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(Apologies if you haven’t had 
yours yet.) For most of us, 
our 30th birthday feels like 
a momentous occasion, a 
symbolic transition from youth 
into greater maturity. You might 
have a big party, go on a trip, or 
do all your favorite activities. 
You look back at your life so far, 
the choices you’ve made, and 
the person you have become.

This year, Sycamore turns 30. Our 
plans for big public celebrations 
this summer and fall were 
turned on their heads when the 
pandemic hit (see back cover for 
info about our new plans!). But 
the opportunity to reflect on our 
progress and aspirations remains 

with us. Earlier this year it hit 
me that for all the times I’ve said 
“founded in 1990” in over four 
years on the job, I knew almost 
nothing about those early days. 
I wasn’t even sure what moment 
counted as our official founding.

So in honor of Sycamore’s 30th 
birthday, I set out on a quest to 
interview some founders and 
early board members. I wanted to 
dig deep into Sycamore’s history 
to learn about the hurdles they 
faced and the decisions they 
made. They took risks, learned 
lessons, and oversaw great 
victories for land preservation. In 
learning from their experiences 
and carrying these lessons on 
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Do you remember your  
30th birthday? 

H I S T O R Y
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ON  TH E 
COV E R
Beanblossom 
Bottoms Nature 
Preserve in the 
early 1990s. Just as 
our staff do today, 
volunteers on the 
Board of Directors 
and Acquisitions 
Committee 
carefully explored 
and documented 
every parcel under 
consideration 
for acquisition. 

to future leaders, we can continue 
the great legacy of success that 
Sycamore’s founders set in motion.

What follows here is a new sort of cover 
article for The Twig. First is a timeline 
of major moments in Sycamore’s early 
history. Following that are lessons 
and memories gathered from my 
talks with some of Sycamore’s early 
leaders. Sprinkled throughout are 
historical photos and old documents 
that bring these recollections to life.

Many thanks to the individuals who 
took the time to share their thoughts 
for this project: Mike Baker, Christian 
Freitag, Dave Hudak, Terry Marbach, 
Bill McCoy, Barbara Restle, Ed and 
Lise Schools, Ruth and Scott Sanders, 
Joan ten Hoor, and Tom Zeller. Each 
conversation was fascinating, and 
every person was so humble about 
her or his impact on Sycamore. I 
wish I’d had time to interview every 
person who had an influence on our 
early days. Even more, I wish I could 
interview everyone who has been a 
part of Sycamore in any way, whether 
as a founding member or a stewardship 
volunteer, a kindergartener in an 
environmental education program 
or a hiker visiting a preserve on 
their own one quiet morning. Each 
of you is a part of the Sycamore 
community. Sycamore wouldn’t be 
what it is today without all of us. 

All I can say is thank you!

H I S T O R YH I S T O R Y
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Neighbors convinced Larry and Theresa 
Bowling to donate a 38-acre parcel on the 
east side of Bloomington for conservation, 
instead of developing it. However, 
there was no organization available to 
accept the permanent responsibility of 
owning and managing the property as 
a nature preserve. Sassafras Audubon 
Society agreed to hold the land until a 
new conservation organization could be 
formed to take it. The land was called 
“the donut” because the house on the 
property had been carved out of the 
middle of the parcel, which ended up 
resembling a delicious bakery treat from 
overhead. Eventually, it would become 
known as the Heritage Woods Preserve.

Tom Zeller and Mary Kay Rothert, well-known 
environmental activists in the area who had already 

worked on several important projects, gathered with 
four other Bloomington residents to form this group 
in response to what they saw as rapid growth in the 

city, lack of protection for green spaces, and lack 
of a master plan to guide development decisions. 

They issued a report calling for protection of green 
spaces in the master plan then being developed, 

recognition by the Bloomington Department of 
Parks and Recreation of the value of green spaces, 

and the creation of a nonprofit land trust.

Exploring the newly 

protected Heritage Woods 

Preserve, year unknown

Searching for a way to save a donut

Quality Growth Group

LATE 
1980S 1988
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LESSONS LEARNED
An important part of studying 
history is gleaning lessons to 
carry forward. Sycamore’s early 
board members developed so 
much expertise about how to run 
a successful land trust. I wanted 
to make sure the knowledge 
stays with Sycamore so that we 
can continue to add to it and 
pass it on to future leaders. Here 
are some bits of advice they 
offered in our conversations.

