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Greater Sage Grouse in Eastern Oregon 
by Raven Tennyson, Newsletter Writer 

 
     Through the vast open sagebrush desert of the Intermountain West, in 
the least expected places, greater sage grouse gather in leks, the breeding 
display grounds where they mate. Each year before the snow and heavy 
winds stop blowing and spring settles over the immense expanse of big 
sagebrush (Artemesia tridentata) these birds initiate a centuries-old ritual.  
     On full moon nights, the popping of the male’s yellow ochre-colored air 
sacs can be heard in the night sky as his unique display echoes across the 
desert. Continuing through dawn, the male birds strut and display for the 
females and any rival males present.  
     Though numerous males may be present, only one or two males will win 
the right to mate.  

     Displaying at the leks begins in early March and lasts until the beginning of May. After breeding the fe-
males wander off into the sagebrush desert to set up bowl-shaped nests beneath the protective cover of dense 
sagebrush.  
     The female will lay 4 to 11 eggs and incubate them for 25 to 30 days. After the chicks hatch, they leave the 
nest area after two or three weeks. Initially they forage on insects, then the chicks switch to eating sagebrush 
sometime in the early fall. Unlike other birds, sage grouse do not have rocks in their gizzards and cannot eat 
seeds and nuts. These groups roam together until the fall, when the birds will split into winter flocks. Sage 
grouse have adapted to digesting poisonous monoterpenoids, a toxic substance in sagebrush leaves, so it does 
not affect the birds. The birds digest and concentrate the toxic substance into a black tar which is released when 
defecating. 
     Because of impacts caused by oil and gas drilling, habitat fragmentation, 
invasive plants, conversion of sagebrush into agriculture, and fires, the 
birds’ population has declined over time. In Oregon, sage grouse monitoring 
began over 80 years ago. Survey methods improved 40 years ago, and in 
1996, the Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife (ODFW) standardized 
their procedures. On the days between March 15 and April 30, ODFW or-
ganizes and conducts surveys with various state, federal, and private organi-
zations. 
     To help protect sage grouse numbers on private and public lands, the 
Sage Grouse Initiative was created. As stated in the Initiative, its purpose is 
“to conserve at-risk wildlife on ranchlands through cooperation, incentives, 
and community support.” 
     Launched in 2010, the Sage Grouse Initiative is a science-driven effort, partnering with ranchers to achieve 
wildlife conservation through sustainable ranching. For more details and information, visit 
www.sagegrouseinitiative.com. 

 Photos by Jeannie Stafford/USFWS , Greg Shine/BLM, and BLM file photos 

https://www.sagegrouseinitiative.com/


Bronze Sculpture Bingo 
by Siobhan Sullivan, Newsletter Editor 

 
     I visited the Museum earlier this month to try my hand at Bronze 
Sculpture Bingo. There are dozens of sculptures at the Museum hidden 
away in its nooks and crannies. Sixteen of those sculptures are featured 
in this new game. Visitors can pick up the one-page game board 
handout at the entrance desk. Then the hunt begins. 
     This game encourages visitors to walk around the Museum and its 
grounds. Several sculptures are outside while others are inside the 
buildings. To make it more challenging, the photos on the game board 
only show parts of the sculptures. See the example at the bottom of this 
page. 
     The sixteen featured sculptures are of animals, and it helps if you 
know a little bit about animal anatomy to find them. After wandering 
the grounds for nearly an hour, I was glad to find every one of the fea-

tured sculptures. The next time you visit the Museum, consider trying to find them as well. 
     During Spring Break, participants who found a Bingo row horizontally, vertically, or diagonally received a 
cup of cocoa from the Café. Perhaps future participants could get rewarded with a passport-type stamp, sticker, 
or treat. 
     Bronze Sculpture Bingo is a wonderful way to engage visitors. The Museum is lucky to have so many 
beautiful pieces of artwork in its collection. This simple game brings several of those treasures to the public’s 
attention. 

Photos by Siobhan Sullivan 
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Where Have All the Mule Deer Gone (Long Time Passing) 
by Imelda A. Cerillo, Newsletter Writer 

 
“And was blue Earth, green woods and hills, 

Place that is good, animals had a dream: 
My dear, remember me and my deer…” 

 
                                                                                Atour Tamrazov 

 
     Once upon a time, mule deer were all over Central Oregon and provid-
ed essential life support for Native Americans and early pioneers. The mule 
deer got its name from its distinctive ears that resemble those of a mule. 
We often use them as iconic representations of the Old West.  
     When we first discovered Sisters, Oregon, we did not expect that a 
young mule deer foraging right below the bedroom window of a house we 
were viewing would make the decision for us. It was love at first sight that 
evoked a certain feeling of spiritual serenity and awakened a curiosity 
about this beautiful creature. Where does it go from here, what dangers 
does it face? Will it return next season? Sadly, this curiosity was met with 
alarm. 
     Scientific records show that fall is the time for the mule deer to move 
from the alpine areas where they’ve spent the summer to the lower eleva-
tion shrub-steppe and forests to the east. Deer use this migration strategy to 
avoid deep mountain snow that obscures food and makes movement taxing. 
It allows them to save valuable energy they need to survive the cold winter 
and produce their fawns.  
     The mule deer migration is studied in terms of winter and summer loca-
tions. Data reveals fan-shaped dispersal as the deer take their own paths. 
Click here to see a map of the Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife 

