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Team Blue Herons and Supporters Raise Money Through Birding
- By Fred Wooley
On May 13, Blue Heron Ministries fielded a team of five birders in
the 29th Annual Southwest Michigan Team Birdathon. It was the first year Blue
Heron Ministries has participated, and it was successful on all levels. We saw some
wonderful birds and raised some valuable funds for Blue Heron Ministries. 

The following is from a
report prepared by
Birdathon organizer, Kip
Miller, of the Berrien County
Parks Department:

“Sixty-five birders on 16
teams took to the field in
Berrien County on Saturday,
May 13 for the 29th Annual
Southwest Michigan Team
Birdathon. All teams
together recorded 176
species during the event.
(The use of recorded calls to
attract birds is not permitted
and the event concludes at
7:00 p.m.) The highest total

by a single team was 134, with most teams in the 100-120 species range. Warblers
and several other species seemed to be present in lower numbers than in the days
preceding the event, likely due to several days of north winds that allowed the birds
present to trickle away, while few new birds arrived to take their place. But the
weather was ideal and all enjoyed a great day in the field! Many teams use the
event to generate funds for nature centers, Audubon groups, land conservancies
and other related organizations. This year teams generating pledges raised over
$26,000 for such groups and the total raised by the event in its 29-year history now
exceeds $759,000!” 

Our Blue Herons Team did very well, I’m happy to report! We gathered at 5:00am at 
the Love Creek County Park Nature Center and hooted vocally for great-horned
and screech owls (remember, we used our vocals, recorded tapes not allowed on
birdathon!). With no responses there, our team of five jumped into the vehicle and sped
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to our next destination nearby before the rising sun began
to light the sky. The time for nocturnal birding goes quickly
at that hour! We pulled to a stop on a lonely, dark
roadside, lined with woods and fields in the distance. It
was anything but quiet as already a catbird was up and
calling out its wide repertoire of mimicked songs and its
own special calls! Still, above that ruckus, we hooted and a
distant great horned owl answered! Then barred owl… and
we were off. 

The next stop featured a field close up and woods farther
out and yielded peenting woodcocks and distant whip-
poor-wills. The whips were a treat for me, as I have not
heard those in Steuben County in over 30 years. A little
over 13 hours later, we rolled into the Love Creek parking
lot with a tally sheet of 120 species recorded. 

Thank you to all who pledged and contributed to Blue
Heron’s success. Our Blue Heron Team raised a total

$1110.00! Many thanks to all who pledged and are listed below! Some of you challenged
the team with a special bird and we got them all except the red-breasted nuthatch and
prothonotary warbler. We hope to tally them and many more in next year’s event. Until,
then get out and enjoy the birds now nesting in our Blue Heron Ministries and other
preserves near you! 

Pledge makers and contributors to Blue Heron Ministries Team Birdathon 2017: 

Savanna Aberle, Scott 
Evenbeck, Martha Fansler,
Jim and Kerrie Fisher, Susan
Fisher, Jennifer Greene, Mel
and Sandy Hathoway, LeRoy
Johnson, Gabriella Merideth,
Kip Miller, Pam Morton,
Steve and Nila Mumby, Jane
Papsdorf, Janel Rogers,
Aimee Simons, Cheryl
Taylor, John Taylor, Bette
Thomson, Fred Wooley,
Jackie Wooley, Joseph
Wooley, and Peg Zeis. 

The funds from team
birdathon will be placed in
escrow towards establishing an endowment fund with the Steuben County Community
Foundation to support our La Tierra Sanctuary.

Road Trips - By Fred Wooley
Much of our land stewardship work is done locally, Steuben and LaGrange Counties with
occasional trips across the border into Branch County, Michigan and down to DeKalb and
Allen Counties, Indiana. We have some worksites that take us west to Elkhart, St. Joseph,
and Lake Counties. Though a good drive, we leave early, work a full day, and drive back
by early evening. 

Occasionally though, we hit the road and that we have for prescribed fires on the 
west side of Michigan, up into the near north woods of Muskegon, Newaygo, Lake,
and Mason Counties. The general areas we are working are sandy oak and pine 
barrens, and dry prairie. This year all sites up north have been very dry! We need dry of
course to burn, but this year has been exceptionally dry and we take extra precautions



with guidance and direction from Michigan
Department of Natural Resources forest fire
supervisors. 

Most of these road trip sites have been over
three hour drives, one way. While part of
the crew comes back for the night, part of
the crew stays north, working late into the
night and then back at it early the next
morning. On some burns, not everything is
fully extinguished by nightfall, but we get it
to the point where there is substantial
“black” bordering any potential hotspots and
where one person standing vigil into the
night can keep a watchful eye and assure
any passersby that all is safe and under
control (thanks for doing that Phillip and
Nathan!). 

The objectives vary from fire to fire. They
range from eliminating leaf litter and excess
fuel, checking back pine growth in favor of
oak regeneration, stressing certain sedges
in favor of surrounding plants, and
enhancing the prairie ecosystem that favors
the federally-endangered karner blue

butterfly, Lycaeides melissa samuelis. The size of the burn areas ranges from 10 to 45
acres. 

Our partners for whom we work are the Michigan Nature Association and the Land 
Conservancy of West Michigan. These organizations either own the land or manage
them through conservation
easements. The work is funded
through the Land-Owner
Incentive Program (LIP)
funneled through and directed
by Michigan Department of
Natural Resources LIP Biologist,
Ken Kesson. 

The work is hard. It is hot and
dry, and we get sooty, smoky,
tired, and THIRSTY. Extra effort
is taken for personal safety in
these challenging conditions.
The rewards still are many. Not
only are we doing good work
using best practices of resource
management, but we personally
get to see different and unique natural areas. We compare up north sites with our local
Indiana sites. Things grow and react to fire differently. In pine duff, the ground burns.
There is enough organic matter that fire can smolder with no flames. Given some air and
a breeze, the smoldering becomes a more active fire. We learn that quickly and our
knowledge of prescribe fire grows and is filed for future fires. 

