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The Busy Beavers of Downybrook:
Creating More Wetland Habitat
for Mink and Muskrat

T

he buck-toothed, paddle-tailed residents of
Downybrook Nature Reserve have spent years
here doing what a Beaver (Castor canadensis) does
best– gnawing down trees, building impressive lodges
out of sticks and mud, flooding ponds and sometimes
footbridges.
Yet the chaos these water-loving rodents create
has also resulted in something quite wonderful - more
wetland habitat for the muskrat and mink to thrive.
“They have changed the whole landscape and
created more wetland habitat, which makes more
vegetation that can support these other aquatic
animals, “ explained OBI Land Steward Lee
Ellsworth. “Downybrook is a great example
of how beaver can create more habitat
by altering the environment to fit their
needs and allowing these other animals
to come in and have a better life.”
Mink and muskrat can co-exist
quite well with the beaver, whose only
real predator other than man is the
coyote. The muskrat, also a member of
the rodent family and an herbivore, feasts on
cattails and their tender roots and is sometimes the
prey of the mink. Known for being vicious and quite
smelly, the small mink is a carnivorous member of the
Mustilidae family, related to Weasels and Otters. It
makes a meal of turtles, crayfish, mice, frogs that are
plentiful because of the beaver-created wetland.
Beaver activity varies each year at the five ponds
on Downybrook’s east and west sides. The middle
pond on the west side of Downybrook (where parking
lot is located) seems to have to biggest beaver colony

this year. Populations
ebb and flow, as
beaver tend to move
in and grow their
colony to a level the
surroundings can support,
then move on to new territory.
The man-made ponds at Downybrook are an
example of a place where beaver have for decades
been welcomed and keenly observed by nature-lovers
who snap photos of them in action and see their
impressive lodge house, the expertly gnawed tree
stumps and their cache (winter food pile).
Because the nature reserve is a safe haven
for animals, the beaver’s busy work has
gone on undiscouraged and the wetland
has gradually expanded its watery
boundaries.
“Beaver are considered a keystone
species, which means they are the
lynchpin for everything in the wetland,”
Ellsworth said. “Downybrook is a natural
environment and a place where we are seeing
how one species can help provide a home for other
species.”
- Tracy Valentine

Downybrook Nature Reserve is located at
24353 Perch Lake Rd, Brownville. It is open
daily to the public from dawn to dusk.

Lee Ellsworth
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Join Us! The non-for-profit
OBI Land Trust relies on contributions
from the public and grants from
foundations to fund our projects in
land conservation.
Please send your contributions to:
P.O. Box 117, Chaumont, NY 13622.
Levels of membership range from
$100 Protector of the Land to
$1500 Friend of the Land.

We need and appreciate
support of OBI!
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A TRIBUTE TO SALLY K. HIRSCHEY

O

Become a “Friend of OBI.”

