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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

I’m sort of  obsessed with it.  Oh, certainly  shy  of 
being an addict, but nonetheless captivated.  My 
admission - I’ve become a Fan of  Fun in the Fen!  
On August  18, a band of  Blue Heron enthusiasts 
(ranging in age from 4 to my  age…which shall go 
undisclosed) ventured on a jaunt through the 
Sawmill Fen Nature Preserve adjacent to the 
Pigeon River in Lagrange County.  

We began with Nate sharing with us how water 
constantly  moves through a fen, sometimes at the 
surface,  sometimes below it.   And how in Biblical 
times moving water was always associated with 
Living Water, water that nourishes the soul as well 
as the body.   God quenches the spiritual thirst  of 
His people through the living water of His Son.

T h i s w a s m y  s e c o n d 
adventure to a fen.   It  is sort 
of  a natural trampoline as 
you can jump and bounce on 
the spongy  surface.  A fen is 
one of  the four main types of 
wetland, and is  often fed by 
minera l - r ich sur face or 
ground water.  They  are 
characterized by  their water 
chemistry, which is neutral or alkaline, with 
relatively  high dissolved mineral levels but few 
other plant nutrients.  They  are usually  dominated 
by  grasses and sedges. Fens frequently  have a 
high diversity  of  other plant species including 

carnivorous plants.  They  may  also occur along 
large lakes and rivers where seasonal changes in 
water level maintain wet  soils with few woody 
plants.  Fens have a characteristic set of  plant 
species, which sometimes provide the best 
indicators of  environmental conditions.  Fens are 
distinguished from bogs, which are acidic, low in 
minerals, and usually  dominated by  sedges and 
shrubs.

A s w e 
descended 
along the 
path from 
the parking 
a r e a , w e 
stopped to 
nibble on 
the fruit of 
i n v a s i v e 
autumn olive (thus eliminating another possible 
invader).   As we broke through the collar of  shrubs 
and trees that surrounded the fen, we suddenly 
emerged into the sunlit world of  grasses and 
sedges and a wondrous array  of  flora.  Of  course, 

there were the yellows of  late 
and Canada go ldenrod 
interrupted by  the purples of 
ironweed.   We soon spotted 
the white flower clusters of 
tu r t l ehead .  Then we 
journeyed off  to a slight rise 
in the landscape where we 
found the more unusual cup 
plant.  Its golden yellow 
flowers contrasted with the 

lavender shade of  the marsh blazing star and the 
glistening white flowers of the virgin’s bower vine. 

As we journeyed down closer to the “mouth” of  the 
fen,  we stopped,  became silent, and just listened 
to water gently  flowing beneath and around us.  I 
found myself  quietly  humming “Peace Like a 
River.”  The region from there down to the Pigeon 
River was adorned with an enormous quilt of  tall 
prairie dock, showy  black-eyed Susans, and tall 
coreopsis,  and was dotted with lobelia and grass 
of parnassus.

It  was such a wondrous excursion.  The Creator’s 
Touch was evident throughout.  Simply, it  was 
FENomenal!

Simply FENominal By Don Leupke

✓!If you’d like to continue receiving the original version of Rustling Grass in the mail, do nothing.

✓!If you’d like to receive a full-color version of Rustling Grass via e-mail, please indicate so by e-mailing us.

✓If you’d like to stop receiving Rustling Grass, please indicate so by e-mailing or sending a note via USPS mail.

✓!And, of course you can view current and archived Rustling Grass newsletters on our website.

Seed Collection Tours. Every Saturday in October from 10 AM to 4 PM.  Come one, come all to one or 
all of  these amazingly  popular events. We continue to offer tours weekly.  Explore natural areas and some of 
our own established prairie plantings 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. 
Your servant hours will be counted as match for our Sustain Our Great Lakes Stewardship Grant.

