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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

This past November, Blue Heron Ministries was 
called  once again to  come to  the aid of an 
imperiled snake.  This time it was the shy, 
secretive, Eastern Massasauga Rattlesnake 
whose habitat was being overtaken by the 
sinister shade of the autumn olive shrub.  This 
project was the second we’ve undertaken at the 
661-acre Pierce Cedar Creek Institute (PCCI) 
near Hastings, Michigan.  In  the  spring of 2010, 
we conducted a prescribed fire to bring sunlight 
back to  ground level  on more  than 100 acres of 
fen wetland and woodland.  Our mission this 
time was to remove the invasive  autumn olive 
from the wetlands and uplands occupied by 
rattlesnakes.  

Upon arrival  at PCCI, our crew of six was 
greeted by field station director 
Hugh Brown, who  showed us a 
rattlesnake found dead on the road.  
It was exciting to  be able to  hold 
one even though it had been in the 
freezer for a week, and for two in 
our group it was the first experience 
with  a Massasauga.   After being 
warned to look out for snakes, we 
set off armed with  gas-powered 
brush cutters, a  chainsaw, and 
backpack sprayers and sponge 
daubers loaded with herbicide.  A 
few hours into the cutting I heard 
shouting over the whine of my brush 
cutter.  Nate was waving us over to 
a large autumn olive he had just 
dropped with  the chainsaw.  Just 
across the stump from where Nate 

had knelt sat a coiled and  well 
camouf laged  Massasauga 
rattlesnake with rattle a-buzz.  I 
was thrilled to see a live 
rattlesnake in  the wild, and we 
huddled  around taking photos 
with  our cell  phones.  Although 
our encounter with the snake 
made us work more cautiously, 
at least temporarily, we were 
still  able  to clear almost five 
acres of basking habitat in our 
first day of work.

In the following  weeks, we 
spent more than 325 person-
hours over eight days and two 
overnight stays cutting and 
treating autumn olive shrubs on 
17 acres of wild land.  We had 

the opportunity to look out over prairie 
restorations while eating  lunch and wander 
through tamarack groves and fen wetlands in 
the snow.  The highlight for me was on the last 
day when our work took us through an area of 
mixed yellow birch and tamarack trees leading 
up to a dense forest of white cedar sprouting up 
through a plush carpet of sphagnum moss.  I 
took a few steps into the  darkness and eerie 
silence of the primordial  forest and was 
reminded of landscapes I had enjoyed 
exploring  much farther north in Michigan’s 
Upper Peninsula.  Needless to say, I’m  looking 
forward to  future opportunities to work on this 
unique property and come to the  aid  of this 
interesting reptile.

Goodness Snakes Alive
by Phil BieberichIf you know someone who might like to 

receive this newsletter, please let us know. 

Create a Prairie Plug.  Saturday, February 25 from 1 PM to 4PM. Come get your hands 
dirty (within the relative comfort of a greenhouse)! We saved some seed from a few of the 
rarer prairie plants we encountered last fall. Help scatter these seeds onto greenhouse flats 
in hopes that they will  germinate under controlled greenhouse conditions into prairie plugs.  
They will be planted later in small  nursery plots in order to increase the amount of seed 
available for these less common prairie species. Baker’s Acres Floral and Greenhouse has 
graciously partnered with us to put on this event. Meet at Baker’s Acres farm on SR 827 
approximately 2 miles southwest of Fremont or about 4.5 miles northeast of Angola.

Fire! Saturday, April 7 at 1 PM at Wing Haven Nature Preserve. Calling all fire truck and 
smoke chasers! Here is your opportunity to learn about and observe a controlled burn in 
progress. Weather permitting we will  conduct a demonstration prescribed fire in the restored 
prairies of Wing Haven Nature Preserve. Fire ecology will  be discussed prior to the fire and 
observation of the fire will be from a safe distance. 

2012 Annual Midwest Crane Count. Saturday, April 14 6:30 AM to 8:30 AM at various 
locations around the Tri-State area. Last spring our teams waited in the cool  drizzle to 
listen for and watch for paired Sandhill  Cranes. Despite the weather, it was a good excuse to 
get outside before dawn and to participate in the world’s largest organized bird count. Come 
join in this important activity to monitor Indiana’s nesting Sandhill  Cranes. The event is once 

again sponsored by the Fort Wayne Children’s Zoo. If you are interested in participating in this year’s count, contact Nate 
Simons or Mark Weldon (General Curator, Fort Wayne Children's Zoo) mark@kidszoo.org.  By the way, Mark counted 
12,550 Sandhill Cranes at Pigeon River Fish and Wildlife Area last November 25!