 Diversify your  
 group of leaders. 

Every person I spoke to 
emphasized this point. By 
Tom’s account, the early 
team members were all “tree 
huggers.” But they realized they 
needed to expand their scope 
to include more diversity of life 
experiences and specific skills 
in nonprofit management. 
Sycamore continues to strive 
for a board and staff that 

A group of long-time volunteers, 
donors, and staff toured the 
rebuilt boardwalk at Beanblossom 
Bottoms shortly before it 
reopened in May 2019.

represent more diversity of 
age, gender, race, location, 
and education/experience.

 Take risks. 

I don’t think she meant to do 
this, but when Joan ten Hoor 
was telling me about the board’s 
careful decision-making process, 
she kept mentioning the big risks 
they would take on. Now that 
Sycamore has a $1 million budget 
and 10,070 acres protected, it’s 
easy to forget how intimidating 
those first land deals must 
have felt. The board had to ask 
themselves: will Sycamore be 
around in ten years to follow 
through on this promise? How 
about 100 years? But those risky 
decisions, based on immense 
preparation and solid financial 
footing, were necessary in 
order to make progress.

Terry recalled a board meeting 
at which Andy Rogers brought a 
lively discussion to silence with 
this reminder: “You understand 
that ‘forever’ means a long, long 
time, right?” As Terry explained 
to me, “When somebody 
donates a piece of land, they’re 
trusting that Sycamore is 
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going to take care of that land 
forever. That’s a pretty sacred, 
momentous commitment.”

 Include your elders. 

“Don’t discount the contributions 
of people who are now really 
old!” Joan offered when I asked 
for advice. “Sometimes I think 
that can kind of fall into the 
background and not be taken 
seriously. But that’s where your 
history is.” If this project to track 
Sycamore’s early history has 
taught me anything, it’s that the 
movements and institutions I take 
for granted wouldn’t exist without 
the hard work, often against great 
odds, of people who stepped 
up decades ago. I now have the 
pleasure of working alongside 

a strong team of colleagues in a 
beautiful mid-century modern 
house (when we aren’t working 
from home in a pandemic!). But 
30 years ago, Sycamore was a 
collection of volunteers who gave 
up nights, weekends, and lots 
of personal resources to get this 
fledgling group off the ground.

 Stay focused. 

Terry says the board’s 
commitment to focusing on 
work that was “really germane 
to land protection” was a critical 
key to success in the early years. 
Every nonprofit begins with a 
purpose to fulfill a community 
need that’s not currently being 
met. As I learned in many of these 
interviews, so many landowners 
came out of the woodwork 
wanting to protect the land they 

loved, now that Sycamore 
existed. Before then, there 

were few options for 
private individuals to 
permanently protect 
habitat in southern 
Indiana. By sticking 
to the pursuit of 
this mission, an 
all-volunteer board 
could put all the 

resources they had 
into achieving the goal.

A great egret at Eagle Slough 
Natural Area | Steve Gifford
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 This work is rooted in love. 

While many of the people I spoke 
with expressed their love for 
nature and the work of Sycamore 
in beautiful ways, I think these 
words from Christian Freitag sum 
it up well: “Remember where the 
strength lies. Stay tethered to 
love. The strength of Sycamore 
is all rooted in love. The love of 
people for their land. The love 
of people for their ancestors, 
and their children. The love of 
sunrises and butterflies and 
family picnics under a shady 
tree. Those are the feelings that 
motivate people to protect their 
land or to support Sycamore 
financially. Tax deductions and 
things like that are all sidenotes. 
Don’t get lost in the weeds. 
Stay connected to love.”

 You have to be strategic. 

The board experienced a shift 
in the group’s mindset about 
15 years ago. In Sycamore’s 
beginning, they would accept 
most any land that came 
along. This was due in part to 
the realities of a young, small 
nonprofit trying to get off the 
ground (pun intended, heh 
heh) as well as the sincere urge 
to protect any bit of nature 
that could be saved. But as the 
board tackled more projects 
and the name Sycamore Land 
Trust grew in prominence, 
it became clear that some 
projects would have more 
conservation impact than others. 

