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Nipping Noxious Weeds in the Bud
by Andrea Stuart, Newsletter Writer

When spring arrives, Central Oregon’s volcanic soil becomes pocked with rain and thirsty plants drinking
in both sun and water. Ponderosa pine trees perfume the air with the scent of butterscotch, greenleaf manzanita flowers give way to little red berries, and native brush and grasses turn green again. The local inhabitants,
from mule deer to songbirds, celebrate nature’s awakening as they forage and nest.
However, not all plants that crop up receive the red-carpet treatment. Many species of weeds also push
through our arid soils in search of sunlight. While some are less concerning, others—called noxious weeds—
pose a threat to wildlife, agriculture and the health of our soils.
Noxious weeds are non-native, injurious plant species that have been introduced
to an environment from elsewhere. They differentiate from noninvasive species in
that agriculture or governing authorities consider them harmful to crops, ecosystems,
humans or animals.
Think of noxious weeds as the bullies of wildlife. Their aggressive germination
and growth cycles overrun native vegetation and steal resources, such as water, sunlight and habitat. When native plants die out, noxious weeds replace those ecologically beneficial plants with harmful fauna and flora that create a monoculture that
degrades the soil.
Livestock may consume noxious weeds that grow in pastures or rangelands, causing illness or injury to the animals. Weeds growing in our yards can become stuck in
clothing or pet’s fur, be consumed by pets and local wildlife, or get stuck in their
eyes, ears and throats. Many weed species have barbed seed pods, which allow them
to migrate into the body, creating health issues.
While several species of noxious weeds exist in Central Oregon, medusahead and Medusahead. Barry Rice, 2009.
cheatgrass are among the most pervasive. Cheatgrass has an especially expansive root CC BY-SA 2.0.
system and can germinate in colder weather compared to native plant species, which
makes it quite the contender for springtime nutrients.
Due to consistent spring rains this year, cheatgrass has proliferated throughout Central Oregon, including at the High Desert Museum
(HDM). The nearly 2-acre meadow at the edge of the 135-acre property has been hit particularly hard. Haley Brazier, the Museum’s
Donald M. Kerr curator of natural history, jokingly calls the area
“cheatgrass meadow.”
“Cheatgrass thrives especially well in open fields,” says Brazier.
“To counter the effects of cheatgrass, the Museum has employed a
weed control method called soil solarization. Already familiar with
published works on this method by Dr. Matthew Orr, of Oregon
State University, the Museum consulted with the Deschutes Land
Trust before beginning.”
Cheatgrass. Phil Sellens, 2007. CC BY-SA 2.0
Soil solarization is a process in which a clear, plastic sheet is laid
over the land, in this case the meadowland at HDM. Sunlight is captured beneath the canopy, creating a greenhouse effect. The increased soil temperature is supposed to kill the weed seeds and other pathogens, creating a
healthier environment in which native plants may thrive.
“The sheet will remain down until fall, allowing the hot summer months to ‘cook’ the ground,” says Brazier. “Then, we’ll pull it up and sow native plants.”
This method works particularly well for larger areas where cheatgrass has taken over.
“We’ll still have to pull by hand around the perimeter of the area, as well as in other locations of the Museum’s property,” she continues. “But we’re hopeful that this method will significantly reduce the amount of
cheatgrass on the property over time.”

Noxious Weeds—continued

The Museum received a grant from the Oregon Department of Forestry this year that will offset costs of
weed control. With those funds, it is employing a forest manager who will develop a noxious weed mitigation
plan. However, the weed pulling crew at HDM will continue to have its work cut out for it. The designated
crew is a humble group composed of two full-time employees and four volunteers. They enthusiastically welcome other volunteers to join them.
The weed pulling team meets each Thursday and Sunday at 9:00 a.m. at the admissions desk. They provide
volunteers with gloves, tools and bags before hitting the day’s selected weed location. It’s a casual, relaxed
way to support the Museum.
“It’s nice because we talk, laugh and enjoy
each other’s company while we pull weeds,” says
Brazier.
Even if you can’t join the team at HDM, you
can help your community by pulling noxious
weeds at home and on public lands. Once pulled,
the Deschutes Land Trust recommends collecting
them in plastic bags and disposing of them in the
Deschutes County Landfill.
“We are all stewards of the high desert. This
is one simple yet significant way we help our local wildlife,” concludes Brazier.
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Where is the High Desert?
by Martha Henderson, Newsletter Writer

Many visitors to the High Desert Museum are unsure of the geographical area known as the High Desert.
Interestingly, many volunteers and staff of the Museum are equally challenged to give a clear definition of the
region. A careful search of the Museum can provide some clues to its identity. However, visitors and staff,
with some knowledge of the area, may be tempted to use other terms for the region.
The name most commonly applied to the desert is the Great Basin.
This term implies the drainage of water sources from surrounding
mountain crests towards the lowest elevation or basin with no exterior
drainage. The Great Basin includes the crest of mountains in Oregon
and Idaho facing the basin of the Great Salt Lake. In addition, some rivers in the Great Basin, such as the Humboldt River in northern Nevada,
drain to the west towards the Sierra Nevada Mountains, but end in sinks
and marsh areas in central Nevada. The Museum would not be included
in the regional name if this were the definition.
Similar to the Great Basin is another
name made popular by the writer John
McPhee. McPhee’s book, Basin and Range,
enlists the same idea of higher elevations,
the many mountain ranges between the Sierra Nevada and the Rocky Mountains, and the basins that separate them. As a geologist, McPhee writes about the geologic process of faulting that created the ranges
and basins. As the crust faulted upward, cracks at the base of the ranges filled
with water. Downward seeking water filled the low areas to create lakebeds such
as the Great Salt Lake. Water sources for the lakes also came from melting glacial
ice in the post-glacial period approximately 10,000 years ago. Today, most of the
glacial lakes have evaporated or will experience increasing evaporation because
of climate change. The Great Salt Lake is less than half its original size.