Wildflower Hike at LaTierra Sanctuary.  Sunday, April 29 at 2 PM.  Come join us as we traverse the trails at LaTierra 
Sanctuary in search of violets, hepaticas, and spring beauties at this annual  spring rite. Meet at the LaTierra parking lot. 
Bring your walking stick, wildflower guide, good walking boots, and a keen eye for beholding the beauty of the LORD’s 
good earth.

Call Nate Simons at (260) 316-2498 or e-mail stuartbheron1@hotmail.com for further details
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Mark Your Calendar... 
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The fall crew from l to r: Nate Simons, Zach Holsinger, Phil Bieberich, Tim 
Hastreiter, Kristen Wiley, and Lauren Hensel

Eastern Massasauga Rattlesnake…not the dead one.
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• 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. 
These folks have pledged $25-$50 per 
month (some for several years now!) to 
help underwrite the on-going costs of 
supporting Blue Heron Ministries. Their 
mailed checks are like Christmas presents 
every  month. If  you are interested in 
likewise supporting the ministry, please 
contact Nate Simons at 260/316-2498.

• Lauren Hensel,  Tim Hastreiter, Kristen 
Wiley, and Zach Holsinger: fall field crew 
members who, under the leadership of 
Phil Bieberich, installed erosion control 
blankets,  cut and applied herbicide to 
invasive brush, controlled prescribed fires, 
and cleaned, mixed, and spread prairie 
seed. Thanks a bunch!

• Cahoots Coffee Café: for a wonderful job 
hos t ing our annua l Thanksg iv ing 
Breakfast.

• Elyse,  August,  and Iris Buehrer: for 
serenading us at the Thanksgiving 
Breakfast.

• Unnamed gifters: for financial gifts 
toward barn loft improvements and seed 
drying and seed storage facilities.

• Cindy Butcher: financial gift in honor of 
Jim Thomson at Christmas 2011.

• Karen Westrick:  financial gift in honor of 
Steve Witte at Christmas 2011.

• Paula Witte: financial gift to Blue Heron 
Ministries  instead of  a Christmas present 
at the Witte family Christmas.

• Roger Witte:  financial gift in honor of  his 
aunt, Bette Thomson at Christmas 2011.

• Peg Zeis: financial gift in honor of  Blue 
Heron Ministries’ friends and servants.

• We were blessed also this past Christmas 
season to receive year-end and near-
year-end financial gifts from: Bob and 
Janet Barge, Roger and Mary Hawks, 
Joanne McKeag, Patty Fulton, Derald 
and Mary Moore, Michael Clock, Ed and 
Nancy Wilson, Lee Casebere,  Peter 

Phelps, Sam Schwartz, Allen Stout, 
Ralph and Margaret McDowell, and Harv 
Hathaway. 

• Gary and Barb Baus,  Phil Bieberich, 
Lynn Simons, Sandie Moyer,  Denille 
and Olivia Conklin, Aimee and Nate 
Simons,  Jim and Bette Thomson, Steve 
and Paula Witte, Deanna and Ryan 
Vazquez,  Kate Sanders, Peg Zeis, Don 
Luepke,  Dustin Johnson, and Virginia, 
Trever,  and Nathan Davidson: our 
December prairie planting crew. We hand-
planted 1.3 acres of prairie.

• Peg Zeis, Marilyn Clevenger, Mary Jo 
Fitzenrider, Jim and Bette Thomson, 
Patty Griest, and Nate Simons: our 
January  prairie planting crew.  We hand-
scattered 0.6 acres-worth of prairie seed.

• Jo Burkhardt and Brian Baker: extra 
seed cleaning.