Some plants up north are the same as those here at home and it’s a treat to see
them still blooming in the north. Wild blue lupine, Lupinus perennis, the sole host plant
for the caterpillars of the karner blue butterfly, is in full bloom about two weeks later than
northern Indiana’s cousins. Others are unique to northern sites and we enjoyed nice looks
at the pink lady slipper, Cypripedium acaule in full bloom growing in Michigan pine
needle duff instead of Indiana sphagnum bogs. 



Our northern work is not done. Late spring and summer burns
are still conducted if conditions allow and there are objectives
that can be safely accomplished. While we will soon be
collecting the ripening seeds of local plants, we keep an eye
and ear to the north for more road trips.

Lady’s Slippers are Back! - By Nate Simons
Another step was taken
to restore beauty and
diversity to LaGrange
County Parks’ Duff 
Lake Fen. As part
of the ongoing 
restoration project
funded by a Sustain
Our Great Lakes grant
provided by the National
Fish and Wildlife
Foundation, a long-time
vision of Parks’ director
Mike Metz was realized. 

Orchids, specifically large
yellow lady’s slipper orchid (Cypripedium parviflorum 
var. pubescens), small yellow lady’s slipper orchid (C.
parviflorum var. makasin), and white lady’s slipper orchid
(C. candidum), were re-introduced to the fen following
decades of absence due to former grazing by cattle. 

The Ralph E. Taylor Conservation Fund created by his wife,
Cheryl Taylor, administered by the Steuben County
Community Foundation, provided monies to acquire the
nursery-grown orchids from Great Lakes Orchids LLC.

It took two trips into the mucky fen to install all 150 bare-root
plants, but volunteers and staff from Friends of LaGrange
County Parks, LaGrange County Parks, and Blue Heron
Ministries got the job done. And with cages installed to protect
the fragile orchids from deer herbivory, several of the 7-year
old plants bloomed a couple of weeks later!

Life-Long Learner - By Nate Simons
Greek, mathetes, meaning pupil or apprentice…implying one who is a “learner.” It is the
term used to describe a disciple in the stories of Jesus. And one who is a follower of Jesus
is a “life-long learner.” We can learn all kinds of stuff, useful and otherwise. Followers of
Jesus learn about the Kingdom of God. Stay with me. The Kingdom is wherever the King
reigns. The King rules all of creation…and all its creatures. The King seeks to bring about



right relationships between himself and all of his creatures. As they are right in heaven
now, so shall they be made right on earth little by little now and full bore later. And as
children of the King, we get to help build his Kingdom! 

So, while we wait for that “later,” we learn and practice making things right here and
now. Part of the practice of making things right, that which we call “caring for creation,”
or “stewardship,” or “natural lands restoration,” is learning about the pieces that make up
the whole and seeing how those pieces fit into the whole. 

I learned a new plant this past month. 
While doing some invasive species removal
at Pigeon River Fish and Wildlife Area for
the Division of Nature Preserves, I stumbled
upon several clusters of pansy-like flowers
nestled into the sandy banks of the Pigeon
River. Birdfoot violet, Viola pedata, once
was common in the sandy barrens and
sandy oak openings in northern Indiana.
Now it is quite rare. These clusters cling to
life on the south-facing slope under the
braches of a black oak that arches over the
river. The tree roots, some mosses and a
few sprigs of poverty oat grass and
Pennsylvania sedge help stabilize the sandy
bank. The diluted, blue-violet petals
brighten the open oak woodland floor just
as the dry oak leaf litter succumbs to the
early green of emerging late spring grasses,
sedges, and wildflowers. The flowers are
pollinated by the long-tongued bumblebees,
though I watched and didn’t observe any
pollinators. 

Since the initial sighting, I learned that the
plant was once found also in dry sandy soil in fields (prairie) north of Clear Lake in
Steuben County. And I saw the violet growing in the sand barrens of karner blue butterfly
habitat in west Michigan a few weeks later. So, as learning goes, the image of this plant
and its habitat has been safely stashed away in my brain. And I just might have to return
to the sandy banks of the Pigeon River to see if the birdfoot violets have set seed…so I
can practice some Kingdom re-building or natural lands restoration by scattering those
seeds into our own Badger Barrens Sanctuary near Clear Lake. 

We are never too old to learn! 

Did I just say that!? Did I just admit that I am old…

Upcoming Events

Lupine seed collection and (early) summer solstice celebration –
Thursday, June 15th at 6:30PM
The Lupine seed at Badger Barrens will be ready to harvest this week. With warm
temperatures in the forecast, we've decided to meet for an evening seed collection. 

We'll meet at 6:30PM and begin with seed collection. Afterward, there will be
refreshments and fellowship around the campfire. 



From Fremont, head east on SR 120 to CR
925 E. Turn left onto CR 925 E, and take
that to Ln 100 Lake Anne. Turn left and
follow the lane to the parking area. You can
click here to view it on a map and get
directions. 

Come, gather with us!

Paddle - July 15th

Mark your calendar to join us!

We're still working out the details, but we
plan to paddle either the Fawn River or
Pigeon River.

More information will be available in next
month's Rustling Grass, on our Facebook
page, and via our events email.

Fen Hike - August 19th

There have been lots of changes at
LaGrange County Parks' Duff Lake Fen, over
the last few years. 

This area was previously grazed by cattle
and has undergone various steps to restore
its natural features.

We'll meander through the fen and learn
about the restoration process and see
what's in bloom.

Meeting time and location - TBA

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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