
 

News and Information published by and for Volunteers 

HIGH DESERT VOICES 
May 2018 

Circling Steens Field Trip 
by Siobhan Sullivan, Newsletter Editor 

 

         On April 6, I was up bright and early for a birdwatching 
trip that would encircle Steens Mountain in a single day. The 
trip was one of 22 tours available for nature enthusiasts at the 
Harney County Migratory Bird Festival. The festival, which 
started in 1981, takes advantage of the annual spring bird mi-
gration in the Harney Basin. Over 300 species of birds use this 
area annually. 
     At 6:00 am, participants in the Circle the Steens Mountain & 
Alvord Desert tour met at Burns High School. The weather was 
not cooperating for the 200-mile trip. A big storm system was 
blowing into Oregon. Twelve hours and 76 bird species later, 

we returned to the high school. Though we didn’t see any rare birds, we did see a lot, considering the weather 
conditions. Our views were framed by the dramatic landscapes 
of Harney County. The pale-colored sands of the Alvord De-
sert stood out in contrast to the dark stormy skies. Steens 
Mountain provided beautiful panoramas from many different 
angles. We also had great views of pronghorn and deer.  

    We traveled east of the Steens Mountain, south to Fields, 
then north along the west side of the mountain. Our tour 
guides, Joan Suther and Rick Hall, worked for the Bureau of 
Land Management locally for many years. The first brief stop 
was to look at burrowing owls. The small owls were seen 
braving the wind on this tour and the one I was on the next 

day. Flocks of snow geese and Ross’ geese were in fields nearby. Our 
next stop, at Crystal Crane Hot Springs, was much longer.  

     Crystal Crane Hot Springs is a resort with a large hot spring-heated 
pond and a recently created cold water pond for wildlife. We checked out 
the wildlife in both ponds. I’m not sure if the people visiting the hot 
spring appreciated a bunch of people walking nearby with cameras and 
binoculars. 
     Waterfowl seen here, and at other 

ponds and lakes on this tour, included 
swans (tundra and trumpeter), north-
ern shovelers, cinnamon teals, red-
heads, common mergansers, and 
American coots. Western grebes were 
starting to do a little mating behavior, 
but we didn’t get to see them do their 
unique walking-on-water display. 
American avocets and black-necked 
stilts gracefully waded through shallow water. Killdeer were seen and 
heard as they tried to make sure we didn’t get too close to their nests.  

      

https://www.migratorybirdfestival.com/
https://www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/Western_Grebe/media-browser-overview/455564


Photos by Siobhan Sullivan 
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     We saw quite a few raptors on this trip. Northern harriers drift-
ed over marshy areas. Bald and golden eagles hunted near fields. 
Swainson’s hawks, red-tailed hawks, and rough-legged hawks 
perched on pivot irrigation systems looking for prey. American 
kestrels perched on power lines watching all the birdwatchers 
driving by. On the field trip I was on the next day, we saw a ferru-
ginous hawk peeking out of a nest in a lone juniper tree. This tree 
is one of their favorites for nesting, but last year ravens took over 
the nest. 
     Songbirds sought shelter from 
the weather but luckily we saw sev-
eral species. It was a little early to 
see some of the shrub steppe-

dependent songbirds, but western meadowlarks and sage thrashers perched high 
singing their bright songs. Yellow-headed blackbirds, red-winged blackbirds, 
and marsh wrens sung in marshy areas. The descending song of the canyon wren 
was heard near rocky buttes.  Say’s phoebes were seen perching briefly then fly-
ing out to do a little fly catching. 

     Our group stopped for lunch at the Fields Station Café, 
at the southern end of Steens Mountain. The café, in the 
isolated town of Fields, is famous for the burgers and shakes it serves. We ordered 
ahead for our large group. I was able to finish one-quarter of a coffee milkshake. It was 
just enough to give me a much needed infusion of caffeine. After lunch, we crossed the 
highway to a grove of trees. A great horned owl, perched in the cottonwoods, eyed us 
warily. 
     Wranglers were out on horseback herding cattle on the west side and east side of 
Steens Mountain. Harney County is 10,226 square miles in size. It is the largest county 
in Oregon and one of the largest in the United States. Yet with a population of only 

7,200 people, it somehow still has a small town feel. One of our guides recognized a cowboy working the 
range many miles from Burns. 
     This was a long, but good day, in Harney County. Our guides knew the country well and helped us spot 
wildlife. They also told us some of the interesting history related to the area. They pointed out to us what 
makes this country so special and that’s what made it a great tour. 
 