• 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
Since October 7, 2002, I  have attempted to 
annually  make it one mile. I didn’t make it as far 
this past fall as I have in the past. But I did get to 
pass  on the tradition to some friends. The 
tradition goes way  back  into my  childhood. And I 
do know that the tradition can really  be called 
“trespassing.” Aw, nuts!
A B&O railroad track  ran behind the house in 
which I spent my  formative years in Central 
Indiana. I spent  many  hours playing on the 
tracks and railroad trestle that crossed White 
Lick Creek. And I do not remember who taught 
me how to walk  on the rails…it might have been 
my  Uncle Stan.  I became accomplished in the 
technique of  rail-walking as a young adolescent 
and even took  the skill with me on visits to my 
grandparents’ wilderness getaway  in Canada. I 
fell out of  practice for many  years  until I learned 
that prairie remnants are frequently  found along 
old railroad rights-of-way in the Midwest.
So since I  started collecting prairie seed in the 
mid-1990’s, I have continued my  journey  on 
rails.  The goal has always  been to stay  on the 
rails without falling off. Philosophically, trips on 
the train tracks  mirror the Christian life in strange 
ways. I  will not go into details about the life 

applications, but  see if  you can figure some of 
them out for yourself.
Some observations along the way. Walking on 
rails:
• Takes balance, focus and concentration. A 

standard rail is just less than 3 inches wide 
which is at  least 1 inch narrower than an 
Olympic balance beam.

• Requires  eyes wide open. I  tried to do it  with 
my eyes shut and promptly lost my balance.

• Requires  a forward look. Looking sideways or 
turning your head or allowing yourself  to be 
easily  distracted by  the scenery  also leads to 
loss of  balance.  It’s okay  to look very briefly, 
but then get back on track.

• Requires adjustments for wind. Strong 
crosswinds can blow you off the rails.

• Takes the horizon into account,  but  requires  a 
mid-range focus.  I have discovered that if  you 
look too long at the horizon where the tracks 
converge into eternity,  you lose your balance. 
If  you look down and concentrate your gaze at 
your feet,  the journey  is  too slow and you can  
actually  lose your balance when you lose 
momentum.  Maintaining your gaze about 8-10 

feet ahead is just about right.
•Takes  into account rail traction. 
Frequently  used rails are shiny  and 
smooth, making for slippery  footing. 
Less-traveled tracks are often a bit 
rusty, but provide the best footing. 
•Promotes interpretation of  the signs 
along the way. Sometimes historic 
signs  of  fellow travelers  are evident. 
Many  times I have been surprised by 
muddy  raccoon footprints  on the rails. 
Another time I  have been surprised 
by  the signs  of  the very  thing for 
which the rails  were designed.  I heard 
the blast of  a horn and had to side-
step my  journey  as a train overtook 

me.
• A l l o w s f o r 

creativity. Once 
on my  mi le-
l o n g r a i l 
journey  (which 
I have timed at 
19 minutes), I 
began to lose 
my  balance. In 
a split second 
d e c i s i o n ,  I 
lunged the 4’- 
8½” inches to 
the other rail. I  landed perfectly  on the other 
rail, regained my  balance,  and continued the 
journey  without falling off. I counted that as 
staying on the rails  because I  didn’t  fall 
accidentally.

• Imprints on your mind.  After a 19-minute 
journey  focusing on one thing directly  in front 
of  you,  it  is hard to shake the image. In fact, if 
you close your eyes after stepping off  the rails, 
you can still see the rails as “stripes” on the 
back of your retina.

How’s  that for a bit  of  rail life philosophy?  And 
lest I  lead you to believe that this refers to 
attainment of  some super moral life, I am 
reminded of  Jesus’ words about Himself  and the 
Kingdom of  God, “You can enter God’s Kingdom 
only  through the narrow gate. The highway  to 
hell is  broad, and its gate is  wide for the many 
who choose that way.  But  the gateway  to life is 
very  narrow and the road is difficult, and only  a 
few ever find it.”  (Matthew 7.13-14, NLT)
Like rail walking, Blue Heron Ministries has 
become a celebration of  the “narrow” and fully-
abundant life.  And I am thankful that I have 
friends who walk  it with me…who desire to live 
out their part in the Story of the Kingdom of God.

