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Winter Brush Cutting - by John Brittenham
“Is this really a good idea?” I ask
myself this question as I sit in a
7,000 pound skid steer in the
middle of a shrubby cattail marsh
on the edge of the Fawn River. It’s
a cold, snowy day in the middle of
January, yet I can still remember
walking in this very spot just four
months before, jumping from root
mass to root mass trying not to sink
up to my waist in the mucky soil.
Despite my reservations, I fire up
the bush hog mower and begin
traversing the marsh, devouring
shrubs and cattails as I go.
Frequently I imagine what I would do if the skid steer was to hit a soft spot in the marsh,
not fully frozen due to groundwater flow, and begin to sink. Pray continuously and
prepare to exit the skid steer quickly is the best solution I come up with. It only takes a
few passes back and forth across the marsh before I no longer worry about the perils of
driving the skid steer around in a wetland. Instead, my full attention is given to chasing
down all the dogwoods, willows, and other shrubs that have begun to invade this marsh.
These shrubs are the reason we spend as much time as possible every winter mowing
wetlands when the soils are frozen enough to drive on. But what’s wrong with a shrubby
wetland? Why does anything need to be done? The answer is there is nothing wrong with
a shrubby wetland, when it is in its place. To understand this problem, we must consider
the historical influences on our local wetlands. The fens, sedge meadows, wet prairies,
and other grass/sedge dominated wetlands that were once so prevalent in our area were
and still are dependent on frequent disturbance for their survival. Historically, this
disturbance came in the form of fire or grazing from large herbivores, like the bison. Over
the past two centuries, these natural disturbances have been largely removed from our
landscape. As a result, brush (both native and non-native) has come dominate these
wetlands and this to the detriment of the plants and animals that depend on these open
grass/sedge habitats for survival. Fire is the tool of choice to keep shrubs from invading
grass/sedge dominated habitats, but when shrubs have settled in an area long enough,

fire will no longer carry through the shrubs. That is
where mowing is needed. It is the fastest and most
efficient way to clear a large area of shrubs. Using our
skid steer and bush hog, we are able to knock back the
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shrubs and allow sunlight to return to the wetland floor.
The grass/sedge populations, if still present, respond with
enough growth in a year or two that fire can once again
be used to keep the shrubs at bay. That is why, to answer
my initial question, it is a good idea to take a 7,000
pound skid steer out into a frozen wetland to mow brush
(even if we do get stuck now and then). We are helping
to preserve the ecological integrity of our community one
wetland at a time. This is one of our main ministries at
Blue Heron Ministries, to restore to right relationships
the plants, animals, and people living in our community.
We do this with joy and fulfillment and Lord willing we
will continue to do this for years to come.

Backyard Guest - by Nate Simons
Flashback to February 16, 2008. Fred
Wooley was our guest. He spoke about
Bluebirds and Kestrels and we built nesting
boxes for each creature. I planted my
Bluebird box on a fence post in our
backyard and have successfully fledged
boxfuls of beautiful blue birds annually
since. The Kestrel box was mounted about
fifteen feet high in a Black Cherry tree
overlooking our prairie in hopes that I
would someday see the little hovering bird
of prey snatch a vole or mouse. That hasn’t
happened. Two summers ago, I thought it
would be fun to introduce our two
grandsons to camping. At ages 4 and 2, the
adventure of spending the night in a tent in
the backyard sounded like a good time to
them. We built a campfire, roasted marshmallows for s’mores, and pitched the tent
bedside the prairie. Sleep was restful, until we were all awakened sometime in the middle
of the night by the shrill whinny of a Screech Owl. It seems that the Midwest’s most
abundant owl species had taken up residence in the Kestrel box. Last winter and this, the
owl has made its presence known rather frequently. It has been common to see the bird
perched and filling the oval-shaped opening of the box, sunning itself and snoozing in the
sunshine for hours even on the coldest of days. The last time our grandsons were here,
we snuck up on the sleeping owl to take photographs. They were delighted to finally see
face-to-face the creature that awakened them during their first camping trip. And then it
popped back into the box.

Upcoming Events
Phragmites Mapping

We are ready to begin performing transects of Steuben and LaGrange Counties to identify
and map the locations of the invasive plant Phragmites. Location reports will be entered
into the EDDMapS ReportIN website and GLEDN. The information will aid us in seeking
grant funding to treat Phragmites and prevent its further spread. We are seeking
volunteers to drive portions of the two counties looking for and mapping these
locations. If you are interested in learning more about this project, please contact us at
stuartbheron1@hotmail.com or 260-316-2498. 
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Calling all butterfly enthusiasts!

We have a new project beginning this spring and are
interested in using butterflies to indicate the health of the
ecosystem. If you would like information about being
trained as a butterfly monitor and helping with this
project, you are welcome join us for an informational
session at 10AM on Friday, March 13th at Pine Knob Park
(2825 E SR 120 Howe, IN) You can also contact crew
member John Brittenham: johnfish55@hotmail.com with
questions. There will be approximately 6 hours of training
during April & May.

Prescribed Fire Demonstration

Here is your opportunity to learn about and observe a controlled burn in progress.
Weather permitting, we will conduct a demonstration prescribed fire in a restored prairie
at the airport. Fire ecology will be discussed prior to the fire and observation of the fire
will be from a safe distance.Here is your opportunity to learn about and observe a
controlled burn in progress. Weather permitting, we will conduct a demonstration
prescribed fire in a restored prairie at the airport. Fire ecology will be discussed prior to
the fire and observation of the fire will be from a safe distance.

When: April 11, 2015 at 10:00 AM

Where: Steuben County Airport 
5220 W. US 20 Angola, IN

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 nonprofit 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, environmental
stewardship, education, 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 four initiatives as tools of reconciliation:

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