Steens Field Trip—continued 

  

Senior Day on May 8 

Free admission for visitors 65 and older 

https://www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/Canyon_Wren/sounds
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  Photo by Dave Gilbert 

Introducing Laura McWhorter, Associate Curator of Wildlife 
by Dave Gilbert, Newsletter Writer 

 

     On March 17, Laura McWhorter became the associate curator of wild-
life at the High Desert Museum. Getting there was like climbing a lad-
der. 
     The first step was four years ago, when she became a volunteer.  The 
second step was six months as an intern in wildlife. The next step was 
two years as a wildlife specialist. Now, she is the associate curator par-
ticipating in the care and management of all the Museum’s critters, but 
mainly its birds. 
     She gives interpretive talks on everything from the otters to the liz-
ards and fish, but her heart belongs to the birds–especially a golden eagle 
named Phillip.  

     Laura was born 28 years ago in Florida, but, she says, she grew up “all over the east.” She lists off Ohio, 
South Carolina, Georgia, and the mountains of Tennessee. She has three half-brothers and two half-sisters. Her 
parents were divorced when Laura was two years old. 
     “They are great people,” Laura says, “just not together.” She says she has “great relationships with both.”  
In fact, she says, “my mom is my best traveling buddy.”  
     The two set a goal of seeing as many waterfalls as they could, and Laura claims they have visited more than 
200 of them.  
     Laura attended numerous public schools in her first nine years because of the many moves. Then she went 
to live with her father.   
     “I never set foot in a high school,” she says, but at 16 she earned her GED. She also met a guy named Mi-
chael, who was ten years older.  
     At 18, she was back with her mother for a brief time before moving to Tampa, Florida, to live with Michael.  
     Laura held a series of jobs including at a residential cleaning service, and a sign manufacturing company.  
     Two years later Laura and Michael moved to Portland. She supported him while he attended the Art Insti-
tute of Portland and became an animator for video games. He was hired by Sony, and the job brought them to 
Bend in 2013. 
     Somehow in that time, Laura and Michael traveled to Costa Rica. 
     “It was never static,” she says. “I get bored easily.” Laura laughs. Her long curly hair falls below her shoul-
ders and bounces as she talks. It’s an unusual color, dark brown with gentle red highlights. She laughs openly 
about it.  
     “I’ve had it flaming red, purple, turquoise; it was down to my hips when I cut it short. It’s been growing ev-
er since.” 
     She wears a small silver stud in her lower lip and claims to have 12 tattoos, but she only shows two. One is 
along the outside of her left little finger, which says “Hello Sailor,” punctuated by a small anchor. The other is 
bigger: a small owl in autumn foliage on her right forearm. 
     “I’m a huge bird-nerd,” she says. She wears two tiny earrings; yep, bird feathers. It may have been her love 
for birds that convinced Laura to volunteer at the High Desert Museum working with plants and animals. She 
enrolled at Central Oregon Community College and Oregon State-Cascades, majoring in natural resources and 
fish and wildlife conservation. She has one year left before graduation.  
     “My life is the High Desert Museum, school, and dogs,” Laura says. “I love it all.”  
     “My two dogs are the only children I’ll ever have,” Laura says, laughing. Her children are a “sweet” choco-
late lab named Juniper, and a rat terrier named Anni, who is “not sweet, but loyal.”  
     When she’s not studying or working, Laura likes hiking, kayaking, camping, always with her dogs, and as 
often as possible, with Michael. “I hate being inside,” she says. 
     She also loves gardening. “Our house is taken over by crazy plants,” she says.  
     When she comes to work at the Museum in the morning, “I make the strongest pot of coffee I can to get 
through the day.” Then she puts the birds out “to weather,” says “hi” to all the animals, and does the many 
chores. Then she turns to her wildlife talks. 
     Laura is one of three associate curators of wildlife; the others are Alysia Wolf and Jessica Powers.   
     “I’m extremely privileged to work with the staff and volunteers,” she says. “They are the most passionate 
people I’ve even known.” 
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Early Season Caterpillars 
by Raven Tennyson, Newsletter Writer 

 

     As temperatures rise, the first butterflies of the season can be seen fluttering among the catkins on the wil-
lows.  
     With the suggestion that winter is passing, these three early season butterflies delight me: Sara’s orangetips, 
the California tortoiseshell, and the mourning cloak all mingle in my early season garden.  
 
