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Chemotherapy – by John Brittenham
There are many days when I’m worn out and burdened by a job that requires me to
spend the majority of my time killing things. I’m not the type of person that wakes up in
the morning and says “Alright, I get to go annihilate a few acres of cattails today. Bring it
on!” That is not me. Rather my passion and enthusiasm is more often brought out by

returning life to the
earth. This is such a
small portion of Blue
Heron Ministries
calendar year that I’m
always left wanting for
more when it does
happen. I spend most of
the year dreaming of the
days when my actions of
taking life away from a
place will give way to
returning life back to the
land. Why all this death
and herbicide? Is it
necessary? I’ve
pondered this question
often in my years as a

restoration ecologist. The answer I’ve come to is yes, it is necessary. And though I often
dislike the fact, in this broken world such aggressive actions are required to return many
areas to a state of ecological health and/or integrity. 

Ecological health/integrity, what does that even mean? When we think of human health,
we are usually talking about the body and mind being free from illness or injury and
possessing soundness and vigor. As my college biology teacher taught me, health can
also be thought of as the body’s ability to maintain homeostasis, or a relatively steady
state. This requires a healthy body to be both resistant and resilient to stress. If we get
too hot, our body responds by sweating and cooling us down. If we are infected by a
germ, our body produces antibodies to help destroy the infection. If we are cut, our blood
begins to clot and seal the wound. All these actions keep the body functioning within the
parameters needed for survival and optimum function. But sometimes the body gets
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stressed beyond its ability to handle the stress on its own. At these times, outside
intervention is needed or the body will lose its ability to function correctly and severely
diminished health or even death will ensue. Most commonly we turn to doctors to assist
us in these situations. 

Those of us who work at Blue Heron Ministries can be thought of as health care providers
for natural systems. We monitor our area’s habitats and ecosystems and seek to make
improvements when these systems are not functioning property. In essence, we monitor
the ecological health and integrity of the land and the organisms that depend on it. What
then does an ecosystem need to be considered healthy? Though there are many ways to
look at this and many scientists would argue that ecological integrity is a much better
way to frame this discussion, for now let’s stay with the comparison of ecological health
to human health. For an ecosystem to be healthy it must be free of illness or injury or at
least maintain its ability to support and maintain a biological system resilient and
resistant to outside stresses. How do the natural areas in northeast Indiana measure up?
As many of you know or would guess, they are almost all sick, some much worse than
others. 

One of the largest stresses to the ecosystems around us, and around the world for that
matter, is invasive species. These organisms are very similar to cancer as they infect
natural areas in which they did not originate. Once introduced, invasive species will begin
to reproduce and outcompete native organisms until, in many cases, the natural area is
almost entirely dominated by one species. Just as doctors today use chemotherapy to
remove invasive cancer from the human body, we use chemotherapy in the form of
herbicide to treat the cancer of invasive species. Just like chemotherapy is a hard,
painful, and temporarily unhealthy experience for a cancer patient, so is our work to
remove invasive species from a natural area. Just as chemotherapy is used for as short a
duration as possible while still ensuring the highest likelihood of success, so are our
herbicide treatments on invasive species. And just like cancer survivors must undergo
regular testing to find the cancer if it does return, so the natural areas that have been
healed from their invasive species infections must also routinely be checked for invasive
species and dealt with as soon as possible if found. 

To be honest, many of the once widespread habitats and ecosystems of northeast Indiana
have been injured or infected so severely that they are no longer present in the areas
where they once dominated. The prairies, savannas, wetlands, and old growth forests
once all too common on the northeast Indiana landscape are now gone. They have
experienced “death ” or are severely degraded beyond the point of recognition and have
been replaced with habitats that thrive on the disturbances that human habitation brings.
You’d be hard-pressed to find any habitats that have not been significantly altered over
the past two centuries. 

But there is hope. This is
the hope that Blue Heron
Ministries is founded on.
Death is not the end of the
story. We here on earth
have been invited to take
part in the same great
restoration that Jesus Christ
inaugurated that first Easter
morning. Jesus was all about
bringing the Kingdom of God
here on earth. In that
kingdom, our relationships
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are restored. Man to God,
man to man, and man to
creation. Christ rose from
the dead to show us that
resurrection after death and

the full restoration of all relationships is possible in the Kingdom of God. So, on those
days when I am spraying invasive species with herbicide and causing so much death and
ugliness, I remember that I am not taking life carelessly. My actions are part of a larger
plan to bring healing and eventually restoration to the landscape. For, it is only through
the removal of the disease that the landscape can be reseeded, reborn, and returned
back to its rightful relationship with the rest of creation. Of these actions, I am proud to
do my part.

