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The Beaver Believers Film and Discussion 
by Heather Duchow, Newsletter Writer 

 

     I wasn’t prepared for a film about climate change to be uplifting. Sure, 
I missed a gigantic clue in the title of the documentary, The Beaver Be-
lievers. Anything with “believer” in the title is going to be somewhat 
hopeful. I wonder if that’s one of the reasons for the excellent turnout at 
the event. Over 100 people gathered at the High Desert Museum on the 
evening of January 10 for a screening of the documentary by filmmaker 
Sarah Koenigsberg, director of Tensegrity Productions in Walla Walla, 
Washington. The Museum was bright and welcoming, with people sip-
ping beverages and visiting amidst the vivid colors of the John Simpkins 
paintings. The back of nearly every chair set up in the Schnitzer Entrance 
Hall was draped with a puffy coat, indicating that the house was full.  
This was a pretty cozy setting for a film about something that often leaves 

me feeling hopeless. What I didn’t know at the time was that it was actually a fitting atmosphere.   
The film starts out, as many in the genre do, with a montage of 

disheartening news reports that are far too commonplace these 
days. Drought and cataclysmic wildfires seem to dominate head-
lines. However, before long it becomes clear that Sarah and her 
team have made a film about a group of people who have found an 
unusual ally for humans as we face a changing climate. The beaver 
believers of the title all argue that bringing beavers back to streams 
and rivers in Western North American would help turn our water-
ways into resilient water systems, and resilient water systems will 
be necessary as we adapt to changing precipitation patterns. 

We meet the first beaver believer, Kent Woodruff, a wildlife 
biologist for the US Forest Service, while he is releasing a pair of beavers for the Methow Beaver Project in 
north central Washington. Mary O’Brien is a botanist and the Utah Forests Program Director for the Grand 
Canyon Trust.  In the film, she is documenting the return of riparian plant species to a meadow in Utah where 
beaver have been reintroduced.  Next we encounter Suzanne Fouty, a hydrologist, inspecting a healthy beaver 
dam and pond complex in northeastern Oregon. These three scientists explain why beavers are so important 
and how they make our water systems better able to withstand some of the effects of climate change. As pre-
cipitation patterns change and there is less precipitation in the West, it becomes more and more important to 
store and clean the water that does fall. In areas where beavers have built dams and created ponds, the water 
table increases beyond just the boundary or the level of the pond. The wetland the beavers create is complex, 
providing habitat and clean water for a wide variety of plant and animal species. Thanks to the wetlands creat-

ed by beavers, water stays in the watershed longer, and the water 
comes out cleaner and cooler when it is released. The beaver ponds and 
wetlands also act as fire breaks in otherwise dry forests.   
     Beavers were once everywhere in waterways in North America, but 
they were trapped to near extinction. Money was one major motivator 
for extensive beaver trapping. The trapper camp and the fur trading ar-
ea in the Spirit of the West exhibit highlight the role of beaver in at-
tracting Europeans to the West. High Desert Museum volunteers likely 
know that beaver pelts functioned as currency and that trade goods 
were priced in beaver pelts. The film also points out that fur-trapping 
companies had another motive—to quell competition for the land. 
Trapping beaver to near extinction created a “fur desert,” which they  



thought made the West less attractive to rival colonists or emigrants. The outcome was the removal of beaver 
from most American waterways. Streams as we have known them for the last 100 to 300 years are different 
than they were for thousands of years before beaver were removed. Removing beaver from American streams 
was like pulling the plug on a very efficient water storage and filtration system. We’ve gotten used to what 
streams look like without beaver, and as a result, we’ve gotten away from the idea that water needs to linger in 
a watershed.   