(ODFW) Wildlife Management Units. In Central Oregon, mule deer tend to live in summer from the top of the 
Cascades, out into the desert in the Paulina Unit, south into the Fort Rock, Sprague, and Silver Lake Units. 
U.S. Highway 97 runs right through the summer range. 
     These deer travel from 40 to 120 miles from summer range to winter ground. Deer that summer near Tam 
McArthur Rim might head north into the Metolius Unit. South of Bend, many deer move east into the Paulina 
Unit and into the Wagontire Unit. South of La Pine, deer move southeasterly from the Cascades all the way to 
Silver Lake. 
     Experts who tracked these animals found that the 
mule deer population near Metolius decreased close to 
40% and the population near Paulina dropped nearly 
30% during the most recent three-year testing period.  
Data from the ODFW found that in the Upper 
Deschutes, mule deer population has shrunk by nearly 
55% since 1960; and this despite long-term manage-
ment by ODFW. 
     When they return to their summer range, deer fan 
out, crossing state Highway 31, U.S. Highway 97, and 
U.S. Highway 20.   
     Before human intrusion, the primary challenge mi-
grating deer faced was avoiding predators, such as 
cougars and bears, on their cross-country journeys. In 
the last 100 years, humans have created another set of 
obstacles to deer movement. We have built roads and 
fast moving cars that, according to ODFW studies, kill at least one deer each day. 
Neighborhoods and other developments have compromised habitat and increased 
deer encounters with domestic dogs, fences, and other seemingly innocuous objects 
such as tomato cages and hammocks that can have fatal consequences.  
     Corey Heath, a regional biologist for the ODFW, has long characterized U.S. 
Highways 97 and 20 as walls of death for mule deer. As traffic has increased on both 
highways, he now speaks in terms of their eventual impassibility. 
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     The Oregon Department of Transportation and ODFW count the traffic on 
U.S. Highway 97. Every day during the peak travel season, 20,000 vehicles 
pass Lava Butte. Last Fourth of July the total was 25,000. When that number 
reaches 28,000, Heath considers that the point where deer (and elk) won’t 
cross. 
     While the decrease in mule deer population is alarming, there is work being 
done. One such successful project is the widening of U.S. Highway 97 from 
milepost 149 south to milepost 153. The project included a wildlife fence (four 
miles long and eight feet high), two underpasses, and four wildlife escape 
ramps. 
     The fence and wildlife crossings south of Lava Butte have reduced wildlife/
vehicle collisions by 90 percent. The Bend chapter of the Oregon Hunters As-
sociation has stepped up to maintain the fence. 
     The mule deer continue to be valuable economic, aesthetic, and ecological 
resources for Central Oregon. In fact, deer hunting and wildlife viewing are 

major sources of revenue for the state. According to the ODFW, residents and nonresidents spent $517.9 mil-
lion on activities related to hunting and $1.02 billion on activities related to wildlife viewing in 2008. Let’s not 
kill the goose that lays the golden egg. 

Where have mule deer gone—continued 

Photos by Imelda Cerillo 

Photos by John Williams. Illustration by Louis Agassiz Fuertes ca. 1910-1914. 
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Lots of Visitors Enjoyed Wonder Wednesdays at the Museum in March! 

Photos by Todd Cary 



 

 

 

High Desert Museum, Inc. 
59800 S. Highway 97 
Bend, OR 97702 

2021 2021 

  May  
1 Museum Event: Gardening at the Miller Ranch. Free with 

Museum admission. 11:00 am—3:00 pm. 

2 Exhibit closing:  Daredevils. 

3 Virtual Natural History Pub Event: The Camp Carson 
Mining District: Cooperative Research between Eastern 
Oregon University and the Wallowa-Whitman National 
Forest. 6:00—7:00 pm. Free. Register here. 

4, 11, & 
18 

Virtual Members’ Exclusive Event: Desert 
Scribes.7:30—8:30 am. Free for members. Register here. 
Only for those who can attend all three events. 

6 Virtual Event: Gather: A Film and Panel Discussion 
about Indigenous Food Sovereignty. 6:00—7:00 pm. Free. 
Register here. 

7 Exhibit opening: Kids Curate. Free with Museum admis-
sion. 

9 Mother’s Day at the Museum. Free admission for all 
moms! 

11 Museum Event: Museum & Me. 5:00—8:00 pm. Free for 
individuals, friends, & family. RSVP. 

12 Senior Day. Free admission for visitors 65 and older. 
RSVPs for timed entry begin on April 28. 

22 Exhibit opening: In Time’s Hum: The Art and Science of 
Pollination. 

29 Summer Programs Begin. 

    

   To RSVP:  www.highdesertmuseum.org/rsvp 

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

https://highdesertmuseum.org/events/natural-history-pub-may/
https://13443.blackbaudhosting.com/13443/tickets?tab=2&txobjid=b8ccf8c5-45dd-42ef-84a0-ffdd0a977ce2
https://13443.blackbaudhosting.com/13443/tickets?tab=2&txobjid=7af9d7f2-694e-407e-ac98-fea2012a69f9
http://www.highdesertmuseum.org/rsvp
http://www.highdesertmuseum.org/program