Wait For It! - article/photos by Nate Simons
We knew the day would come. But it came slowly. We anticipated it. 

When director of LaGrange County Parks, Mike Metz and I stood on the plateau in late
2012 overlooking the then derelict fen, we didn’t know the details, but we thought we
could restore the grossly-ditched landscape. So we wrote a grant and included a very
conceptual plan of what we thought we should do to restore the hydrology and the native
fen, prairie, and oak savanna plant communities that was, at that time, a cattle pasture. 

The restoration concept seemed simple enough. Eradicate the invasive plant species. Fill
the ditches with the very soil that came out of them. Sow seeds of native plant species.
But truth be told, we had never done this before on such a grand scale. 
The National Fish and Wildlife Foundation believed we could do it. And the restoration of
Duff Lake Fen is half way done; or at least the Sustain Our Great Lakes grant we
received from NFWF is half way through its three-year duration. 

With much professional consultation leading to a series of complicated events, the
hydrology at Duff Lake Fen is headed in a new trajectory. The US Department of 

Agriculture developed a
one-foot contour interval
topographic map of the
108-acre property.
Gensic Associates shot
elevations on adjacent
properties, in the main
ditch, and developed a
plan to restore sinuosity
to that ditch. Orbis
Environmental
Consulting wrote the
Nationwide 27 permit
that would allow placing
fill material in a wetland
to actually restore the

wetland. Usually and reluctantly giving permits to landowners to place fill in wetlands to
convert wetlands to uplands for future development, the Army Corps of Engineers and
Indiana Department of Environmental Management gave their blessings as they granted
this seldom-used permit to put the soil back in the ditches. The Environmental Resources
Center of 
Indiana Purdue at Fort
Wayne developed a plan
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to reduce impacts on
reptiles and amphibians.
And Northup Excavating
spent the better part of
seven weeks moving
tons of moist, rich,
organic, black muck. 

No, the restoration is
not complete…and it will
never be “finished,”
because it will always
need care. But the day
arrived this week when
the water took a more
natural turn. The ditches
are filled with the very soil that was removed to form them decades ago. And what once
was a straight and deep ditch is now a shallow, meandering stream. Springs have
emerged all over the site and shallow pools are forming in low lying places. Water, once
relatively-quickly swept away to Cedar Lake, now slowly makes its way there in a more
circuitous and subterranean fashion. And the landscape awaits new and verdant life! 

So, with a smile and a nod toward the long-anticipated work at Duff Lake Fen, I see the
process of restoration as a looking back to what once was, acknowledging what it has
become, bringing about change in a direction that mirrors (but a poor, imperfect
reflection) what once was and will be again, and looking forward to the good, right, and
perfectly beautiful way it will be. 

When the LORD God made the
earth and the heavens, neither
wild plants nor grains were
growing on the earth. For the
LORD God had not yet sent rain
to water the earth, and there
were no people to cultivate the
soil. Instead, springs came up
from the ground and watered all
the land. (Genesis 2:4-6, New
Living Translation) 

The parched ground will become
a pool, and springs of water will
satisfy the thirsty land. Marsh
grass and reeds and rushes will
flourish where desert jackals
once lived. (Isaiah 35:7, New Living Translation) 

And the one sitting on the throne said, "Look, I am making everything new!" And then he
said to me, "Write this down, for what I tell you is trustworthy and true." And he also said,
"It is finished! I am the Alpha and the Omega--the Beginning and the End. To all who are
thirsty I will give freely from the springs of the water of life. (Revelation 21:5-6, New
Living Translation)

Glory on the Edge of a Gravel Pit - article/photos by Rita Smith
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One morning at work I was told
about a spot in rural Steuben
County where there was a patch
of common boneset (Eupatorium
perfoliatum). The seed heads
from this wetland plant were
needed for a project and we
needed “as much as we possibly
could find”. With directions from
Phillip about the location of this
plant, I began my solo
adventure. 

Driving west on County Road
100 North, I arrived at Angola
Sand and Gravel. I needed to
obtain permission to collect the
seed at the property so I
stopped at the office and asked. I told them that Blue Heron Ministries was my employer
and that there was a property in LaGrange County that was being restored which is why I
was directed to collect this seed. Morgan called Stuart who was back at the pit in a, might
I say, VERY LARGE VEHICLE! He drove up to the office and talked to me and agreed it
would be fine for me to collect the seed. He escorted me back to the lake which is where
the plant was growing. I followed him in my vehicle, and once I parked, I let him know if I
found the plant that I would probably be collecting into the afternoon hours. He was fine
with that and let me know that it would be good if I stopped at the office to let Morgan
know that I had exited the area. He also asked for a sample of the plant so he could see
what it looked like. 