Late fall is  an excellent  time to 
plant prairie seed. For some 
prairie restoration enthusiasts, 
just  before the snow flies  or on 
old, crusty  snow is the best time 
to plant a prairie. The reasons 
are numerous. A covering of 
snow helps reduce predation by 
s e e d - e a t i n g b i r d s . S e e d 
broadcast on the ground (as 

opposed to drilling the seed into 
the soil) gets “planted” at  the 
right depth by  the shrinking and 
swelling of  the soil as it  cycles 
through late fall and early  spring 
freezing and thawing. And this 
winter has sure had its  share of 
freezing and thawing cycles. 
Many  prairie seeds, forbs (a 
fancy  name for wildflowers) in 

particular,  need to go through a 
p r o c e s s o f  c o l d , m o i s t 
stratification to break down the 
seed coat prior to germination. 
Late fall planting promotes this 
process naturally. Spring seeded 
prairies often experience a slow 
establishment of  forbs as some 
seed may  remain ungerminated 
until the following spring. Spring 
seeded prairies frequently  are 
dominated by  prairie grasses 
since the grass seed needs no 
pretreatment  and germinates as 
the soil warms. The grass seed 
effectively  has a jump-start  on 
the forbs. Late fall planted 
prairies permit the forb seed to 
germinate when soil moisture 
a n d c o o l e r t e m p e r a t u r e 
conditions are right for the 
greatest variety of species. 

So, Blue Heron Ministries plants 
p ra i r ies in December and 
January. This past seeding 
season, staff  broadcast 27 acres 

of  prairie while our stewards 
scattered seed at two sites 
totaling about 2 acres.

Octogenarian, Patty Griest, helps 
broadcast her own prairie

Autumnal Seed Scattering By Nate Simons

Ontario, Canada age 13.

Walking the rails with friends during a seed collection foray.
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Autumn seed scattering has become an annual phenomenon.
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Volunteers are an invaluable asset to any 
organization such as Blue Heron Ministries.  
Throughout  the past few years,  we have 
come to realize that there is something 
unique about our volunteers and many  of  our 
folk have been asked for their personal 
testimony  about what volunteering for Blue 
Heron Ministries means to them.  From time 
to time our volunteers’ comments have been 
posted in this newsletter.

At a recent Board of  Advisors meeting, the 
value of  our volunteer force was again 

acknowledged and kudos shared.  Those 
present  agreed that there is something about 
the close group of  Blue Heron Ministries’ 
volunteers which exceeds the usual definition 
and expectation of  a volunteer.  As words and 
various descriptions were considered, one 
w o r d s e t t l e d u p o n t h e 
conversation…“stewards.”   

A volunteer performs an act or donates his/
her time and effort  to an event without thought 
of  compensation or receiving something in 
return.   The old English etymology  of  the word 

steward is “to keep and to guard.”  Interesting 
is the comparative Biblical instruction to “tend 
and to keep creation.”   Blue Heron 
Ministries’ volunteers seem best  defined as 
individuals who are impassioned about 
perpetual care and who give selflessly  for the 
blessing of  God’s earth.   Therefore,  please be 
not surprised if  you see or hear the word 
“steward” used henceforth when addressing 
or discussing the unique group of  people who 
voluntarily  serve the ongoing work of  Blue 
Heron Ministries.     

Not Your Ordinary Volunteer By Peg Zeis

Phil: 20-something; single; 
loves to wakeboard.

• …because I work for Blue 
Heron Ministries, but nobody 
does this sort of  work just for 
the job.

• I like plants and animals and 
t h e t a l l g r a s s p r a i r i e 
ecosystem.

• I am awed by  and intrigued 
by  the individual pieces and 
how they work as a whole.

• When I observe a plant or 
animal or natural landscape, 
it affirms to me that God is 
real; that he cares for all He 
has made; and He’s much 
bigger than I will ever be 
able to comprehend…and to 
me that’s comforting!

• …and because that’s what 
He said to do.

Photo by Barb BausDenille (30-something; mother of 
two; loves music)

• I like to get outside in the fresh 
air this time of  year [fall] to see 
God’s creation.

• I like to know that, in some small 
way, I am helping to regenerate 
what God intended.

• I would like for the girls to learn 
an appreciation and love of 
things that I cannot teach them.  
Getting them involved in Blue 
Heron Ministries surrounds them 
with a community  of  people who 
can teach them about restoring 
land, and, hopefully  tangentially, 
people.  All of  this from people 
who are Jesus with skin.  I want 
to start  now, with the end in 
mind with them.

“Why do you volunteer for Blue Heron Ministries?”  Faithful servants gave their responses on recent seed gathering events. 
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