As our early staff members 
advised at one lengthy board 

An Environmental Education hike with 
Edgewood Intermediate School students at 
Beanblossom Bottoms in 2006, and a photo from 
approximately the same location in 2019. Notice 
how much the landscape changed in 13 years!
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meeting, 100 one-acre parcels 
are vastly more complicated to 
manage and less ecologically 
important than one 100-acre 
parcel, creating potential 
problems for future leaders. 
Terry Marbach recalled that 
board meeting, somewhere 
around 2005, when this topic 
was discussed in detail. It 
ended in a directive to be 
more focused and strategic 
with each land acquisition.

 Don’t assume the places you  
 love will always be there. 

This lesson has motivated Tom 
Zeller for decades. The breadth 
of environmental activism he 
has undertaken is inspiring to 
me. It’s no wonder he offered 
this piece of advice as one of his 

key take-aways. Terry Marbach 
also touched on this, pointing 
out that all the national parks we 
love were protected not because 
someone in Congress thought 
they were important, but often 
because a group of local residents 
loved the natural features and 
spoke up to ensure they were 
protected. If you want to see 
something done, go out and do it 
before it’s too late. As Dave Hudak 
said at board meetings, let’s save 
the dirt now while we still can.

 Keep a strong balance sheet. 

It’s probably no surprise that 
longtime board treasurer Terry 
Marbach gave this advice. 
“Nonprofits usually get in 
trouble because they don’t have 
a strong enough balance sheet 
when adversity comes along,” 
he told me. Building up at least 

The topographical 
map on which 
Dave Hudak kept 
track of every land 
project Sycamore 
undertook 
during his time 
on the board.
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one year’s cash reserves 
provides stability for 
the organization should 
something unpredictable 
– a pandemic, say – come 
along that impacts normal 
cash-flow. It also provides 
confidence to funders 
and partners, and helps 
staff focus on fulfilling 
Sycamore’s mission. From 
the beginning, Sycamore’s board 
members took their responsibility 
for the organization’s 
longevity very seriously, and 
that proved worthwhile.

 Be adaptable but  
 remember your roots. 

As conservation science and 
technology develop, some best 
practices will change. Ed Schools 
pointed out how important it is 
to stay true to your core mission 
while adapting to current times. 
“The organization has to make 
changes to stay relevant,” he said.

 Continually earn the  
 community’s trust. 

“It’s all in the name,” Ed told 
me while reflecting on the leap 
of faith land donors must take 
when handing over their land 
to Sycamore. “The only way to 
preserve your property forever 

is to live forever. Given that 
you probably can’t do that, 
there has to be a level of trust 
with the organization, that you 
trust us to do this. You have to 
be willing to take that jump. 
We will do our best to always 
maintain your property.”

FOND MEMORIES
While the timeline shows major 
milestones in Sycamore’s growth, 
the past 30 years have been filled 
with thousands of moments that 
make up Sycamore’s history. 
The leaders I spoke with shared 
many fond memories; here are a 
few that might make you smile.

Ed Schools: “At one of the first 
meetings, I remember that we 
literally passed around a hat—it 
might have been Henry Gray’s or 
Dave Hudak’s—to collect money 
for postage and a P.O. box.”

Ed, Molly, and Lise Schools
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Lise Schools: “Our daughter Molly 
was born during this time. There 
was this land deal that was a long 
ordeal for Ed in particular. It was 
a nail-biter; the owner changed 
her mind at the last minute. She 
wasn’t interested, or maybe 
didn’t trust us. But Ed already had 
all these grants lined up to pay 
for it. So he told her: if we don’t 
do this now, it won’t happen. 
And she changed her mind again. 
We both jumped in the car with 
the baby to drive to her lawyer’s 
office in Ohio. She took one look 
at the baby and signed. We credit 
Molly with a few land deals.”

Dave Hudak: “We liked to meet 
around old hay wagons. They 
had a nice big surface to lay stuff 
out, like topographic maps.”