This is what I shared with them about the plant: Boneset is a plant of wetland areas and
grows anywhere from two to five feet. The flowers grow in small heads forming flat
clusters and are white in color. Its stem and leaves are hairy and its leaves are opposite
on the stem. The most unique quality it has is that the leaves grow together around the
stem. Early pioneers took this as a sign and used a poultice from the plants leaves for
people who had broken bones thinking it would help their bones ‘grow back together’.
Hence the name, “boneset.” 

As I looked off in the distance, the first thing I saw and heard were four wood ducks flying
from Grass Lake at the edge of the gravel pit. I also saw two kingfishers flying low over
the water in search of food. Off to the south were sand hill cranes calling, not to mention
geese resting on the water. What a great start to my day! 

I walked slowly down a
slight hill and picked my
way over grapefruit sized
stone. Shielding my eyes
from the sun and searching,
I finally noticed the boneset.
I set down my bucket and
began to pick. I looked
around and knew I would be
here for awhile and I didn’t
care because all around me
was nature; a lake, trees,
plants, birds, sunny skies,
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and warm temperatures.
This is my job for the day? I’ll take it – no problem.  

During the course of my day, I noticed many things that made me smile as I collected the
seed of boneset. I continued to see a pair of kingfishers scouring Grass Lake in search of
food. As they flew from their perch they made a rattling sound, which is typical, and then
hovered over the water investigating any movement below the water. If they saw fish
swimming, they dove to snatch the fish and flew back to their perch to consume it. What
a show I was seeing! 

The longer I stood in this area gathering seed, the more I enjoyed the experience. I
looked out at the lake and it almost seemed like a beach because the mud flats made my
mind’s eye picture a sandy beach. Therefore, my lunch became a picnic lunch at the
beach as I sat on the ground enjoying the sun, breeze, and birds singing sweetly. The
other sweet sound I heard were frogs. I had sat for about thirty quiet minutes eating my
lunch and upon standing, the frogs who had been lounging right at the edge of the water
of the mud flats, chirped and jumped… back into the water! It wasn’t just one or two frogs
jumping back in, but at least a half dozen. And as I bent down to pick my bucket back up
for my work, more sounded off and splashed back in. Such fun! 

Of course, moving around
looking for seed isn't the only
time surprises are found.
Standing still and just looking
while moving one’s eyes is also
rewarding. In fact, one time I
spotted a common buckeye
butterfly, so subtle the main
color of the inner portion of wing
and body but so startling the
spots on the outer wing edges.
These eye spots are a clue for its
predators! The wonders of
nature if only quiet and attentive
for its observance. 

This day of wonders had not been anticipated at 8:30 A.M. when I began my journey to
this gravel pit. I had only been thinking of strapping a bucket to my waist to collect many
dried flower heads for later use. The natural glory I was greeted with and enjoyed for
several hours will always be in my memory and I will always think back to my picnic at
the beach.

WANTED:
Used (or new) work truck. Needs to be 3/4 ton, crew cab, 4-wheel drive and regular bed.
Do you know where we can get one donated or cheap?  Contact us at
stuartbheron1@hotmail.com or 260-316-2498. Thanks!

Upcoming Events

October 29th - Last Prairie Seed Collection
October 29th will be our last
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native seed collection. Come,
gather with Blue Heron
Ministries friends for the
opportunity to fellowship, visit
unique natural communities,
learn about native plants, and
enjoy the autumn harvest.

We'll meet at the Presbyterian
Chapel of the Lakes (2955 W.
Orland Rd) at 10AM and carpool
to the site(s). We have all the
tools and buckets, just bring
your lunch.

Contact us at stuartbheron1@hotmail.com or 260-316-2498, if you have questions.

Thanksgiving Breakfast
It is the time of year for us to gather together to give thanks for the many blessings of
Blue Heron Ministries. Our annual Thanksgiving breakfast will be Saturday, November
19th at 9AM, and we will join in fellowship at the Presbyterian Chapel of the Lakes (2955
W. Orland Rd). 

We ask that you bring a breakfast/brunch dish to share. Drinks and table service will be
provided. 

Please let us know (stuartbheron1@hotmail.com or 260-316-2498) if you and your family
can join us. 

Now, our God, we give you thanks, and praise your glorious name. 1 Chronicles 29:13

Prairie Planting - December 3rd

Some of the native seed that was collected
earlier this year will bring new life to an area
being restored to prairie. This is a wonderful
time to participate in the restoration process.
It is also a time of fun and fellowship.  

We will meet at 1PM on December 3rd at the
Presbyterian Chapel of the Lakes (2955 W.
Orland Rd), and travel to the prairie site.

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
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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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