CAPE
VINCENT

o Use an overused word, 2020
(with $6000 match from a NNYCF
was “UNPRECEDENTED”! On one
grant and $6500 from OBI) in
hand, OBI Land Trust was forced to
2020 which funded a number of
cancel all of our outreach events for
improvements, including a parking
the year 2020, including our annual
area, new bridges, trails, an
fundraiser and get together with
observation deck and informational
our friends and supporters, due to
kiosks at the reserve.
the Pandemic. On the other hand,
On a sad note, Sally Hirschey,
we heard from so many of you,
board member emeritus, passed
including several larger donations
away in December 2020. Sally was
from new supporters as well as from
our longest running board member
existing friends in support of our
ever and contributed so much to OBI
CHAIR’S MESSAGE
new land projects and Downybrook
over the years. Yes, she and Urban
infrastructure projects. Thanks to all
had moved away, but she will be
for your support!
missed! We appreciate the special donations received in
During 2020, we added 1 new board member,
her honor!
Carrie Fleming, and introduced another potential
All in all, while 2020 was the year of the pandemic,
member, Stewart Nicholas to the group. Stewart was
it can be said that it turned out to be a productive year
added to the board in 2021 to bring our total board to 11.
for OBI Land Trust. We are tentatively planning events
We have an excellent board going forward and I want to
starting in summer 2021, pandemic permitting. You can
thank all for the time and effort that has been put into
find them listed elsewhere in this newsletter.
our all-volunteer land trust.
Lastly, I would again like to thank you for your
During 2020 we also had the beginnings of several
continuing support during this difficult time. As I always
land deals, which we hope to complete in 2021. All are in
mention, land conservation and preservation is an
the works in various stages as this is written.
expensive proposition and your support and friendship is
A committee is developing several improvements
much appreciated by our all-volunteer organization. We
as well as overseeing maintenance at our premier
look forward to the possibility of seeing you IN PERSON
public-use property-Downybrook Nature Reserve. We
in 2021! Get your vaccination!—and get outside!
completed a $50,000 state/Land Trust Alliance grant
Best, Jim LaPlante
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BI Land Trust lost a longtime loyal supporter, board
member and beloved friend in late 2020 with the passing
of Sally K. Hirschey.
Sally devoted 19 years of service to OBI’s Board of Directors
and helped guide our all-volunteer land trust to success with
enthusiasm and common sense approach, always with the best
interest of our all-volunteer land trust in mind. She was the
longest-ever serving board member when she retired from OBI
in the summer of 2018 and moved from the area.
She spent 20 years as a teacher at Carthage Central School
and Jefferson Community College and she was an active
community member in Cape Vincent, where she and husband Urban lived for several
years and more than once hosted OBI’s annual picnic fundraiser and annual board
meetings. Urban joined OBI’s Board of Directors in 2016.
Their parting gift to OBI was $10,000 in matching funds that helped OBI win a
$15,000 grant from the Land Trust Alliance in spring 2018 to fund education, marketing
and outreach. It was also meant to inspire support for OBI and our conservation efforts.
Sally was always willing to serve on land trust committees and do a little extra. For years
she helped manage the food service at our annual picnic, where she had a knack for
adding a touch of class and style and made all feel welcomed.
Sally and Urban became OBI’s first Emeritus members of our Board of Directors
in 2018. That same year, the couple was honored with a Citation from the New York
State Assembly at OBI’s annual fundraiser in 2018, which celebrated their remarkable
devotion to OBI and other local causes and was a much deserved tribute that will long be
remembered.

A

A TRIBUTE TO MABEL WALKER

fter a life well lived with so many
accomplishments, longtime Watertown
resident Mabel B. Walker also notably had a vital
role in ensuring the success of OBI Land Trust.
When she died on December 6, 2020 at
age 93, OBI lost a friend who believed firmly in
preserving ecologically-significant land and open
spaces for future generations. She regularly joined
us at our annual fundraiser alongside husband T.
Urling “Tom” Walker, who still lives in Watertown
and is former mayor of the city. They were
summer residents of Henderson and Cape Vincent for many
years and had a connection with the communities OBI serves.
The couple’s generosity since shortly after we were
established in 1993 helped OBI Land Trust gain a foothold as
the region’s only all-volunteer land trust organization. In 2015,
they sponsored the Walker Challenge in which they matched

contributions to our non-profit totaling up to
$10,000. This program exceeded the $20,000 goal
as it helped inspire support from throughout our
service area.
The Walkers were honored guests at our
annual fundraiser in 2019 and recognized
as conservation leaders. The couple has also
supported other area land trust groups and
countless other causes both large and small
with an impact that is both remarkable and
immeasurable.
Mabel Walker truly deserved to be called a “community
champion” by the Watertown Daily Times and we at OBI
Land Trust feel honored and privileged to have known her
and that she believed in our land conservation goals for the
shoreline communities of Jefferson County.

A New Pavilion For Downybrook! OBI Land Trust is in the planning and design phase for construction of a
pavilion at Downybrook Nature Reserve and continues to also raise funds toward the project. In December, Dani Baker,
co-owner of Cross Island Farms, Wellesley Island, generously contributed $7500 toward construction costs of the pavilion
on the west side of the reserve. Once completed, it will allow OBI to hold gatherings and host educational events for the
community. Trails, benches and vistas at the reserve are available for naming opportunities that can include memorials/
honors. Please contact OBI at 315-649-6045 for details about this unique campaign or the pavilion project.

