
White Pine Restoration along Big Pine Creek 

 NICHES Land Trust is an organization built on quality 

stewardship. Part of its mission is to build bigger pre-

serves to connect naturally occurring populations of 

native species. We also strive to control damaging in-

vasive species and, through an annual cull, do our 

part to manage the deer population. The use of con-

trolled burns is another tool in our kit. These practices 

help us manage the open oak woodland systems that 

represent most of the acreage that NICHES protects. 

In all cases, we take special care to protect the native 

plant communities from unintended impacts as we go 

about our stewardship work.  

For example, even though amur honeysuckle is very 

susceptible to foliar treatment in early spring, we 

rarely spray then because ephemeral species are also 

abundant at that time and may suffer from collateral 

damage. It is even trickier when we are dealing with 

rare or uncommon species. Many of these localized 

populations, such as leatherwood shrubs and snow 

trillium at Wright Rock Creek, are sensitive to fire. 

They are often located in areas with good oak leaf 

litter which carries fire well. Care is taken to protect 

the snow trillium, for instance, by burning while the 

species is dormant or excluding them from the burn 

Pine Creek Camp 

Lyle Loomis was the Director of the Commission on 

Camping of the Northwest Indiana Conference of the 

Methodist Church in 1957.  Lyle’s son Jerry  remem-

bers “Dad's love was to teach/learn to be responsible 

loving persons through camping.”  Around 1958 Lyle 

and a committee of two or three researched, and 

purchased the farm where Pine Creek Camp is today. 

The property was acquired in at least two pieces, and 

at least some of that land was purchased from Jim 

Eberle. Jerry described an existing farm on the prop-

erty with a barn and a well. This would have been 

located just about where our Leadership lodge (the 

second house on site) is currently located.  For a cou-

ple years the water came from that single well.  It 

was carried with a tractor and a flat trailer from that 

well to and from the Dining Hall (large tent with a 

wood platform) which was located very near our Din-

ing Hall today.  His mother, Sally Loomis was the first 

camp cook.  Jerry was one of the first campers that 

Summer of 1958.  Campers stayed for one week in 

one of three or four canvas tents on wood 

platforms.  Those original tents would been just 

southwest of our current Dining Hall near what we 

call the Nature Cabin.  Today we serve over nine hun-

dred guests each year, we now have 6 wells on site, 
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unit. The leatherwood shrubs would be destroyed by fire at any time so they are always excluded from the 

burn unit.  

NICHES protects populations of 23 state-listed species on our preserves, nearly all of which benefit from our 

standard management practices. One listed species that NICHES protects, the state-rare eastern white pine, 

is a fire-adapted species and yet, paradoxically, fire is one of the principal threats to our NICHES white pines.  

Until about three years ago, we protected 

only one individual white pine in the silt-

stone barrens at Weiler-Leopold. Then 

NICHES expanded Black Rock Barrens with 

the purchase of the 35-acre Birdsfoot Bar-

rens and took on ownership of Crow’s 

Grove through the generous gift of Martha 

Pugh upon her passing. That donation led 

to a new conservation easement at an ad-

joining property and another donation 

along Big Pine Creek. Now NICHES protects 

four properties with white pine populations 

(Weiler-Leopold/Black Rock Barrens, 

Crow’s Grove, Honey Branch Bluff, Warren 

Piece CE). We also have plans to restore 

the species to an additional five properties where it would have historically occurred (Shawnee Bottoms, 

Kohnkes’ Little Pine Valley, Potawatomi Trail, Black Rock, and Walnut Fork). These nine properties will be the 

primary focus of our initial white pine conservation efforts. After further field research and surveying on cur-

rently owned preserves, and with future purchases and/or donations, we may expand those efforts. For in-

stance, Shawnee Bottoms does not have extant white pines, but the property is adjacent to Portland Arch 

which does have white pine populations on the same soil type (JcfG) as at Shawnee Bottoms, where restora-

tion is planned. These initial properties cover approximately 1,200 acres with an estimated 210-280 acres (18

-24 percent) representing 17 appropriate residuum soil types for white pine conservation.  

