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The Holcombs love the land so much that, back in 
2004, they donated to SWMLC a conservation 

easement on their 248-acre Calhoun County property 
that includes Kinyon Lake and their residence, knowing 
that the wetlands and forest would be protected forever. 
At the time, Larry said, “It’s good to know that this 
land will remain wild. We thank God for the wonderful 
opportunity to work with the great sta� and volunteers at 
SWMLC in the past and into the future.” �ose prophetic 
words came true this past winter when the Holcombs 
again worked with SWMLC to place a conservation 
easement on Big Marsh Farm, an ecologically incredible 
476-acre property that borders 980-acre Bernard W. 

Baker Sanctuary. Big, wet, and wild, these properties 
(along with that of the Ba�le Creek Kiwanis Club just 
to the west, home of Michigan Audubon’s Cranefest) 
provide essential stopover habitat for migrating sandhill 
cranes and other waterfowl. 
 Larry credits his deep appreciation for nature to his 
parents, Cli�ord and Bertha Holcomb, who shared their 
love of the land with their kids. Larry grew up �shing, 
hunting, trapping, and roaming parts of what is now Baker 
Sanctuary as well as Big Marsh Farm. �ese experiences 
created an intense love of the outdoors and fostered a 
desire for an occupation that would allow Larry to be 
outside as much as possible. He considered farming at 
�rst but later decided that the marshy wetness of most of 
the farm’s acreage was too limiting.
 So he went to college, where he met several mentors 
who helped shape his career path in the biological 
sciences. Larry received a BS from Olivet College, and a 
master’s degree and PhD from Michigan State University, 
and later became a Certi�ed Wildlife Biologist with 
the Michigan Department of Natural Resources. His 
work in this �eld certainly got him outdoors; it involved 
biological and toxicological investigations of air, water, 
and soils – and their impacts on plants, animals, and 
people. His analyses took him around the world, giving 
him a solid background in assessing quality wildlife 
habitat. 
 Fast forward to early 2008, when Larry discovered 
that the 476-acre Big Marsh Farm was for sale — a 
property purchased 21 years earlier by a group of ten 
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Larry and Jerrilyn Holcombs’ connection to nature is re�ected in the land that they’ve 
bought and sold over the last 50 years, always with the intent to improve each parcel’s 
wildlife habitat. Jerrilyn might say, “Larry has never met a piece of land he didn’t love”, 

but she was in on it, too, and became a�ached to each parcel’s unique qualities. 

Larry and Jerrilynn Holcomb   •   courtesy of Larry Holcomb
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outdoorsmen that had dwindled to four that 
were now ready to sell. Larry received permission 

from the owners to bow hunt deer and, as he spent 
more time on the property, he grew to understand 
and appreciate its very special variety of habitats. 
He decided that he wanted to buy it, though it 
took some time to convince Jerrilyn that it was the 
right thing to do

 Big Marsh Farm already had a great start, 
but Larry’s goal was to make the best overall 

wildlife habitat in Michigan. So he invited Tom 
Eitner of the US Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) to assess the property and suggest possible 

improvements. �e USFWS aided in clearing autumn olive from many acres, and Farm Service 
Agency CRP funds enabled creation of a 60-acre tallgrass prairie that includes more than 

14 species of grasses and wild�owers. In addition, wet meadow areas have been managed 
as habitat for the federally-endangered Eastern Massasauga ra�lesnake, and small wildlife 
food plots have been established.
   As a biologist and avid deer hunter, Larry and family members practice deer 
management, especially to keep populations below the carrying capacity of the 
habitat. �e Holcomb family is thrilled to observe that the property is home to nesting 
trumpeter swans and a rest stop for hundreds of ducks, geese, and sandhill cranes in 
the fall. �e majority of these species utilize Big Marsh Farm as much as they do the 
Baker Sanctuary.
 �e Holcombs look forward to continuing their work to improve the land, 
by �ghting invasive plant species, and managing the forests, grassland, and wet 
meadows. As for Larry, the satisfaction that he feels in spo�ing a mature buck that 
calls Big Marsh Farm his home is matched equally by the thrill of seeing a golden-
crowned kinglet feeding just a few feet away.