     The three scientists point out that adaptation to a changing cli-
mate is going to require us to work with nature. There may be no 
better partner than an animal that has evolved to create and live in 
the complex watersheds we will need. 
     The film examines what it means to bring beaver back to Ameri-
can waterways. Can we co-exist with beavers in our forests, on our 
ranches and rangelands, and in our cities and towns? How do we 
increase the ability and willingness of Americans to live side by 
side with beaver? A reasonable wildlife management plan and bea-
ver advocacy are two parts of the puzzle. 
     Sherri Tippie is both an advocate for, and a part of, a reasonable 
wildlife beaver management plan in Colorado.  She seems like an 

unlikely beaver believer at first. She is a hairdresser in the Denver area. She is also a certified live trapper. We 
first meet her as she is preparing to recover some beaver from live traps in a suburban waterway in Aurora, 
Colorado. She started relocating beavers about 30 years ago, when she heard that authorities were planning to 
kill a family of beavers that had taken down some trees near a golf course. She inquired about whether they 
could relocate the beavers instead of killing them, but she was told that all previous attempts to trap live bea-
vers had resulted in dead beavers. She was not deterred.  She borrowed a live trap, read the directions, and 
successfully trapped and relocated the beavers. Rocky Mountain National Park was glad to take them. She has 
been trapping, wrangling, and relocating beaver ever since.  

Heidi Perryman also stood up for some beavers that were under fire. She intervened on behalf of some 
beavers that moved into an urban stream in Martinez, California. City authorities planned to exterminate the 
beavers, but Heidi organized a citizens’ revolt. Two years later she also organized the first annual Martinez 
Beaver Festival.  The 12th annual festival will take place on June 29, 2019.  Her pro-beaver non-profit is 
“Worth a Dam.” Martinez, California learned to live with the beavers, and the city stream is a healthier eco-
system for it.   

Discussion about advocating for beaver and a reasonable wildlife management 
plan continued in the question and answer period after the film. Sarah reminded 
the audience that beavers are still considered a nuisance animal in Oregon, and 
there is a strong beaver trapping culture in our state.  Sarah pointed to Utah’s bea-
ver trapping plan as a pretty good model of what a progressive plan would look 
like. Sarah also reminded us that there are small things we can do as individuals 
to encourage progressive beaver management. She liked Sherri Tippie’s sugges-
tion to call our local wildlife managers to tell them when we enjoy seeing some 
wildlife.     

Jeremy Maestas, an ecologist with USDA’s Natural Resources Conservation 
Service based in Bend, also took part in the Q and A that followed the film.  
Louise Shirley, the Donald M. Kerr Curator of Natural History, and Laura Ferguson, Curator of Western His-
tory, who organized and hosted the event for the Museum, invited Jeremy to join the Q and A session. Be-
cause as Louise said, “he has been conducting workshops to share low-tech approaches to restoring degraded 
streams, including partnering with beavers or mimicking their dams with beaver dam analogs (BDAs).” Jere-
my said that drainage is a poor word choice to describe waterways.  They don’t just drain – or at least they 
shouldn’t. He reiterated that we need water to linger in watersheds.  Water storage in the West has historically 
consisted of mountain snowpack. As the climate changes, our precipitation consists of much less snow and 
more rain. Beavers will help the water linger in the watershed. 

After seeing this film, I have my own tiny reserve of hope. I think it’s shaped like a beaver pond. 
The screening event was supported by the Bend Cultural Tourism Fund, which is helping the Museum of-

fer programs that complement the upcoming exhibit Desert Reflections: Water Shapes the West which opens 
April 27.  You can find more information about the film, the filmmakers, and the beaver believers at https://
www.thebeaverbelievers.com/ and https://www.thebeaverbelievers.com/believers/  Photos from Wikimedia Commons 
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Beaver Believer—continued 

https://www.thebeaverbelievers.com/
https://www.thebeaverbelievers.com/
https://www.thebeaverbelievers.com/believers/


Photo by Dave Gilbert 
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Introducing Steve Murray, Birds of Prey Volunteer 
by Dave Gilbert, Newsletter Writer 

 

