  not be 
realized is that Blue Heron Ministries’ seed 
collection actually  begins in the spring of  the 
year and a few of  us will be out yet, dressed 
in our blaze-orange garb, during November, 
to harvest late blooming species.

I love the October gatherings,  the larger 
groups of  volunteers of  all ages descending 
en masse for six-hour work days upon the 
fields ripe for harvest; the apples, cookies, hot 
or cold cider determined by  the weather, and 
traveling lunches.  It  is wondrous as we all 
stop our work and look upwards hearing the 
haunting calls of  Sandhill Cranes in flight 
while collecting at the Pigeon River Fish and 
Wildlife Area, or someone points out a 
Northern Harrier flying low over the same 
fields from which we harvest  in search of  his 
next  meal.  We even saw a Whooping Crane 
once on our way to a collection site!  There 

are lots of  oohs and aahs as we see the 
purple and gold of  late blooming species and 
the sparkle of  the fluffy  seed of  little bluestem 
as it waves in the breeze. More than once in 
the field we’ve heard the faint voices of  three 
special young volunteers singing (often in 
Gaelic) as their sweet-sister-voices waft 
through the tall grasses.  We crowd closer to 
the vocalists without wanting them to know 
lest  they  cease their singing. As we become 
confident at each site of  the species we’ve 
been assigned to col lect, eventual ly 
conversation takes over: Hey, Nate, what’s 
this; what is the common name,  what  is the 
Latin name, who was here last week, is it 
better to buy  locally-grown or organic foods, 
GMOs, Monsanto, rabbit hunting, etc.  As we 
disperse toward distant edges of  our site, I 
look proudly  at our group and find myself 
wondering what the others are thinking about.

Most of  the non-group collection efforts have 
fallen to what I, being one of  them, have 
come to call the Senior Division of  Blue Heron 
Ministries!  While some might think of  us as a 
group of  old, retired folk, let me say  that some 
of  us may be retired but all of  us are certainly 
“re-fired.” We believe in the importance of  this 
phase of  BHM’s work and have the heart and 
passion to realize our role and thus avail 
ourselves to this stewardship effort.  When a 
few members of  the Senior Division can mesh 
their weekday  schedules to spend a few 
hours together at a collection site the 
conversation somewhat changes:  children, 
grandchildren, canoe and kayak outings, 
aches and pains, recipes (usually  as the noon 
hour approaches), where the perch are biting, 

t h e m o s t 
humane way  to 
kill a fish,  where 
are we planting 
t h i s y e a r , 
e x e r c i s e 
programs, and 
s o f o r t h .  
C o n v e r s a t i o n 
tends to wax 
more personal in 
these smal ler 
groups.

Sometimes, I’m called upon to go alone into 
the field for a particular species.  While I 
would admit  that I miss the conversation, my 
fellow stewards, and friends, I find that my 
thoughts and focus somewhat changes when 
I work alone.  I become more mindful of  the 
relationship of  the forbs, grasses, and sedges 
that  grow together, the types of  trees at the 
woodland edges, the habitat type and soil 
from which I gather my  seed, the intricacies of 
each package of  seeds, the different smells 
unique to each species, the pollinating 
insects, birdsong in the distance.  I wonder 
what  I  might be doing had I not had the 
blessing of  finding Blue Heron Ministries and 
felt called to this wonderful work and 
stewardship opportunity.   I pray  and worship 
the Creator who sets the scene before me in 
place and sustains it.  Although I may  have no 
human companion, I am not  lonely  nor am I 
alone.  I stop and listen, and in the rustling 
grass, I  hear Him pass.  I am, after all, not 
alone.  No, never alone.

Poised to Grow

Two identical billboards adorn the landscape 
of  Steuben County: one within the city  of 
Angola and one on Interstate 69. Maybe two 
are needed to get the intended message 
across.  The billboards, sponsored by  the Ad 
Council and the US Forest Service, feature 
two side-by-side photos. The first image is of 
a pair of  hands holding a video gaming 
controller.  The second image is of  a pair of 
hands holding an Eastern Box Turtle.  The 
caption simply says, “Unplug.”

Obviously  the message implies that today’s 
youth are spending too much time indoors 
and not enough time outdoors. 

Richard Louv  authored the book Last Child in 
the Woods, and coined a phrase that refers to 
the trend he sees in today’s youth. In the 
book’s subtitle, he speaks of  “saving children 
from nature-deficit disorder.” The author cites 
numerous new studies that point to the 
importance of  direct contact with the outdoors 
in the development of  psychologically-healthy 
human beings. 

In our area, a few conservation groups have 
taken the author’s message to heart. The 
Clear Lake Township Land Conservancy, the 
Lake George Conservancy, and ACRES Land 
Trust have all developed summer programs 
for children that emphasize opportunities to 
learn about and interact intimately  with the 
outdoors.