All God’s Children Preschool Fall Bazaar.  Saturday, October 27 from 9 AM to 3 PM. Presbyterian 
Chapel  of the Lakes. Blue Heron Ministries will be one of  the many  vendors selling their wares at the 
bazaar. Rent for the table benefits the preschool, but all proceeds from the sale of  merchandise will be ours. 
We will be selling prairie seed packets, herbicide applicator wands, LaTierra maple syrup, nature prints, 
Irish stew bowls, bat houses and other donated handcrafts. Money  raised will be used to construct a trail at 
Badger Barrens. Please consider supporting this preschool and Blue Heron Ministries fundraiser.

Eighth Annual Thanksgiving Breakfast.  Saturday,  November 17 at 8:30 AM. Full- and 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 1 from 1 PM to 4 PM.  Come experience the joy  of  building a 
diverse ecosystem with fellow stewards. Take part in our eleventh 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.

2013 Stewardship Network Conference, “The Science, Practice and Art of Restoring Native Ecosystems.”  Friday, January 18 
and Saturday, January 19, 2013. Kellogg Center, East Lansing, Michigan. Here is the announcement: “Community  conservation 
catalyzes,  facilitates, trains and provides resources to empower people from all walks of  life to engage in caring for the natural world 
around them. As this is what The Stewardship Network does every  day, I am very  pleased to announce Community Conservation as 
the theme of  our 2013 Science, Practice & Art of  Restoring Native Ecosystems conference. Please join us in January  2013 for our sixth 
gathering.”  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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“But those who drink the water I give will never be thirsty again. It becomes a fresh, 
bubbling spring within them, giving them eternal life.”

Jesus, John 4.14 NLT

I so enjoyed today at the fen.   It was 
so amazing.  Some fields you just want 
to lie down in but this type of fen 
creates so much respect for its 
existence.  I loved every inch of it. 

-Deanna Vazquez
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Special thanks to:
• 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. 

• Ken Koenig: financial contribution to 
Blue Heron Ministries to assist with 
postage to mail Rustling Grass.

• Aimee Simons, Peg Zeis, Virginia 
Davidson, Denille Conklin, Sally 
Hawkins, and Lynn Simons: in the 
absence of our regulars, they stepped 
up to help mail the last issue of our 
Rustling Grass newsletter.

• Exotic-invasive brush killer. Self-
proclaimed Badger Barrens steward 
Peg Zeis wielded her herbicide 
applicator wand against gray birch and 
autumn olive.

• Seed collectors. Kate Sanders, 
Jason Swisher , Don Leupke , 

Deanna Vazquez, Annie Skinner, 
Carolyn Powers, Mary Durand, Peg 
Zeis, Patty Griest, and Nate Simons: 
harvested the September seeds of 
Yellow coneflower, wild bergamot, 
prairie dock, wild senna, butterfly 
milkweed, and tall ironweed.

• 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 and Jim and Bette Thomson 
(mailing).

Just Another Day at Work...Not!
by Mike Miller  photos by Don Leupke

One of  the things that I enjoy  most about 
working at Blue Heron Ministries is that, on 
occasion, we, as a crew, get to work with 
Nate in a field setting. These opportunities 
allow us to “pick” Nate’s brain, so to speak, 

on a number of  issues ranging from 
spirituality  questions to conservation 
practices. During many  of  these times, the 
subject of  one of  my  favorite prairie plants, 
Silphium perfoliatum, or cup plant as it is 
commonly  called, and its native status to 
t h i s r e g i o n h a s e n t e r e d i n t o o u r 
conve rsa t i ons . Un t i l r ecen t l y, t he 
conversations would end with the conclusion 

that the cup plant is not native to extreme 
northeast Indiana.