     Steve Murray has done a bit of almost everything. He’s worked in demolition, as a fac-
tory worker and landscaper. He’s worked in bookstores and libraries, in construction, log-
ging, reforestation, and as a tree-climbing arborist. For years he worked in high-tech. 
     In Steve’s last 12 years of work, he managed several programs for a Bend social ser-
vices provider. 
     Now in retirement, he’s found pleasure in volunteering at the High Desert Museum, 
cleaning cages and preparing meals for the residents of the Desertarium and Birds of Prey 
exhibit. He also serves on the Museum’s Volunteer Advisory Council.  
     There’s a softness to Steve’s face that suggests contentment. His gentle smile and 
neatly trimmed beard might be those of a favorite uncle or trusted family friend. His 

clothes are informal, a T-shirt beneath a fleece jacket. 
     Steve was born in 1951 and grew up in Brielle, New Jersey, a few miles from the Atlantic beaches, 

where as a boy, he spent much of his spare time.  Both parents were veterans of World War II. His father, Ed, a 
pipe-fitter, had served with the Army in the Pacific. His mother, Marjorie, had been in the Navy and was a stay-
at-home-mom. He has a younger brother who lives in Georgia. 

In school, Steve played a lot of sports with his friends: baseball, football, basketball.  
“I didn’t excel in either them or school,” he says with a small laugh. “I was inclined to be outdoors.” Steve 

says he spent time in the woods and on the beach—“a lot of time at the beach.”   
After high school, he went to Rutgers University where he started out in engineering. However, that was 

“not for me,” he says.  So he decided on English literature. 
“Like a lot of kids in the late ‘60s,” he says, he “wasn’t heavy into academics.” He worked in the college 

bookstore and library, and remembers “a lot of parties.” Despite that he managed to graduate in five years. 
At 24, he moved to rural Vermont where “I had a friend who had a friend” who owned property. So Steve 

decided it was time to “get back to the land, to a simpler life.” His eyes shine through rimless glasses. 
After a couple of years subsisting on seasonal work, he decided to move again.  In 1977, he visited a friend 

in graduate school in Corvallis, and he’s been in Oregon ever since. 
He worked at a series of jobs and then decided “it might be a good idea to go back to school.” So in 1983, 

he enrolled at Linn-Benton Community College, studying electronics. Later he went to work for Intel in Hills-
boro. 

In 1991, he participated in a rally against the First Gulf War and met another protester, Mary Marson. The 
two moved in together the next year and married in 2013 after a “long courtship,” Steve says, chuckling lightly. 

Steve continued working at Intel and Mary worked for Multnomah County. In 1998, the couple bought a 
“vacation home” in Sunriver. 

“When 9-11 happened,” Steve says, “we decided life was too short to spend it in soul-tearing work.” They 
gave up their careers and moved to Sunriver in 2003. Both went back to work at a local social service provider, 
NeighborImpact, helping low-income people. 

Steve’s trim physique shows that he never lost his love for the outdoors. He enjoys kayaking and hiking, 
often with his Australian cattle dog mix, Seola. He and Mary also travel around rural parts of Oregon.   

“We tend to favor those areas over urban,” he says. 
Steve retired in 2016. Mary began volunteering at the High Desert Museum cafeteria. He thought it was a 

“cool place,” and a year later he volunteered, too. 
He describes his work as supporting the wildlife staff “so they can focus on higher-level work.” He sees the 

Museum as having a “wide appeal, where people with many interests can find their own kind of enrichment.” 
     “The staff I work with is dedicated to the wildlife in their care and enjoy sharing information and facts about 
them with Museum visitors,” he says. “They care greatly.”  
  
 

Kudos Korner 
by Siobhan Sullivan, Newsletter Editor 

 

     Several staff and volunteers were thanked for their work in January. Thanks were given to voiceover artists 
Inessa and Sheila H. for their work on TV and radio commercials for the Museum. In keeping with the Muse-
um's goals of recognizing diversity, it’s nice to hear commercials featuring the voices of women. The new paint 
job on the High Desert Ranger Station looks great. Dave Gilbert was thanked for the amazing job he does writ-
ing profile articles for the newsletter. Kudos to all of you! 
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Ecohydrology of Western Juniper Woodlands Lecture 
by Siobhan Sullivan, Newsletter Editor 

 

     Dr. Carlos Ochoa, assistant professor of Watershed and Riparian Systems 

at Oregon State University, presented results of an ongoing study comparing 

two western juniper woodland sites north of Brothers, Oregon. 