Christian Freitag: “Most of my 
strongest memories are around 
the people. I don’t consider 
myself a squishy people person, 
but once in a while you get 
shown the light, and when you 
see it, you should pay attention. 
When Harry Hollis would tell 
stories about what things were 
like before cars. When Marian 
Armstrong refused to let me drive 
her past her family homestead 
because it had been sold to 
make a gravel quarry for the 
I-69 highway. When Dave Hudak 

would kneel his giant bear-
self down to tell me about 

a wildflower. When Steve 
Howard took me to Crane 
to show me the beautiful 
forest there. Barbara 
Restle telling me 
about her adventures 
as a shepherdess in 
Fiji and a farmer in 
Beanblossom. Darlene 

Gerster donating her 
home to us after her 

husband died. Dan Willard 
teaching me to fly fish for 

bluegill at Lake Monroe. And John 
Lawrence. What a mensch. He’s 
a great friend and a tremendous 
conservationist. The best 

Dave Hudak at the newly acquired 
Beanblossom Bottoms Nature 
Preserve on October 5, 1997
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thing I ever did at Sycamore 
was hire John Lawrence.”

Joan ten Hoor: “The first 
Annual Meeting [now Annual 
Celebration] I attended was at 
Yellowwood State Forest, then a 
couple at John Gallman’s house 
in the country. The early silent 
auctions were three or four items 
laid out on a flatbed truck!”

Tom Zeller: “There was a property 
donation in Lawrence County. 
It was coming from a nurse 
whose son died in his 20s. I 
remember going and meeting 
with her, listening about her 
son. That property meant 

something to her and her son. It 
was touching, this very human 
story. Someone who’s probably 
not super wealthy, yet here’s this 
property that’s worth thousands 
of dollars and she’s donating it 
in her son’s memory. I was the 
main speaker at the dedication 
ceremony, which for me was 
quite touching.”

Helen Caldwell and Christian Freitag 
at the 2006 Annual Celebration

Tom Zeller (red helmet) training 
with other members of Team 
Sycamore for the 2015 Climate Ride

Joan ten Hoor at the 
dedication of the bench 
named in her honor at 
Canyon Forest Nature 
Preserve, 2017
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Terry Marbach: “Every time I was 
involved with a land donation I 
came away humbled. When we’d 
meet with families, sometimes 
they had the land in the family for 
decades or 100 years. And the ties 
those families had with the land 
and why that made them want to 
protect that land forever. There 
were some really neat stories.”

30 YEARS INTO 
forever
Taking a look back at our 
past helps us understand our 
position in the present, but 
more importantly, we can use 
this knowledge as a launchpad 
for Sycamore’s future. Ten 
thousand acres represents a 
huge amount of habitat that is 
now permanently protected. 
The impact on countless 
animals, plants, insects, and 
fungi can’t be quantified. 

But this work is only the 
beginning, really. The more acres 
we protect, the more hours it 
will take each year to care for 
that land, whether it’s a healthy 
old-growth forest or land that 
had once been drained, tiled, 
and used for agriculture to feed 
our communities. And there will 
be many more land acquisition 
projects over the coming 
decades as we seek to restore 
the Indiana landscape ever 
closer to the wild forests and fens 
that once covered this region.

All of this will require 
continued commitment from 
members, volunteers, staff, and 
conservation partners. We know 
it takes long days, hard work, 
and sincere dedication to keep 
an organization like Sycamore 
strong. But what struck me in 
the conversations I had with 
Sycamore’s founders is that not 
one person brought up how 
difficult it was. When they spoke 
of complex projects and busy 
schedules, of bringing their 
baby to landowner meetings or 
tiring phone conversations with 
the IRS, it was with fondness 
and gratitude. This work is 
rewarding. Everyone who 
has been a part of Sycamore 
Land Trust discovers that.

Terry and Connie Marbach (right) accepting 
the Barbara J. Restle Lifetime Conservation 
Award at the 2018 Annual Celebration
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Beanblossom Bottoms 
Nature Preserve

Our vision is to build habitat 
corridors across southern Indiana 
and beyond, connecting Sycamore’s 
nature preserves with other 
protected land so that wildlife 
can safely migrate and expand 
their reaches. We hope you will 
continue to be a part of this work.

