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A Visit to John Ball Zoo’s Rearing Operation

An email interview with John Brittenham, Blue Heron Ministries

In early April 2026, John Brittenham, of Blue Heron Ministries, attended the Mitchell’s Satyr Working Group meeting at
the John Ball Zoo. This special group of professionals is dedicated to saving the federally threatened Mitchell’s Satyr
butterfly. John got to tour the Zoo’s endangered butterfly rearing operation. | thought “The Lonely Satyr” community
might enjoy a “behind the scenes” look at these incredible efforts. | was delighted to email interview John and learn
more about his trip. Thank you, John, for sharing your thoughts and photos! - Leslie Arnold

Leslie - “Can you tell us how you became involved with the Mitchell’s Satyr Working Group and about your duties
with the Group now?”

John - “When | joined Blue Heron Ministries in 2012, we were working with the Southwest Michigan Land
Conservancy on a site called Cold Water Fen, home to the endangered Mitchell’s Satyr butterfly. Because of this
work—and because | was personally interested in butterflies—I joined the MSB Working Group to learn how best to
conduct habitat restoration on properties where the species is present. Since then, I’ve continued attending MSB
Working Group meetings, and Blue Heron Ministries has remained involved in managing several properties that have
(or once had) Mitchell’s Satyr populations. Over the years, I've mainly participated as an observer and student, learn-
ing as much as | can about this remarkable little butterfly and the efforts underway to protect it. My primary focus
has been habitat management, and | currently serve on the land management subcommittee of the working group.”

Leslie - “Can you describe what you saw at the John
Ball Zoo rearing operation?”

John - “In my opinion, the most exciting development
during my time with the MSB Working Group has been
the creation of a captive-rearing program. This

program has gone through several phases over the

past decade. To the best of my knowledge, the Toledo
Zoo was the first organization to begin captive rearing.
The Kalamazoo Nature Center later launched its own
program, and in 2023 the captive-rearing work moved

to the John Ball Zoo in Grand Rapids, where it

currently resides. Above: Mitchell’s Satyr in Alabama
Credit: David Pavlik, John Ball Zoo
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John Ball Zoo cont’d.

John - “On April 9th, | had the opportunity to visit the
MSB captive-rearing site at John Ball Zoo. | was
impressed by both the simplicity of the setup and the
meticulous attention to detail. The project area is
tucked into a quiet corner of the zoo’s property and
consists of several hoop houses covered with shade
cloth. The space was extremely organized and clean.
The zoo is currently working with three endangered
butterfly species—Poweshiek Skipperling, Mitchell’s
Satyr, and Karner Blue—and we were able to see each
of their dedicated hoop houses. The Poweshiek
Skipperling caterpillars were already active, each placed
on their own pot of prairie dropseed, their preferred
food source. The MSB caterpillars had just been moved
outside and were beginning to move around, though
they had not yet started feeding. | loved seeing how
each caterpillar had its own small potted plant and was
protected by fine, stretchy netting resembling
pantyhose.”
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John Ball Zoo cont’d.

Leslie - “What most impressed you during your visit?”

John - “What impressed me most was the level of care and attention the zoo staff gave to the butterflies. They were so
gentle, thoughtful, and dedicated. It was encouraging to see how successful the zoo has been in raising one of the
rarest butterflies on Earth. Without efforts like these, the Mitchell’s Satyr is very likely to become extinct within this
century. The visit reminded me how much difference a small group of knowledgeable, committed individuals can make
when they have the right support.”

Leslie - “Did you learn something new?”

John - “One new thing | learned during the tour was how simple the process becomes once it is broken down into its
individual components. As | stood there, | found myself thinking, ‘This is the kind of operation | could run at my house.’
But the real key is the knowledge the zoo has gained through research, trial and error, and experience. Like so many
things in life, it looks complicated from a distance, but once you understand how it works, it becomes far less

intimidating.”

The young satyr caterpillars feed exclusively
on sedges, primarily on Carex stricta. Try to
imagine how difficult it would be to spot one
of these cute, green guys out in the wild. The
caterpillars overwinter at the base of the
sedges in fens. Water levels in fens are a key
factor in survival.



John Ball Zoo cont’d.

Leslie - “What motivates you to keep fighting for the Mitchells Satyr and other endangered species here in Indiana?”