This all changed in August while we were 
doing cattail control work at Sawmill Fen in 

Mongo, Indiana. On this day, our 
conversation drifted toward the 
m u l t i t u d e o f  S i l p h i u m 
terebinthinaceum,  or prairie 
dock, at this site, which is 
Nate’s favorite prairie flower.  Of 
course, this led to the subject of 
the cup plant and how I thought 
that it would be nice to see this 
Silphium species in our local 
prairies. However, once again, it 
was determined that the cup 
plant was not native to 
this region, but more to 
the western end of  the 
Great Lakes prairie 
region and to floodplain 
prair ies of  Indiana 
farther south. We then 
moved on to other 
subjects.  Later in the 
d a y , a s w e w e r e 
checking on some seed 
collecting locations for 

Sporobolus heterolepis or prairie 
dropseed, Phil yelled out, “We got 
cup plant.” When I heard Phil say 
this I became very excited as we all 
ventured over to check out this 
discovery. And sure enough, there it 
stood. With its tall bright yellow 
rayed flowers and water-holding 
leaves that gave the plant its name, 

it was a sight to behold!

In the weeks since then, I’ve had the chance 
to talk to Nate about the presence of  the cup 
plant at Sawmill Fen. In our talks, Nate 
explained to me that its presence may  be a 
result of  a prescribed fire completed in the 
fen earlier in the year. This theory  is based 
on the idea that the fire disturbed the seed 
bank enough or opened the soil enough to 
allow dormant seeds from long ago to 
germinate or long-suppressed propagules to 
emerge. We can now consider the presence 
of  the cup plant in this region to be rare; and 
there is also a place where I can go to see 
their beauty  and enjoy  one of  my  favorite 
flowers in its native habitat, close to home.  

A Reminder of Original Creation
By Nate Simons

“Springy places,” the early pioneers 
called them, probably because the 
pioneers frequently encountered springs 
of water emanating from these wet 
landscapes or maybe because walking 
on these bouncy wetlands put a spring in 
t he i r s t ep . These g loba l l y r a re 
ecosystems are also known as fens or 
prairie fens. Prairie fens are habitat for 
many of the Midwest’s rarest plants and 
animals. Prairie fens are found in the 
glaciated regions of the upper Midwest, 
predominately in Indiana, Michigan, Ohio, 
Illinois, Minnesota, Wisconsin, and 
southern Ontario, Canada. 

Essentially wet prairies, these unique 
wetlands are characterized by plant 
communities whose assemblages are 
found in sun-saturated landscapes. 
A con t inuous f l ow o f coo l 
groundwater in and through these 
wetlands makes these wetlands 
unique. The flow of water comes 
from the fact that these places are 
wetlands on a slope. Over time 
the springy places develop a thick 
layer of peat as the production of 
roots and tops of the sedges, 
grasses and wildflowers greatly 
outpaces decomposition under the 
anaerobic  or saturated soi l 
conditions. Groundwater rich in 
c a l c i u m c a r b o n a t e s a n d 
magnesium bicarbonates but poor 
i n nu t r i en t s p roduces so i l 
conditions under which a very lush 
and diverse collection of prairie 
plant species thrive…even in 
drought condit ions l ike this 
summer’s. 

The hydrology of a fen system is 
quite complex. Rather than 
running off the land, rain water 
soaks into the sandy and gravelly 

soils of the hills and plains near the rim of 
a glaciated val ley. As the water 
percolates through the soil, it dissolves 
calcium and magnesium minerals. The 
“hard water” continues downward 
through the porous layers of glacial till 
until it encounters a dense layer, e.g., 
clay. The groundwater travels along the 
tilted face of the clay layer until  it finds an 
exit point at or near the base of a hillside. 
The groundwater springs to the surface 
and continues its down-slope journey to 
a receiving body of water, e.g., stream, 
river, or lake, frequently developing 
spring runs or surface streams as it 
carves its way through the sloped peat.

Threats to the persistence of prairie fens 
include additions of impervious surfaces 

over the rainwater infiltration zones, input 
of contaminated water, sedimentation 
from eroding uplands, invasion by native 
and non-native woody shrubs and trees, 
suppression of fire, and invasion by non-
native herbaceous plant species like 
narrow-leaved and hybrid cattails, giant 
reed, reed canary grass, and purple 
loosestrife.