SYCAMORELANDTRUST.ORG/LEARN/BEANBLOSSOM-CREEK

YOU CAN READ 
MORE ABOUT 
OUR VISION FOR 
LANDSCAPE-SCALE 
CONSERVATION AT





Ed Schools and other volunteers installing erosion control on 
a trail at the Restle Natural Area in the mid-1990s.



This past winter the stewardship 
staff spent many hours creating a 
plan for our annual stewardship 
activities. We were excited for 
the new year and ready to begin 
several projects early this spring. 
And then COVID-19 hit. Like many 
of you, try as we might, our plans 
came to a grinding halt! I think 
John Lennon said it best: “Life 
is what happens when you’re 
busy making other plans.” And 
so we did what everyone was 
forced to do: we adapted our 
plans to face the new challenges.

One lesson Mother Nature 
teaches so well is the value of 
adaptation and determination. 
However, with all the restrictions 
and constraints due to the 
shutdown, the volume and 
scope of the work we needed 
to complete this year seemed 
overwhelming. It would have 
been easy to feel defeated and 
begin to question why even 
bother, were it not for the small 
reminders about why we do what 
we do. Reminders that reinforced 

that conserving natural areas is 
important not only for the flora 
and fauna that depend on them, 
but also to the community as a 
whole. Reminders like the note 
of gratitude from a hiker because 
one of our preserves provided 
a place of solace during these 
troubling times. Like a picture of 
a child experiencing the wonder 
of a newly discovered natural 
world. Or like the bald eagle 
rebuilding its nest yet again after 
last year’s tornado…refusing 
to give in and determined 
to survive and carry on.

And so we, too, carry on! 
Despite the challenges and 
setbacks this year, or maybe 
because of them, we are more 
determined than ever. We 
have hope for the future…
hope for a better tomorrow.

With this renewed sense of 
hope, we have several projects 
in the works for this year 
and beyond. From invasive 
species management to 
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trail improvements, wetland 
restoration to the permanent 
protection of even more critical 
habitat. Sycamore Land Trust’s 
success is the result of the vision 
of our founders and the hard 
work and generosity of 
all those who have been 
a part of our growth 
these past 30 years. 

Our mission “to preserve the 
beauty, health, and diversity 
of southern Indiana’s natural 
landscape through strategic land 
conservation and environmental 
education” remains critically 
important. By preserving wild 
places we can help protect the 

health of our planet, and in the 
process, our own health and 
wellbeing. I leave you with a 
quote by Dr. Jane Goodall.H O L D I N G 

Somehow we must keep 
hope alive—a hope that 
we can find a way to 
educate all, alleviate 
poverty, assuage anger, 
and live in harmony 
with the environment, 
with animals, and 
with each other.

GIFT MEMBERSHIPS
Give your loved one a meaningful present this holiday 
season: a Gift Membership to Sycamore Land Trust

Visit sycamorelandtrust.org/donate to contribute 
online and download printable cards to give your 

recipients with your own personal message.
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The Indiana Department of 
Natural Resources announced 
in May 2020 that Sycamore Land 
Trust’s Dilcher-Turner Canyon 
Forest was the newest state-
dedicated nature preserve. This 
beautiful, hilly hardwood forest 
with canyons and ravines in 
Greene County now holds the 
highest conservation protection 
available in the state. And while 
it was already protected forever 
by Sycamore and remains under 
our permanent ownership and 
management, state recognition 
as a significant natural area 
is meaningful. Sycamore was 
thrilled at the announcement, 
and the preserve received 
more public attention.

About one month after that 
announcement, we received 
more news. The Miami Tribe 

of Oklahoma sent Sycamore a 
letter to inform us that the late 
Rudi Turner, who was one of the 
donors of Dilcher-Turner Canyon 
Forest, had knowingly and 
illegally collected an extensive 
amount of Native artifacts from 
US government property at the 
Hoosier National Forest and Lake 
Monroe. A federal investigation 
by HNF archaeologists took place 
from 2017-18, shortly before Mr. 
Turner’s death. Sycamore was 
unaware of the investigation, 
which did not involve Sycamore’s 
land and was not publicized. The 
Miami Tribe requested that we 
remove Mr. Turner’s name from the 
preserve, noting that the preserve 
is part of ancestral Miami land.