White pines are known for booming regeneration following a major disturbance such as a timber harvest or 

fire. At such times, competition is reduced and high levels of light reach the forest floor. Of course, the best 

regeneration occurs when many seed-producing trees buffer the loss of smaller members of the population 

that are killed by fire. This would have occurred in the past without much concern, but given our current di-

minished populations of white pine, we must use fire with greater care. Other than Crow’s Grove, which has 

a dozen seed- producing trees in the population, none of the other three locations where we have white pine 

could be burned without expecting to lose a majority of the existing trees. And they have too few seed-

bearing trees to repopulate the white pine. Another devastating possibility with using fire around the larger 

trees is that many are growing on bedrock.  

Without fire in recent times, their roots may have grown through the accumulated duff thus making the 

trees vulnerable to a low intensity ground fire.  
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As NICHES has increased its holdings with white pine populations and those with potential for restoration of 

the species, we have slowly developed a strategy for moving this project forward. A natural first step toward 

the white pine work is simply to continue our current practices to improve our oak woodlands: invasive re-

moval, prescribed fire, understory and mid-story thinning of mesic species under oak canopy, and manage-

ment of the deer population. This year we were fortunate that all of our white pines had a heavy production 

of cones. The timing could not have been better. All that we have learned—a greater understanding of histor-

ical occurrence in our disjunct range, about soils as an indicator of appropriate habitat and habitat compan-

ion species—has enabled us to develop a management strategy that allows us to integrate our cultivation of 

white pines into our oak woodland work.  

For instance, in November 2016, we completed a burn at Crow’s Grove, carefully excluding existing white 

pine stems, which cleared away accumulated leaf litter ahead of the seed rain in August 2017, ensuring good 

soil contact for seed dispersed naturally. This should greatly increase regeneration at Crow’s Grove, which is 

currently being thinned to open up light to the ground layer. In addition, we were able to collect unopened 

cones from treetops at various times and locations in August, accumulating around 10,000 seeds, mostly 

from Crow’s Grove but some from other seed-producing trees as well. We are happy that our invasive re-

moval, thinning of mesic tree species, and prescribed fire for the past couple of years at Crow’s Grove, Shaw-

nee Bottoms, and Potawatomi Trail have set 

us up for white pine work just as the seed 

has become available. In late September, I 

set aside a portion of eight different treat-

ments (source, date collected, and drying 

method) of white pine seed collected in Au-

gust and put them into cold moist stratifica-

tion. The first week of December, I started 

about 800 seeds in the greenhouse. In order 

to maximize germination and health of the 

young trees, I collected some soil from 

around the base of the mature trees at 

Crow’s Grove and mixed that with a low pH 

growing medium. (White pine germinates 

best at a pH of 5.5 and using this mix ensures 

a good substrate, as well as providing an inoculant of the naturally occurring ectomycorrhizal fungal partner 

from our natural population.) This initial experiment may well provide us with young trees for planting that 

will also carry the local fungal associate. Perhaps more importantly, it will also give us an idea of how the 

source, collection date, and drying method affect the quality of seed and germination rate. In 2018, trees that 

have been grown will be planted alongside hand broadcast seed in the areas that are most ready for reintro-

duction. The results will then be compared to determine the best method for restoring this species to its pre-

European settlement range in the NICHES service area. I consider this project to be an interesting, and worth-

while exercise in “conservation and natural preservation.” Ecologist Alton Lindsey described such work as 

“hoping, planning, and working, in the light of the past, to 
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and employ two to four camp cooks who serve great food out of a beautiful Dining Hall. We house our guests 

in 18 rustic cabins with 6 bunk beds per cabin.  Those cabins are arranged in three different clusters, each 

with a bathhouse and fire rings.  We also offer lodging during the Spring and Fall in our Retreat Center which 

has dorm style bedrooms in addition to kitchen, meeting space, and bathrooms all in the same building. 