     Western juniper, Juniperus occidentalis, has expanded its range dramati-

cally in the last 160 years. Fire suppression, overgrazing, and climate change 

contributed to this expansion. In Oregon, western juniper covers 6 - 10 mil-

lion acres. This species used to be limited to parts of Nevada and California. 

It thrives in areas with cold winters and adapts to warmer climate conditions. 

Unlike other juniper species, western juniper forms monocultures.  

     There are certain benefits associated with this tree. It’s used in the con-

struction of long-lasting fenceposts. Junipers offer desirable habitat for wild-

life such as mule deer, raptors, and songbirds. Areas with 10% to 20% cano-

py cover (Phase I and Phase II respectively) form the most productive wild-

life habitat. This tree also sequesters carbon, like other plant species. 

     This study compared a variety of factors on two 500-acre sites. On the 

treated site, juniper trees were cut down and on the untreated site, the juni-

pers were left standing. Soil types and surface water were measured, but additional factors were also consid-

ered. Hydrology, stream flow, transpiration, and, more recently, soil carbon were measured on the two sites. 

The study began in 1994 and 90 percent of the trees were cut on the treated site in 2005 and 2006.  

Here are some of the results:  

 The diversity and abundance of shrubs and grasses increased on the treated site. 

 The untreated site had higher above-ground carbon levels but the cut site had similar levels if you include 

the carbon in the stumps left on site. Levels will remain high if the soil is not disturbed. 

 The trees intercepted 46% of the precipitation on the untreated site. 

 In high precipitation years, junipers used more water than in low precipitation years. This may not be an 

issue unless there are several consecutive years of drought. 

 Soil moisture was higher on parts of the untreated site at certain times of the year due to shading. Howev-

er, this effect did not last through the season. The treated site had higher moisture overall.  

 Groundwater response levels were higher on the 

treated site. Though substrate differed on parts of 

the sites, they were the same in 85-90% of the study 

area.  

 Spring flow levels were higher in the treated site—

especially after the first year. 

     How long does the treatment, or removal, of trees 

last? They will reestablish themselves if not controlled. 

Drones with special cameras that detect chlorophyll lev-

els were flown over the study site. This method has an 

accuracy rate of 80% at determining coverage. After 13 

years, there were 127 trees/acre on the treated site vs. 

300 trees/acre on the untreated site. Rapid reestablish-

ment of junipers is underway. 

There were several questions after the presentation related to management of western juniper trees.  

Audience members had concerns about the tree’s water usage and asked if they should be removed. Dr. 

Ochoa noted that in a recent study in Idaho, the conclusions on how much water western junipers removed 

from the soil were vague. He said the decision to remove trees “depends upon your objectives.” If you know 

there are underground springs that you want to “harvest,” then removal might be an option. If you want to pro-

vide wildlife habitat for certain species, then thinning trees might be a better option.  
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There was a question about junipers inhibiting the growth of other trees. Dr. Ochoa has seen white oak ex-

cluded near another species of juniper in Mexico but he is not aware of that occurring here.  

Dr. Ochoa noted that juniper’s roots are near the surface and they can connect with nearby juniper trees 

underground. The roots extend about one and a half times the height of the tree. The abundance of shallow 

springs, and the area’s unique geology, contributes to juniper’s success in Oregon.  

It was an interesting, and well-attended, presentation. 

Junipers—continued 

High Desert Museum Area Updates from January 2019 
by Siobhan Sullivan, Newsletter Editor 

Naturalists – There have been concerns related to the 
scheduling of the walks. Sometimes visitors are in a 
hurry to attend some of the other events, such as the 
Bird of Prey talks. Though suggestions were made to 
move the walks to an earlier time, they will likely re-
main at the current time due to scheduling conflicts. 
Collections –  The “baton” of Team Lead has been 
passed on to Jean Bennett. She was presented with an 
elaborately decorated hammer. The team is saddened 
by the news that Collections Manager Cindy Bradley 
will be taking a job in her home state of North Caroli-
na. They have appreciated the work she started on 
keeping track of where artifacts are located and 
properly documenting each item. For example, the 
team has been working on cataloging the 7,000 arti-
facts in the Bounds Collection.  
 