     Sara’s orangetip is one of the earli-
est butterflies to emerge in the spring.  
These butterflies are identified by the 
orange patch on the tip of the fore-
wings. Males are white while the fe-
males are slightly yellow. The females 
flit among the willows and lay spindle 
shaped orange eggs on mustard plants 
and yellow rockets. These eggs hatch 
into a long green caterpillar that fades to a warm neutral color as it matures. These caterpillars will change to a 
pupa which mimics a spent leaf dangling from a green branch. This pupa overwinters turning into the newly 
emerged butterfly the following year.  
      
     The second butterfly, the mourning 
cloak, is a blackish colored butterfly 
with pale yellow borders.  Look closely 
on the slender branches of the golden 
willow as a clutch of eggs attach to a 
twig in a geometric fashion.  When the 
caterpillar emerges, it often hangs on 
slender silk threads from the egg shells. 
If disturbed, the infant caterpillars sim-
ultaneously snap outward creating the illusion of a dangling spider. As the caterpillars mature, they forage in-
dependently and then, they overwinter underneath tree bark and shingles of wood.  
      
     Lastly, the California tortoiseshell, 
is a brown sienna orange creature with 
three black hairy stripes along the lead-
ing edges extending into small white 
patches near the wing tips. These mark-
ings distinguishes it from the angel-
wing butterflies. These  lovelies con-
gregate together traveling as compan-
ions. They lay their eggs on leaves of 
snowbrush and other Ceanothus species The caterpillar is decorated with rectangular grey patches with long 
white and black spines on them. Pupa are similar in coloration to the caterpillar which are grey brown with 
black and white spots.  
 
     Lastly, in your journey to explore the wonders of nature, keep your eye on the delicate details surrounding 
you in your explorations. Spring is a time of renewal and your quest to experience the wonder of the emergent 
caterpillars will lead you to explore the natural world with more fervor and delight.  
 

Photos by Jeffrey C. Miller, Oregon State University in  
Lepidoptera of the Pacific Northwest: Caterpillars and Adults 
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High Desert Museum Area Updates from April 2018 
by Siobhan Sullivan, Newsletter Editor 

Gallery AttendantsThe team has discussed help-
ing to collect already-purchased tickets from visitors 
right before the Raptors of the Desert Sky event. Ad-
ministrators have not made a decision on this yet.  

Admissions/GreetersThe Museum is currently 
charging summer rates. There has been a change to 
fees charged for children. Children two years of age 
and under are free.    

By Hand Through MemoryThe field trip to the 
Chemawa Indian School and Hallie Ford Museum of 
Art, located in Salem, will take place on May 8-9.   

High Desert Voices NewsletterThe team is work-
ing on a new header for the newsletter.  A ballot of 
options will be available at the next VAC meeting. 
They will also be switching from blue to white paper 
for printed copies.  

MammalsThe summer program schedule will re-
place the High Desert Hooves talk with the High De-
sert Fish Tales program; and the Carnivore Talk will 
be replaced by a new wild horse interpretive talk. 
The changes will begin in May. The team is always 
interested in stories related to area wildlife. Contact 
Jon Nelson if you want to pass on an interesting sto-
ry. 

NaturalistsWork on the nature display case con-
tinues. It may be finished by the end of May. 
 

DesertariumPlans are being made on where to 
place the new female bull trout since there is already 
a female in one of the tanks. The garter snake and 
western pond turtle in the Desertarium have been 
moved to different display areas. 

Birds of PreyInterns will be hired soon and many 
volunteers will take a break from their work in BOP 
over the summer. The mews construction project is 
working through issues. The team was glad Laura 
McWhorter was hired so quickly to help out with the 
many visitors at the Museum over Spring Break. 

CollectionsThey are in the middle of setting up 
the new Ascent exhibit. They are also busy organiz-
ing old paperwork and documents. They are 
“delighted” with the new Manager of Exhibitions & 
Collections, Cindy Bradley. 