Lots of sunlight, an accumulation of 
peaty soil, mineral  rich groundwater flow, 
sloping wetlands adjacent to rivers and 
lakes, and a rich diversity of native 
grasses, sedges, and wildflowers make 
Michiana’s springy places absolute 
wonders of creation…a pleasure to visit 
and a pleasure to steward. 

Both race-walking and acorns remind me of 
living on the edge. Crazy, but true.

I have been race-walking for probably  17 
years. Race-walkers live on the very  edge of 
running. Race-walking is an odd sort of  sport 
in which the participant walks very  quickly 
making sure to abide by  just two rules.  One 
foot  has to be on the ground at all times (both 
feet  off  the ground at the same time is 
running). And the forward leg must be straight 
and fully  extended (no bent knee) from the 
point of  impact until it passes under the body. 
The impression given of  a good race-walker is 
one of  a fluid yet funny-looking waddle. With 
practice a good race-walker can walk just 
about as fast as average runners run. And 
that  is where the edge comes in. The faster 
one tries to race-walk, the closer one gets to 
running. So, if  in a judged race-walking event, 
a race-walker is observed by  race officials 
momentarily  lifting both feet off  the ground, he 
is disqualified. I should know. I was 
disqualified from my  first ever judged race-
walking event last month. In my  effort to edge 
out competitors, I went over the edge.

Acorns fascinate me. So do hazelnuts. It 
seems like every  September I take time to 
gather acorns and hazelnuts.  I am particularly 
fond of  white oak acorns and bur oak acorns. 

This  September was a bumper crop year for 
both species. I have been watching one 
monster bur oak tree in downtown Fremont 
for the last three years. It  finally  produced 
acorns this year.  I usually  bring the acorns 
home in my  pants pockets and then unload 
them on the kitchen counter.  The acorns tend 
to stay  there too long much to the chagrin of 
my wife. She really  gets upset when the little 
white grubs of  the acorn weevil gnaw their 
way  out of  the acorn and crawl across the 
countertop.  I  do have good intentions though 
and sometimes I even plant those acorns. 
You see, bur oak trees and hazelnut shrubs 
are edge species. They  thrive at the interface 
between the eastern deciduous forest  and the 
Midwestern prairie. That interface tends to be 
a very  wide and fluid line over eons, but not 
too many  decades ago much of  northeast 
Indiana fell within that edge. The fens, 
prairies, oak savannas, and open oak 
woodlands that still exist in northeast  Indiana 
are relics of  that former edge. I  rather enjoy 
exploring and working in those rel ic 
landscapes.

Edges are tension zones…struggles of  sorts 
between two or more places.

Indeed we live in yet another tension zone. 
We live between Christ’s first coming and his 

second. We live 
in the tension 
b e t w e e n t h e 
“here and now” 
and the “there 
and not yet.” We 
live on the edge 
of  His kingdom 
come on earth as 
it is in heaven. 
The kingdom is 
very  near. In fact, 
it is  at hand…
right in front of 
our faces. We are 
to live in an edgy  way  as the kingdom is 
indeed right now AND yet we wait expectantly 
for its fulfillment when Jesus returns to make 
all things right. Edgy  living means making 
things right and living in right relationships so 
that  as many relationships as possible are 
substantially  healed here and now in 
anticipation of  and as a reflection of  and 
witness to Jesus’ final restoration. 

Building, restoring, and stewarding edgy 
landscapes is a fleshing out of  that 
anticipation, reflection and witness.

I love race-walking.  I love acorns. And I enjoy 
living on the edge.

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

Daisy-like flower petals place cup plants in the Compositae 
or Asteraceae family with sunflowers and asters.

Cup plant leaves are fused together at their bases to 
form a “cup” around the stem

When the LORD God made the earth and the heavens…springs came up from the ground and watered all the land.
Genesis 2. 4 & 6, NLT 


