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Birth of an Obsession 
By Linda Grashoff 

 

“Do you play sports?” 
 

“No.” 
 

“Do you swim?” 
 

“No.” 
 

This is a conversation I’m having with my physician, Georgia Newman (currently 
medical director at Kendal at Oberlin), in the 1980s. 
 

"What exercise do you get?" 
 

“Well, none. I don’t have time. I have a magazine to get out.” (I was editing 
the Oberlin Alumni Magazine at the time, a job I loved but simultaneously found 
stressful in the extreme.) 
 

“The reason your stomach hurts is that you are directing your stress inward. 
You need to direct it outward. You need to do something to move your body. 
Something, anything! Take walks, if nothing else!” 
 

“How often do I have to do that?” 
 

“At least once a week.” 
 

(Inward groan.) 
 

However, reluctantly, I started walking on Saturday mornings around my 
neighborhood. Borrr-ring.  
 

A few weeks like that, and I wondered how long I could stand it. So I strapped 
on a belly bag, filled it with a portable tape player, donned earphones, and added 
books on tape. I could at least entertain myself that way as I obeyed doctor’s 
orders. 
 

The scheme worked.  In fact, it worked so well that I found myself walking 
farther and farther, just to keep listening to books, which I could never find 
time to read.  
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One day, engrossed in a particularly interesting book, I found myself at the 
entrance to Schoepfle Garden. I had passed that park many times in the car, 
but never considered it walking distance from my house. What the heck. I was 
already there; why not go in? A reward for my obedience! 
 

The next week I walked purposefully to Schoepfle Garden for my treat, having 
decided to add this second incentive to my weekly walks. Sometime during the 
next few weeks, I began turning off the tape and removing the earphones as I 
walked the path along the Vermilion River, whose sounds I found soothing. 
 

With the tape turned off, I paid more attention to my visible surroundings as 
well. I liked the way the morning light made leaves glow. I had taken 
photographs for my own pleasure in the late ’60s and early ’70s. I was serious 
enough then to have my own darkroom (in the daytime known as the bathroom) 
and to sell my photographs at local art fairs and to a small advertising newspaper 
in Ann Arbor, where I was living. Later, as publications editor at the University 
of Michigan College of Pharmacy, I added official photographer to my job 
description. After I moved to Oberlin as editor of the OAM, I contributed 
occasional photographs to the alumni magazine. But my photography had 
veered away from pure pleasure. Dare I veer back toward it on these walks-for-
my-health? 
 

I did. And soon traded books on tape for my camera. Even the stretch between 
home and Schoepfle Garden took on fascination, now that I was scouring even 
that scenery for possible photographs.  
 

I took to wandering off the official garden path to explore the river’s shoreline. 
Then it happened. I noticed some rust-colored stuff in the river shallows. Uh-
oh. Pollution? But it was beautiful stuff, to my eyes at least. Oh, please don’t be 
pollution. 
 

Of course I photographed the rusty stuff, but I couldn’t wait for the film to be 
developed to show it to my biologist husband, David Benzing. I dragged him 
down to the river to give me his assessment.  
 

“I don’t think it’s pollution,” he said. “It has something to do with benign 
bacteria that interact with iron.” That’s all he knew at the time. 
 

  



Photographs and note 
by Linda Grashoff
Top far left: Leptothrix 
discophora film in the 
Vermilion River, Au-
gust 27, 2011.
Bottom far left: L. 
discophora film and 
iron-oxide precipitate 
in the Vermilion River, 
September 1, 2009.
Left: L. discophora 
film along the Vermil-
ion River, August 24, 
2014.
Ohio’s Vermilion River, 
like wetlands around 
the world, is home to 
what are often called 
the iron bacteria. 
These microbes cre-
ate colorful films and 
deposits as they carry 
out their life process-
es. They use iron more 
or less the way we 
use oxygen, in a pro-
cess of respiration, so 
are sometimes said to 
breathe iron. Lepto-
thrix discophora is the 
bacterium that lives in 
an iridescent film of its 
own making. Visible 
to the naked eye, the 
film often resembles 
an oil slick. Like other 
species of iron bacteria 
—such as Leptothrix 
ochracea, Gallionella 
ferruginea, and Toxo-
thrix trichogenes—L. 
discophora also pro-
duces iron-oxide (rust) 
precipitates.
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I continued to photograph this mysterious substance when I could find it and 
noticed that if I looked at it from a certain angle, I could see an iridescent film 
on the surface of the water above the rust. Those things had to be related. I 
kept photographing them and showing people the photographs. They became 
my center of interest, and not only for their appearance. How on earth (literally), 
I wondered, did they live? 
 