John - “There are many reasons why | work to protect the Mitchell’s Satyr and other threatened and endangered
species in Indiana and beyond. My strongest motivation comes from a deep conviction that human beings have a
responsibility to care for life on this planet. No other species can alter the Earth so profoundly, and therefore we have a
moral obligation to work for the well-being of all species, not just our own. Aldo Leopold expressed this beautifully
when he wrote, ‘A thing is right when it tends to preserve the integrity, stability and beauty of the biotic community. It

is wrong when it tends otherwise.’

My Christian faith also compels me to act as a steward of a world that does not belong to me. Humans have the
capacity to change the planet for good or ill, and | hope to lead by example —showing how love and care for the biotic
community can be practiced with joy, purpose, and fulfillment and lead to the flourishing of all things. | also work to
save these endangered butterflies because I've developed a strong relationship with them and their habitats over my
lifetime. This relationship can best be described as love—for the animals and the places they inhabit. Just as | want to
see what is best for my children, | want to see these species thrive.

Finally, I do this work because | genuinely enjoy it. | can’t think of a better way to live than to be part of solutions to the
ecological challenges facing both humans and the natural world. | consider it an honor to help protect and restore the
Mitchell’s Satyr butterfly and the habitats it calls home.”
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Reported June Sightings

Leslie Arnold
Lake City Bank, Kendallville, IN
6/6/26 - Summer Azure

6/10/26 - Silver-spotted Skipper, Red Admiral,
Hackberry Emperor

6/18/26 - Clouded Sulphur

6/27/26 - 2 Monarchs, Red Admiral at Pretty Lake,
LaGrange Co., IN

Above: Harris’ Checkerspot

Credit: John Michael Durback
Leonard Preserve, Manchester, Ml Angola, IN
6/13/2026

Dareen McClelland

6/2/26 - 4 Monarch instars




Community Calendar

Contact the event host prior to traveling
to make sure it’s not cancelled.
Saturday, July 11
Allegan NABA Southwest Ml count

For more information about joining the Allegan count please
contact Ronda Spink at rlovesbutterflies@gmail.com

Saturday, July 11

11:00am - 12:00pm

Monarchs are Back! at the Stanley Schoolhouse
Chain O’ Lakes State Park, Albion, IN

Learn about amazing Monarchs and take an easy walk through a
nearby prairie to look for eggs and caterpillars. Gate Admission
may apply. Stanley Schoolhouse is air-conditioned.

Saturday, July 18
Kalamazoo NABA Southwest Ml count

For more information about joining the Kalamazoo area count
please contact John Brenneman at jorenneman@naturecenter.org

Saturday, July 18

11:00am - 12:00pm

Monarch Parenting 101 at the Stanley Schoolhouse

Chain O’ Lakes State Park, Albion, IN

Become a Monarch parent. Learn the basics of collecting, raising,

and releasing Monarchs. Gate Admission may apply. Stanley
Schoolhouse is air-conditioned.

Saturday, July 18

9:00 - 11:30am

Get the Buzz: Bees and Prairie at Camp Cullom

Camp Cullom, 6815 West Co. Rd 200 North, Frankfort, IN 46041
REGISTRATION REQUIRED. Presentation by Ella Stroh, Indiana
Partner Biologist for Pollinator Partnership, will discuss resources
available for home gardeners to support pollinators. Jeff
Swackhamer of Swackhamer’s Forestry will lead a hike through the
prairie restoration at Camp Cullom. Free Event sponsored by the
Central Indiana INPS Chapter. To register, visit:

https://indiananativeplants.org/2026/central-chapter-events-activities/

(No endorsement or discrimination of specific events or vendors
on this community calendar is intended or implied.)

Above: Northern Metalmark
Credit: John Michael Durback
Battelle Darby Creek Metro Park, OH
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Kalamazoo Nature Center

If you'd like your event information to be
in August’'s newsletter, please turn it in
by July 26. Local sightings are my
favorite part of the newsletter, so
please report what you're seeing. Don't
be shy! Photos are great!

To subscribe and submit, contact:
Leslie A. Arnold, Volunteer Naturalist
leslie@forestteacher.org

260-854-2225 LaGrange

0505 W 700'S, Wolcottville, Iy, ©OUNLY
46795 Parks

and recreation