                                                                                — SWMLC sta� with Larry Holcomb

right: Sandhill cranes and deer 
foraging on 2 acres of oats planted 
speci�cally to bene�t wildlife.
lower right: Big Marsh massasauga 
ra�lesnake, a federally endangered 
species.
below: Big Marsh sandhill crane
Photos by Larry Holcomb



Gruiformes Guru
Lawrence H. Walkinshaw 1904 – 1993
If only we could tell Lawrence H. Walkinshaw that �e Big Marsh is protected forever. 
A resident of Ba�le Creek and dentist by trade, Dr. Walkinshaw was also an avid 
ornithologist and leading authority on cranes. Called “�e Father of International Studies of 
Gruiformes” (the scienti�c classi�cation of cranes), the North American Crane Working Group describes 
him as “a master bird observer, world crane lover, determined nest �nder, and meticulous data collector."
 Like Larry Holcomb, Dr. Walkinshaw wrote of boyhood days spent in �e Big Marsh, “searching for marsh birds." 
Once common in the lower peninsula, sandhill cranes were so rare by 1921 that a teenaged Walkinshaw questioned a 
farmer’s authority when the man identi�ed three large �ying birds as cranes. Hearing their “loud honking, wild to its very 
depth” again in 1930, Dr. Walkinshaw began to search �e Big Marsh for cranes. His notes on the nests and nestlings that he 
found in the next few years of �eld work still stand as important milestones in the history of sandhill cranes in this area.
 Dr. Walkinshaw died in 1993 at the age of 88, ��een years before the Holcomb family bought �e Big Marsh property 
and 23 years before it was protected by a conservation easement. Imagine how happy he would be to know that it will 
provide nesting habitat and migratory respite for sandhill cranes forever.
                                                                                                                                                                             —  Amelia Hansen
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Partners in Conservation
In August of 2016, SWMLC and the Kalamazoo River 
Watershed Council were awarded a two-year $530,000 
matching grant from the Michigan Department of 
Environmental Quality (MDEQ) to permanently conserve land 
in the Ba�le Creek River sub-Watershed. �is award enables 
SWMLC to protect property with high-conservation values, 
and to conduct outreach to owners of high-priority 
properties within the watershed.
  �e project is based on the 2015 Kalamazoo River 
Watershed Conservation Plan developed by SWMLC, 
the Kalamazoo River Watershed Council and a group 
of master’s students from the University of Michigan 
School of Natural Resources. �e plan identi�ed the most 
important parcels to protect for the best possible water 
quality within the entire 2,020 square mile watershed. 
  �e Ba�le Creek River sub-Watershed is 307 square 
miles; mostly agricultural land but with large tracts of 
undeveloped forests and wetlands in the headwaters 
area. �ese wild headwaters include Ackley Creek, Big 
Marsh Lake, Wanadoga Creek, Waubascon Creek, and 
Clear Lake — which all �ow into the Ba�le Creek River.
  �e Big Marsh Farm with its forested and prairie 
uplands, 140 acres of wetlands, and 4,300 feet of 
frontage on Ackley Creek is one of the most important 
properties to permanently conserve it for the long term 
water quality of Ackley Creek and the Ba�le Creek River.
 MDEQ watershed management grants help restore 
impaired waters — and protect high-quality waters — by 
reducing nonpoint sources of sediment, nutrients, and other contaminants. �e grants are funded under the federal 
Clean Water Act - Section 319 and the Clean Michigan Initiative – Nonpoint Source Pollution Control Grants Program.
                                                                                                                      — SWMLC sta�
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�ese conserved properties protect large portions of Ackley Creek and 
surrounding wetlands, all of which are important parts of the Ba�le Creek River 
Watershed. Wetlands are indicated with light blue; open bodies of water are 
darker blue. Map by Emily Wilke.

Big Marsh Lake

�e Ba�le Creek River 
Watershed (marked in 
magenta) is part of the 
Kalamazoo River Watershed 
(marked in pale green), 
which drains an area of 
approximately 2,020 square 
miles from eight counties. 
Map by Emily Wilke.