In addition to his involvement as a camper, Jerry would occasionally come out here with his father but was 

typically hired to come out and do a little work.  He described an old Gravely tractor he used to cut through 

the weeds and clear trails.  He sprayed for poison ivy and hauled water.  He remembers that the entrance 

lane to camp always turned to mud.  Camper’s parents would routinely get stuck and his father would say 

“Don't fight the ruts, go slow and you'll get through!”  As he described it, almost the entire Southwest corner 

of the property was pasture.  That means that most of the current trees were planted by hand.  Jerry remem-

bers one time when the caretaker at the camp 

decided to mow the field and accidentally mowed 

down many of the new pine trees.  Today we em-

ploy one or two part time folks (depending on the 

season) to help us maintain this facility.  The ma-

jority of the work done is by volunteers.  We 

would not be able to come close to accomplishing 

our mission without our volunteers!  

In June of 1966, Jerry and his wife Barbara got 

married and as soon as they got home from their 

honeymoon they were off to Pine Creek to be 

camp counselors.  They stayed in tents with wood 

bottoms.  One for the guys and one for the 

gals.  They had no program pre planned for the campers so each evening they would gather together to plan 

the next day.  They ended up hiking over to Rainsville and bought ice cream at the general store (Roughly a 

two and a half Mile hike along the Creek!).  He described the hike as pretty thorny and rough!   

Today Pine Creek Camp is one of 7 Camps still owned by the Indiana Conference of the United Methodist 

Church.  Our Outdoor Ministry took on the name Impact 2818 in recent years.  This name comes from 

Matthew 28:18-20. “18 Jesus came and told his disciples, “I have been given all authority in heaven and on 

earth. 19 Therefore, go and make disciples of all the nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and 

the Son and the Holy Spirit. 20 Teach these new disciples to obey all the commands I have given you. And be 

sure of this: I am with you always, even to the end of the age.”  We now plan at least a year in advance to 

offer the best opportunities we can to our campers.  Most of our events are either sponsored or supported 

by one or more local churches of all denominations.  We bring in volunteer Directors, Counselors, and Wor-

ship leaders each summer to plan and implement each week of camp.  Our goal, is to teach others about Je-

sus.  If you have stories to add, would like more information, or would like to schedule a tour, I would be hap-

py to assist you.  I can be reached at 765 385-2260 or by email: grant.crumbaugh@impact2818.com. 

Blessings! 

Grant Crumbaugh 
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Coca Cola Investing in Your Backyard 

Big Pine Creek watershed getting a dual-purpose boost from a well known brand. For two years, Coca Cola 

has partnered with TNC and the Big Pine Creek Watershed project to realize mutual gains and environmental 

impact. 

In 2016, Coca Cola embarked on a mission to return 100% of the water they use back to communities and 

nature. That is hefty goal to the tune of 58 billion gallons per year. Their plan to achieve this includes water-

shed protection, sanitation and purification, and water use efficiency technologies.  

Additionally, Coca Cola has committed to sustainably sourcing 95% of key agricultural ingredients including 

high fructose corn syrup. Tate and Lyle, a global commodity broker with two processing locations in nearby 

Lafayette, is a major supplier of key agricultural ingredients to Coca Cola end products.  

Conservation practices, specifically cover crops and conservation tillage, fit squarely into their environmental 

impact, sustainability, and cost-benefit analysis, leading to an investment of over $70,000 into these practic-

es across the watershed. These dollars were allocated to eligible farmers to plant cover crops, for the 2016 

and 2017 seasons.  
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Save the Date 

The Big Pine Creek Watershed Group will be organizing a field day hosted by Rick Clark in Warren County on 
June 1. Watch for more information coming soon. 

Thank You! 

The Watershed Group would like to thank the 21 farmers and landowners who volunteered and participat-
ed in projects for the Big Pine in 2017. These efforts made a direct impact on over 1,413 acres.  

 

-12 farmers utilized the Fieldprint Calculator to learn more about the sustainability of their farming opera-
tion and specific areas of economic efficiency. 

-2 farmers took advantage of funding from a 319 grant administered by the Benton County Soil and Water 
Conservation District for cover crops. 

-7 farmers received cost-share assistance for cover crops through funds from The Nature Conservancy in 
collaboration with Coca-Cola. 

Need Help? 

Interested in finding out more about assistance with conservation? Financial and/or technical assistance is 
available. Please contact Leslie Fisher at the Benton County Soil and Water Conservation District for more 
information. The next application deadline for financial assistance is March 16th. 