Welcome New Members of OBI’s Board of Directors!
What started as a childhood fascination with
nature led Chaumont native Carrie Fleming to
study and teach Biology and also has made her
a perfect fit for her hometown land trust. Carrie
joined OBI’s Board of Directors in August 2020 and
she was elected to a full two-year term at our
annual meeting in April 2021.
Carrie’s expertise and enthusiasm has
already helped OBI with conservation work that
includes marking trails, property inspections
and investigating potential new conservation
easements in our service area. She is always quick to volunteer for field work and
has an excellent working knowledge of the local geography and is eager to help
with OBI’s conservation mission.
“Preserving and protecting ecologically significant lands and also open
spaces for wildlife is something that land trusts like OBI can do for communities
and I’m hoping to help more conservation happen,” she said.
She attended Lyme Central School and is a 1997 graduate of the SUNY-ESF
Ranger School in Wanakena, NY where she majored in forest technology. She
received her Master’s Degree in Education from SUNY Potsdam and was a Biology
instructor at Watertown High School for several years.
Carrie lives on Point Salubrious in Chaumont and enjoys many outdoor
activities including distance running, kayaking and snowshoeing.

The newest member of OBI’s Board of
Directors is Stewart Nicholas. He was introduced to
OBI while founding Nik Systems, a conservationminded business consultancy based in Chaumont.
Stewart is an US Army combat veteran, a
former military communicator, instructor and
technical leader who comes from an accomplished
career spanning over 20 years in public and
non-profit service. Specializing in process
development, program management, certification
and accreditation, he has a deep appreciation for
the value non-profits bring to communities. “My time in the military taught me a
lot about nature’s ability to sustain the human spirit during times of trouble, and
to inspire in all other walks of life,” he said. “OBI’s mission to preserve the natural
heritage of life on the eastern shore resonates strongly with me.”
Stewart holds a Bachelor’s degree in Information Systems from SUNY Empire
State College, is a certified ScrumMaster (CSM) through Scrum Alliance and received
a career diploma in wildlife management and forest conservation from Penn Foster
Career School. Stewart enjoys being active in his community. He is a member of
Team RWB Fort Drum/Watertown and is an elder at Chaumont Presbyterian Church.
His hobbies include rucking, archery, gardening and exploring the wild spaces
throughout the region. He lives in Chaumont with his wife, Cheyne, and their two
young wildlings.
Stewart was elected to the OBI Board of Directors in March 2021. He was elected
to a two-year term in April 2021 during OBI’s annual meeting and he will be leading the
pavilion project at Downybrook Nature Reserve.
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Save the Date!

August 2
OBI’s
Annual
Friendraiser!

Invite your friends to connect
online: obilandtrust.org
facebook.com/OntarioBaysInitiative
instagram.com/ontariobaysinitiative
Printed on recycled paper

LET’S ENJOY THE OUTDOORS! 2021 OBI EVENTS & WALKABOUTS...
The health and well-being of OBI guests is a priority. Therefore, we will follow COVID-19 NYS
guidelines for all events.
Alvar Walk with a Botanist

Sunday, June 6 | 10:00 AM
Chaumont Barrens Preserve, 29924 VanAlstyne Rd., Chaumont

Award-winning botanist Anne Johnson will share her extensive knowledge of flora and fauna as she leads a tour of Chaumont Barrens, one of the best examples of
alvar grasslands in the world! Learn about what makes this landscape so special as we explore the 1.7 mile trail.
OBI Partners with Whitecaps Winery 11544 Route 125, Point Salubrious, Chaumont
Call 315-649-2400 for details and reservations!
Walk the Meadow at Cedar Grove Farm Friday, June 25 | 5:00 PM
Wildlife and birds of the lake shore will be explored. Meet at the winery for a brief discussion before heading to the nearby farm.
All About Bluebirds - Bluebird House Building Workshop Saturday, July 10 | 11:00 AM
Learn some interesting facts about or state bird and build a house while enjoying the beauty of the winery! Materials provided, space limited.
Ecology Tour at Downybrook

Sunday, June 27 | 9:30 AM

Downybrook Nature Reserve, 24353 Perch Lake Rd, Brownville

Join Lee Ellsworth, OBI Land Trust Land Steward, as he leads us through the wonders of Downybrook Nature Reserve. Bring your binoculars!
Annual Friendraiser

Monday, August 2 | 5:00 PM - SAVE THE DATE!

Wise Guys Ristorante, Main Street, Chaumont

Our summer gathering is back! We missed everyone last summer and hope you can join us for this popular summertime get-together.
Nature Photography

Saturday, September 11 | 10:00 AM

Downybrook Nature Reserve, 24353 Perch Lake Rd, Brownville

Join Lee Ellsworth, Nature Photographer and OBI Land Steward, for a walk through Downybrook with a focus on taking great photos of wildlife, plants and other
aspects of nature.