Silver Sage Trading CenterThey have ordered 
items that will help with display spaces in the store. 
New items from the store include a metal coffee cup 
and lunchbox with nature themes. New paper nap-
kins say, “Camping without wine is sitting in the 
woods.” A child-size t-shirt with the words “Happy 
Camper” printed on it is available. The store has six 
cooking sauces that include flavors such as Polyne-
sian and red pepper and orange. There is an Essential 
Knots kit for kids that contains a book, rope, and car-
abiners.  

Kudos Korner 
by Siobhan Sullivan, Newsletter Editor 

  

     Several staff and volunteers were thanked for their work in April. Shannon Campbell was thanked for all 
of the work she did related to Volunteer Appreciation Month. Sigrid von Hurst was thanked for planning such 
wonderful field trips. Harry Aston was thanked for the great way he conducts his nature walks. He was also 
thanked for mentoring Emma Smith, a high school student who is interested in working with the Naturalists. 
Heather Duchow thanked the Naturalists Team for doing a Botany Happy Hour where they learned more 
about native plants. It was nice to see everyone on the team. Tom Filcich was thanked for doing many odd 
jobs as soon as he is asked including breaking down boxes, washing dishes, and delivering flyers in town. Sa-
vanah Stalker was thanked for helping the Newsletter Team deal with some technical issues last month. Ku-
dos to all of you! 
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High Desert 
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59800 S. Highway 97 

Bend, OR 97702 

 June- Save the Date! 
4 Museum Event: Smith Rock Stories with Alan Watts. 6:00 

pm. Members $3, non-members $7. RSVP.   

9 Thorn Hollow String Band. 11:00 am - 2:00  pm.  

9 Museum Workshop: Learn How to Bee a Scientist Work-
shop. 10:00 am - 4:00 pm. SOLD OUT. Registration and pre
-payment required. 

16 Museum Event: Lonza Vulture Venture. 8:00  - 10:00 am. 
5K Run/Walk & Kids’ Dash. For pricing information and to 
register, click here. Registration and pre-payment required.  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

 To RSVP:  www.highdesertmuseum.org/rsvp or  call          
541-382-4754. To pre-register: 
www.highdesertmuseum.org/program 

  

  

 May 
2 Exhibit Opening: Kids Curate.  

5 Museum Workshop: Conservation Photography. 10:00 am - 
3:00 pm. Members $100, non-members $150. Registration and pre
-payment required. 

8 Museum Event: Senior Day. Free admission for visitors 65 
years old or older. 

8 Natural History Pub: Climate Science, Impacts and Policy. 
7:00 - 9:00 pm. Doors open at 5:30 pm. McMennamins, 700 
NW Bond, Bend. Free. RSVP. 

10 Museum Event: Evolution of a Climber. 6:00 pm. Museum 
café will be open. Members $3, non-members $5. RSVP.  

11 Museum Event: Survive the Oregon Trail. 6:00 pm. Food and 
drinks available. Teams of two $20, spectators $3. Registration 
and pre-payment required.  

12 Exhibit Opening: High Desert Dreams: The Lost Homesteads 
of the Fort Rock Basin.  

12 Thorn Hollow String Band. 11:00 am - 2:00  pm.  

17 Museum Event: Pioneer Settlers of the Fort Rock Valley. 6:00 - 
7:00 pm. Museum café will be open. Members $3, non-members 
$7. RSVP.  

18 Museum and Me. 5:00 - 8:00 pm. Free for individuals, friends, 
and family. RSVP. 

19 Off-site Field Trip: Exploring Oregon’s Rock Art Legacy. 8:00 
am - 6:00 pm. Members $40, non-members $50. Registration and 
pre-payment required. 

20 Museum Workshop: Birding for Breakfast. 7:00 am - 9:00 am., 
doors open at 6:30 am. Members $10, non-members $15. RSVP. 

22 Museum Event: Whose Land? Community Conversation. 6:00 
pm, doors open at 5:45 pm. Museum café will be open. Members 
$3, non-members $7. RSVP.  

  

  

https://www.highdesertmuseum.org/events/vulture-venture/C:/Users/Sio/Documents/2016_08_26
http://www.highdesertmuseum.org/rsvp
http://www.highdesertmuseum.org/program