The Photography Team has been helping take pic-
tures of the Museum’s artifacts. They hope to reno-
vate a studio room in the Museum with donated 
funds. They also plan to document the cleaning pro-
cess with photographs.  
By Hand Through Memory – The team has enough 
volunteers to cover the upcoming Free Day. They 
have a new volunteer who has been shadowing other 
volunteers. He hopes to work on Free Day. There was 
a brief discussion on the elusive sturgeon located in 
one of the tanks. It can be difficult to locate. Lighting 
will be replaced soon over part of the exhibit area. 
Desertarium - They continue to use target training 
with their animals. They plan to make a target that the 
sturgeon will respond to. They hope to have the turtle 
tank cleaned and re-caulked before the beginning of 
February.  
Photography - They hosted another successful pho-
tography workshop on December 15. This workshop 
focused on macrophotography. The attendees took 
pictures of feathers, skulls, and talons as well as live 
animals including the bearded dragon and the gyrfal-
con. The next workshop will focus on birds and mam-
mals and it will take place in April. The team recently 
had a meeting and they hope to have quarterly meet-
ings in the future. Two new photographers recently 
joined the team. 

At a recent talk, light panels were offered to Photog-
raphy Team members to help get better lighting for 
their photographs.  
Birds of Prey - They lost one staff member but 
gained another. They will be adding an additional 
staff member to this area. The volunteers were happy 
to hear this news. Birds are being prepared for the 
Sky Hunters experience during Spring Break. The 
Harris’ hawk, merlin, turkey vulture, barn owl, and 
raven are currently being trained. Work with the two 
golden eagles has just started in preparation for the 
summer programs. The new gyrfalcon does well with 
people and they hope to train him for school visits.  

Admissions/Greeters –  In December there were 500 
memberships purchased, 200 of which were gifts. 
They are ready for Free Day and wonder if they will 
get 3,500 as they did last January. Second quarter at-
tendance was way ahead of budget. There were about 
700 people per day in the first weeks of January. 
These numbers dropped to more typical levels once 
school was back in session. A form for service ani-
mals was passed around along with a map of restrict-
ed areas where animals are not allowed. Visitors with 
service animals must read and sign this form prior to 
entering the Museum.  
Living History - Mining Day will be on January 19. 
The team is gearing up to work on Free Day. The 
dates for cleaning of the Spirit of the West and By 
Hand Through Memory exhibit spaces are to be de-
termined.  

High Desert Voices Newsletter - The team has one 
new volunteer and one returning volunteer. 

Photos by Siobhan Sullivan 
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 March - Save the Date!  

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

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
 To RSVP:  www.highdesertmuseum.org/rsvp  

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

  

 February  

2 Museum Workshop: Kid-Friendly Self-Portrait Workshop. 
10:00 am—3:00 pm. $20, members 20% off. Registration and 
pre-payment required. 

2 Museum Workshop: Nest Box Workshop. 10:30 am—1:00 pm. 
$50, members 20% off. Registration and pre-payment required. 

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

12 Off-site Event: Natural History Pub: The Human Dimensions of 
Climate Change.7:00 pm (doors open at 5:30 pm). Free. At 
McMenamins, 700 NW Bond St., Bend. RSVP. 

16 Museum Event: 19th Century Making and Mending. 11:00 
am—3:00 pm. Free with Museum admission.  

16 Off-site Field Trip: Winter Raptors (Weather Permitting). 8:00 
am—3:00 pm. $50, members 20% off. Registration and pre-
payment required. 

17 Exhibit Closing. Desert Mystic: The Paintings of John Simp-
kins. 

21 Museum Event: Art as a Means of Overcoming Trauma: PTSD 
and the Work of Rick Bartow. 6:00—7:00 pm. $7, members 20% 
off, veterans 10% off. Registration and pre-payment required. 

23 Free Day. 10:00 am—4:00  pm. 

  

  

  

  

http://www.highdesertmuseum.org/rsvp
http://www.highdesertmuseum.org/program