While removing a donor’s name 
from a nature preserve is a very 
serious step, theft of Native 
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artifacts from public land is a 
violation of the law and many 
of Sycamore’s core values. It 
represents a lack of respect for 
Indigenous peoples, protected 
public land, and the principles 
of Leave No Trace. The decision 
to rename the preserve was 
taken very seriously, after careful 
consideration by Sycamore’s 
board of directors as well as 
discussions with the other land 
donors, David and Kathy Dilcher. 

The Dilchers had no knowledge 
of the artifact thefts, and are 
supportive of Sycamore’s move 
to change the name. “We think 
the name Canyon Forest Nature 
Preserve is sufficient, and will 
endure for years to come,” David 
Dilcher said upon suggesting 
the new name to emphasize the 
preserve’s natural features.

Thus, the new name for the 
preserve is officially  
Canyon Forest Nature Preserve. 

As we all seek to be sincere 
stewards of nature, we can work 
together to care for the land in 
all meanings of these words. To 
learn more about Indigenous 
culture in Indiana, see the 
American Indian Center of Indiana 
(americanindiancenter.org). The 
Eiteljorg Museum has collections 
at its museum in Indianapolis, 
and educator resources on its 
website (eiteljorg.org/for-
educators/educator-resources).

Ready to visit Canyon Forest 
Nature Preserve? Find driving 
directions and more info at 
sycamorelandtrust.org/canyon-
forest-nature-preserve. 
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Tree identification can be made 
simple. That doesn’t mean you 
will determine the exact species 
100% of the time, but you will 
be able to narrow down your 
choices to get you one step 
closer to a positive identification. 
Common characteristics used 
to identify trees are leaves 
or needles, bark, branching, 
fruit, flowers, and buds.

The first thing I always look for, 
whether leaves are on or have 
fallen off, is the branching: is it 
opposite or alternate? Opposite 
would be like your arms, 
directly across from each other. 
Alternate branching is like your 
right arm and left leg. Don’t 
stop at just one set of branches 
when looking for opposite and 
alternate. Sometimes a branch 
on an opposite-branched tree 
may be broken off, giving the 
appearance of alternate. But 
an alternate-branched tree 
will never appear opposite.

So why do I like to start with 
branching for tree ID? If your 
tree has opposite branching, 
you have narrowed down your 
choices to five trees. There is a 
saying to help you know which 
five trees in Indiana will have 
opposite branches: MAD Horse 
Buck. MAD is maple, ash, and 
dogwood. Horse is horse chestnut 
and Buck is buckeye. So if you 
are using the 101 Trees of Indiana 
field guide, you have eliminated 
95% of your choices. Now you 
can observe other features such 
as bark or leaf structure (simple 
or compound?) to narrow your 
choices even more. This method 
became important for me to 
identify maple trees in winter for 
tapping to make maple syrup.

Another way for the novice to 
identify trees is to use a key and 
answer questions to deduce or 
draw a reasonable conclusion. In 
the book Fifty Trees of Indiana, a 
key is provided in the center. The 
Arbor Day Foundation has a very 
easy-to-use tree identification 
guide at arborday.org, which 

TREE 
IDENTIFICATION 
BASICS

BY SHANE GIBSON,  
ENVIRONMENTAL EDUCATION DIRECTOR
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Researchers from Purdue are 
conducting a study of coyote and bobcat 
populations at the Laura Hare Nature 
Preserve at Downey Hill. Learn more at 
sycamorelandtrust.org/news | Chris Fox

118 10,070
PROJECTS ACRES

Our stewardship staff came across 
many turtle hatchlings this summer, 
like this eastern box turtle at Cedar 
Crest.  |  Shane Gibson

A great blue heron stands on the boardwalk at Beanblossom 
Bottoms Nature Preserve one summer evening.  |  Abby Henkel

SUMMER 2020

SYCAMORE SWAG IS NOW AVAILABLE ONLINE!
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INDIVIDUALS AND FAMILIES WHO HAVE GIVEN 
$1,000 OR MORE IN THE PAST YEAR.
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