
 

 

 

   

‘Something happened. I felt revitalized after 

a demanding year’: Oshawa Second Marsh 

volunteer on getting her hands dirty  

By: Jennifer Bilas 

 

Since last spring, in addition to serving as a member of the Board of Directors for 

Friends of Second Marsh (FSM), I've been volunteering on the ground for many of the 

FSM plant stewardship initiatives.  

 

This meant spending several hours at Mclaughlin Bay Wildlife Reserve and Oshawa 

Second Marsh, getting my hands dirty (ok, I always wore gloves). 

 

I started volunteering largely because my son Austin was interested in obtaining his 

volunteer hours doing this kind of work. I stayed and volunteered because I was his 

mode of transportation.  

 



 

 

But that motivation changed immediately. When I spent time on my hands and knees, 

working towards restoring the quality of the marsh habitats by managing dominant 

introduced plant species and allowing native species to thrive, something happened. I 

felt revitalized after a demanding year. I felt connected to the earth. I could tune out the 

to-do list, and most significantly, it was an opportunity to connect with my children and 

instill in them the importance of caring for our environment. 

 

During my time spent at the marsh, I gained a deeper understanding of Indigenous 

perspectives. Not only did we begin with a land acknowledgement, but we also 

discussed our relationship to the land, and the intentions of the FSM Plant Stewardship 

Subcommittee. We often began by hearing quotes, like “what I give, I receive in return.” 

(Franz Dolp as quoted by Robin Wall Kimmerer in her book Braiding Sweetgrass - 

Indigenous Wisdom, Scientific Knowledge, and the Teaching of Plants.) 

 

I also gained valuable outdoor skills and knowledge. I learned to identify common toxic 

plants and how to handle them. I learned (and unfortunately, put into action) how to 

treat potential phytophotodermatitis, as a result of exposure to the toxin present in the 

sap of certain plant species. I learned best practices to prevent the spread of plant 

species from one location to another, and I learned how to identify several edible plant 

species (such as garlic mustard, wild strawberry) a must-have for people like me who 

like to get lost in the wilderness. 

 

As we often go back to monitor the areas we have previously worked in, we had a 

means of measuring the impact of our labour. Feeling like our work was impactful, and 

seeing the difference we were making, easily encouraged us to keep investing our time 

in this way.  

 

Finally, I connected with the most interesting, like-minded individuals. I felt a true sense 

of community working at the Second Marsh, from the other volunteers to the users of 

the space we would speak with.  

 



 

 

Join FSM and become Volunteer Stewards like we did. My boys and I look forward to 

returning next year to see the native species thriving as a result of the efforts of this 

amazing community.  

 