Fleshing out the educational component of 
Lake George Conservancy’s mission 
statement,  early  board member Nancy  Stiefel 
spearheaded the idea of  a summer nature 
study  program for Lake George’s children. 
She and several retired school teachers from 
Lake George developed their “No Child Left 
Indoors” program. A variety  of  guest 
presenters with a desire to see children 
connected with the outdoors serve alongside 
the teachers to bring the created world to life. 
Completing its third year this past summer, 
the program is receiving rave reviews:

Dear Mrs. Stiefel,

Thank you for having the nature class! 
And thank you for teaching me! I loved 
going in the woods!  It  was fun learning 
about leaves! I cannot wait to plant  my 
tree! 

Love, Zachary

ACRES Land Trust’s “Adventurer’s Day 
Camp” was held at Wing Haven Nature 
Preserve this past summer. Jill Noyes was 
instrumental in establishing the day  camp 
through a grant from the Steuben County 
Community  Foundation. This summer day 
campers learned about  prairies with Nate 
Simons and wetlands with Fred Wooley. A 
walk through tall prairie grass, stepping 
around a Snapping Turtle near Little Gentian 
Lake,  creative crafts, and journaling their 
experiences helped the adventurers connect 
with the outdoors. Truly  meeting the need, the 
program served children for whom 75% do 
not live close enough to natural areas to 
regularly visit. 

Josie Kramer and her niece, Megan Morris, 
developed Clear Lake Township Land 
Conservancy’s “Knee-High Naturalists” 
summer program over five years ago. Begun 
as a way  for Megan’s three children to 
appreciate, understand, and enjoy  the beauty 
of  Clear Lake and the surrounding area, soon 
other “lake” kids joined in the fun. Several 
guest  presenters over the years have helped 
children experience such outdoor treasures 
as the feel of  wiggling fish on the end of  a 

fishing pole,  the taste of  juicy  raspberries from 
the woodland edge, the sight of  jumping frogs 
at the edge of  the pond, and the sense of 
satisfaction from scattering prairie seed in the 
wind. 

In Josie’s words:

Children are born with a sense of wonder 
and awe. Keeping them close to nature is a 
way to keep these cherished qualities alive 
in them.
It  gives them a chance to see and hear and 
feel and smell and taste the abundance of 
the earth. When children can wander the 
natural world and truly feel a part of it, they 
will want to take care of and preserve it.

Thanks to the foresight and initiative of  Nancy, 
Jill, Josie, and Megan, children in Steuben 
County  have the opportunity  to “unplug” from 
electrical outlets and the world of  the indoors 
and to get plugged into the outdoors.  With 
enough contact with the stuff  of  earth, 
hopefully  this generation of  youth will be 
inspired to enter into a positive relationship 
with the created things…and ultimately  with 
the Creator Himself.

[Jesus said] And be sure of this: I am with you always, even to the end of the age. (Matthew 
28:20, NLT)

Lake George “lake kids” learn the fine art of 
filleting a fish. Photo by Nancy Steifel.

Fred Wooley introduces summer campers to a new 
wetland plant.  Photo by Nancy Steifel

With an eye toward increasing our capacity  to 
take care of  additional natural lands and 
creating opportunities to pass on the vocation 
of  natural lands stewardship, Blue Heron 
Ministries applied for and received a 
$200,000 grant from the National Fish and 
Wildlife Foundation. The Sustain Our Great 
Lakes Stewardship Grant will fund the 
development  of  a Blue Heron Ministries 
roving field crew to implement the craft  of 
ecological restoration and carry  out the 
management goals upon the lands of 
partnering organizations in Indiana and 
Michigan.

The nine partners include: ACRES Land 
Trust; Blue Heron Ministries; IDNR Divisions 
of  Fish and Wildlife, Nature Preserves, and 
Parks and Reservoirs; LaGrange County 
Parks; Michigan Nature Associat ion; 
Southwest  Michigan Land Conservancy;  and 
The Nature Conservancy  of  Indiana. The 
partners own or manage lands in the project 
target  area of  Elkhart, LaGrange, Noble, and 
Steuben Counties, Indiana and Branch, 
Hillsdale, and St. Joseph Counties, Michigan.

Over a two-year period, the roving field crew 
will be dispersed to the partners’ properties to 
address stewardship objectives. The crew will 
be trained to identify  and control invasive 
species through herbicide applications and 
mechanical mowing; restore native vegetation 
through collection and sowing of  native seed; 
and conduct  controlled burns to stimulate 
recovery of fire-suppressed ecosystems. 

The Michiana lakes country  is the location of 
globally-significant peatlands.  The fens, bogs, 
sedge meadows, and adjacent prairie-oak 
uplands are habitat for State and Federally-
listed species of  flora and fauna. Due to 
invasion by  non-native herbaceous species, 
encroachment by  native and non-native 
woody  species, and fire suppression, many  of 
these peatlands and associated uplands are 
threatened. These sunlit, fire-dependent 
ecosystems require sustained intervention for 
restoration and enhancement of  ecological 
services. The Sustain Our Great Lakes 
Stewardship Grant will fund an opportunity  to 
fill a gap that exists in the land conservation 
world:  that of  a lack of  trained individuals 
equipped to take care of  threatened 
ecosystems.

Our 2011 summer internship program was 
a success. Here is what Goshen 
College’s environmental science student 
Chelsea Frederick had to say  of  the 
program: "I learned much more from my 
hands-on experiences in the field than 
from the classroom."
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Plugged into the Outdoors