Great Basin Landscape Conservation Cooperative boundary. Conservation Biology Institute map from U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service,
2022.

Boundaries of eight cold deserts (shown in
brown) and four hot deserts (shown in orange)
of North America. Joe Roe, 2016. CC BY-SA
4.0
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Basin and Range province. Kathleen Smith, 2018, CC BY 3.0

Another term applied to the High Desert is the cold desert. This term
relies upon temperature regimes to define the region. Cold deserts, as
opposed to the warmer areas of the Sonoran and Chihuahuan Deserts of
the American southwest, experience colder temperatures at night and,
until recently, daytime temperatures rarely above 100 degrees Fahrenheit. The relatively colder temperatures are primarily due to higher elevation on average and a more northerly location than the southwest deserts. Young and Sparks used the term, cold desert, as the title of their
book describing historic sheep and cattle ranching across Nevada,
southeastern Oregon, and southern Idaho.
The map on the left shows the desert ecoregions of North America.
The numbered outlines indicate locations of cold and hot deserts.
The cold deserts include: 1. Thompson-Okanagan Plateau 2. Columbia
Basin 3. Northern Basin and Range 4. Wyoming Basin 5. Central Basin
and Range 6. Colorado Plateaus 7. Arizona/New Mexico Plateau 8.
Snake River Plateau.
The hot deserts include: 9. Mojave Basin and Range 10. Sonoran Desert
11. Baja California Desert 12. Chihuahuan Desert.

Page 3

High Desert—continued

The Intermountain West includes two major drainage systems. The largest watershed in the American west is the Columbia River system. The area east of the Cascade
Mountains in the Pacific Northwest is called the Columbia Plateau. The Rocky Mountains define the eastern edge of the Plateau. To the south of the Columbia, watershed
where water seeks a lower elevation in the basins is the Great Basin. The boundary of
the Great Basin on its southern edge is a series of mountain ranges that divide the basin
from the Colorado River watershed. Combining the Columbia Plateau and the Great
Basin creates an extensive region that extends from the headwaters of the Columbia
River in British Columbia to the mountain ranges of the American southwest that form
the southern reaches of the Great Basin.
Map of the Intermountain West by county. Red counties are always included; pink
counties are sometimes included. Howpper, 2017. CC BY-SA 4.0

If we superimpose the maps of the areas as described, we can create a
map that shows us the core of the High Desert and the periphery as defined by at least one of the maps. Probably most visitors to the Museum
and its staff identify the High Desert with the core, while those more attuned to the Museum’s definition of the High Desert see the larger region,
including the peripheral areas.
So where is the High Desert? Museum documents and maps define the
region as “bounded on the west by the Cascade and Sierra Nevada Mountains. The region includes the Columbia Plateau to the north and the Great
Basin to the south. Portions of the states of Washington, Oregon, California, Idaho, Montana, Wyoming, Nevada, and Utah, and the Canadian
provinces of British Columba and Alberta are located in the High Desert.” This is an enormous area with a great diversity of ecosystems and North American map showing cold deserts (in
brown), hot deserts (in orange), Basin and
human systems.
(in light red), Great Basin ( in blue),
Within the boundary of the region are var- Range
and High Desert (in green).
ious configurations of public and private
lands, the most remote and unpopulated areas
in the west, as well as in large urban areas with various economic activities. The
region has diverse ethnic and cultural groups, a major center of a world religion,
historic transhumance practices of moving grazing livestock seasonally, experimental agriculture, wine and beer production, and vast systems of power production and power line grids connecting populated places in and out of the region.
Once a region of few descriptors, densities or diversity, the High Desert is a richly
complicated and complex region.
The High Desert’s future belongs to a widening circle of economically motivated international corporations, extreme outdoor recreationalists, national and international visitors, and new residents. Climate change and other threats to plant and
animal inhabitants is a growing concern. Is the region prepared for these changes?
Map displayed at the High Desert
Museum showing boundaries of
the High Desert region.

The High Desert Museum is meeting these challenges. Recent exhibits have emphasized the multi-diverse natural and social conditions, as well as
telling the story of the region’s history. Resources we have long taken for
granted, such as the clear night sky, remind us of the beauty and quiet of a
region with large unpopulated areas. The stars also provide one way of seeing how Indigenous native populations live with nature. Museum exhibits
will continue to incorporate changing demographics and natural systems in
the region we call the High Desert.

Alvord Desert from Steen’s Mountain

Map composite and photograph by Siobhan Sullivan
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Sisters Outdoor Quilt Show
by Siobhan Sullivan, Newsletter Editor

The 47th annual Sisters Outdoor Quilt Show took place on July 9, 2022. It is the largest outdoor quilt show
in the world. Over 10,000 visitors viewed the 1,100+ quilts on display. These photographs highlight the artistry of quilters who participated in the show. The first photograph shows crowds applauding local firefighters
after they hung quilts on the tall building in downtown Sisters. This community-wide event features the town’s
businesses as well as the many amazing quilts.
See more pictures from this event here.

Photos by Siobhan Sullivan
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High Desert Museum
59800 S. Highway 97
Bend, OR 97702
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Museum Event: Ranch Sawmill Demonstration. 11:00 am - 3:00 pm. Free with Museum admission.

6

Museum Event: Ice Cream Made at the Ranch. 1:00 – 3:00 pm. Free with Museum admission.

27

Museum Event: High Desert Rendezvous. 5:00- 9:00 pm. To purchase tickets and tables, go here.
To RSVP or register, click on the link next to the event description or call 541-382-4754.