So I went to the nascent Internet and poked around. Putting “iron” along with 
“bacteria” in Alta Vista’s search window, I found scientific papers. So David was 
right! Unfortunately, that affirmation was as much as I could get; the gist of 
the papers eluded me. I didn’t have the educational background to understand 
them. Even David didn’t get much farther than I. 
 

Still I harangued my friends – and anyone who would listen – with what I knew 
about these iron-bacteria things. They were so cool; they were so beautiful; 
they lived off the iron in the river water; blah blah blah. During one of my rants 
following a FAVA meeting, Ricky Clark, a former resident here at Kendal at 
Oberlin, was in my little audience. An author herself, she said to me, “You ought 
to write a book.” 
 

Oh, no. I had enough to do without adding that assignment. 
 

Time passed. I continued to photograph evidence of the iron bacteria, and I 
continued to comb the Internet for information. I continued lecturing my friends 
about what I did know. And Ricky Clark’s urging continued to haunt me. 
 

When I finally took Ricky up on her advice, I had pretty much resigned myself 
to my book’s being mostly about personal experience. I just couldn’t understand 
enough of the science. Then one day I found something online that seemed 
written just for me. Created by Ph.D. scientists at the U.S. Geological Survey, 
it described the rusty deposits and the prismatic films, showed some 
photographs, gave some understandable scientific information, and topped it off 
with an invitation to correspond with the website’s authors. 
 

Over the course of the next ten years (yes), bio-geologist Norrie Robbins and I 
corresponded about the iron bacteria as I slowly put the coffee-table book 
together. David helped me understand what Norrie wrote and offered related 
information of his own. 
 

lgrashoff

, after retirement, 
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About halfway through the process, I recognized that I needed feedback from 
another writer (besides David), someone with experience writing about scientific 
or technical topics. I gave a copy of the draft to Robert Taylor (current editor 
of Eureka!) and eagerly awaited his praise. Over lunch at Weia Teia, he gently 
told me that what I’d written was boring. It didn’t have the excitement I was 
able to convey when I talked about my creatures, he said.  Boo hoo! 
 

I sulked and stewed. The only way I could infuse the manuscript with 
excitement, I kept thinking, was to put it in first person. But that wasn’t allowed 
in scientific writing. Was it? Or did my manuscript include enough nonscientific 
writing that the rule didn’t apply? I asked Robert what he thought and was 
overjoyed when he gave me the go-ahead. 
 

Fast forward. I finished the book – with a lot more encouragement and feedback 
from a lot more friends*, including other professional editors. I submitted the 
manuscript to book agents and, after 12 rejections and not wanting to publish 
it posthumously, decided to lay it out and self-publish it. Wa-hoo! I did it, and 
you can see They Breathe Iron: Artistic and Scientific Encounters with an 
Ancient Life Form in the Kendal Library, the Oberlin College library, and the 
Oberlin Public Library. An excerpt and photographs of the biofilm are posted on 
the book’s website, scienceandartpress.com. 
 

I’ve sold a few copies, including to a student of one of the experts in iron bacteria 
whom I never worked up the nerve to contact. She bought a copy for herself 
and another for him. Because of the book and my references to it on my blog 
(lindagrashoff.wordpress.com) and website (lindagrashoff.com), I have had 
correspondence about the iron bacteria with people in Scotland, the 
Netherlands, England, and elsewhere in the U.S.  Recently, my daughter, on 
vacation on Machu Picchu, sighted the iridescent film there and, having read my 
book, gave her own lecture on the stuff. Her guide was happy to hear what the 
film was because he was often asked about it. 
 

I was rather hoping that publication of the book would put an end to my 
obsession with the iron bacteria, but that has not happened. I’m still on the 
lookout for it wherever I go. And walking for my health? Yeah, now I’m walking 
for my photographs. 

                                                
* These include Liz Burgess, current chair of the Kendal at Oberlin board, and Kendal 
residents Carol Ganzel, Nancy Garver, Anne Helm, and Mary Louise VanDyke. 


