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By Mark Floyd
katie moriarty casually slips 
a 40-pound pack onto her back, 
punches in a GPS setting for her 
truck’s location and bounds up a 
hill into the piney slopes of Lassen 
National Forest. At an elevation of 
7,000 feet, the thin air challenges 
the lungs of flatlanders, but a year of 
acclimation and countless excur-
sions into the forest make panting a 
non-issue.

With the proficiency of a re-

searcher trained in the nation’s top 
wildlife program, she clambers over 
a ridge, spots a ribbon of yellow and 
pink flagging and swiftly maneuvers 
through downed trees and windfall 
to the base of a log, where a long, 
triangular black box open on each 
end holds the secrets to her research. 
Shrugging off her backpack, she 
pulls out a notepad and then slowly 
slips out the track plate from the box, 
revealing several sets of footprints on 
the contact paper inside.

Baited with chicken, the track 
plate records hungry visitors almost 
as well as a camera. Moriarty notes 
the small prints of a ground squir-
rel on one edge of the paper; the 
claw marks of a chipmunk on the 
other. And there in the middle is the 
unmistakable track of a marten, one 
of the smaller members of the weasel 
family, and the reason she has spent 
the past year of her life in wooded 
isolation.

“A male, likely,” she says. “You can 

Katie Moriarty works 
near a Sierra Nevada 
lake to pick up a 
signal from a tracking 
collar.
PHOTO BY MARK 
FLOYD

OSU grad’s attention-getting discovery may 
have been a “fluke,” but her so-called luck is a 
product of hard work and determination
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For three OSU fisheries graduate students, a 
research project that sprang from their inquisi-
tive nature: Why, they wondered, is the flesh of 
lingcod a bluish-green hue? Their mentor, Selina 
Heppell, suggested they find out. And so with 
support from the Cooperative Institute for Ma-
rine Resources Studies, they have undertaken a 
study at OSU’s Hatfield Marine Science Center 
in Newport.

“We are conducting a diet analysis, manipulat-
ing the diets of 36 juvenile lingcod to see if their 
pigmentation is affected,” said Jacalyn Zappa. 
Their working hypothesis is that lingcod may 
prey upon young squid, which affects their flesh 
tones.

Left to right, Katie Borgen, ’10, Marybeth 
Head, ’10, and Zappa, ’10, work with lingcod at 
the Hatfield Center. 
PHOTO BY DAN BUCKOUT

In the field: Investigating lingcod color variations off the Oregon Coast

tell by the length of 
the print.”

Fifty meters away, 
a second track plate 
container, in a more 
heavily wooded area, 
has multiple marten 
tracks, and a third 
plate over the hill 
and partway down 
the shaded northern 
slope offers even 
more. The frequency 
of visits is impor-
tant. A major goal 
of her research is to 
determine whether martens will travel through 
thinned areas of the Lassen National Forest, or 
if they roam only the heavily wooded areas.

The management implications are enor-
mous.

   
two years ago, Moriarty accidentally found 
the proverbial 15 minutes of scientific fame. 
She had set out a series of trail cameras in the 
woods near Truckee, Calif., and was checking 
to see if any martens had tripped the motion 
sensors while scrambling up a tree for the 
chicken bait. What she found instead on a 
grainy image looked like a cross between a 
bear and a raccoon.

It turned out to be a wolverine — the first 
one documented in California in 85 years. 
Overnight, this somewhat shy Oregon State 
University master’s student went from relative 
obscurity to Internet sensation. Even now, 

Moriarty checks a 
tracking plate from one 
of her marten “traps,” 
which don’t detain the 
animals but rather 
guide them to walk 
across a track-record-
ing surface.
PHOTO BY MARK 
FLOYD
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plug the words “California” and 
“wolverine” into any search engine 
and up pops the name of Katie Mo-
riarty. Her 15 minutes are stretching 
into an eternity.

“It was,” she says, with obvious 
discomfort, “a scientific fluke. It was 
pure, random luck.”

Dan Edge disagrees. The head 
of OSU’s Department of Fisheries 
and Wildlife said Moriarty is a bit 
of a throwback — someone who 
grew up spending time outdoors and 

“developing a strong appreciation for 
wildlife and wild areas.”

“In contrast, a lot of our new 
students come to us after a lifetime 
of watching Animal Planet, but 

never having really spent much time 
outdoors,” Edge said. “You know 
that behind Katie’s discovery came a 
ton of hard work.”

Now a doctoral student at OSU, 
having completed her master’s this 
year, Moriarty is clearly at home 
in the woods. She lives in a small 
old house in Chester, Calif., on the 
edge of the Lassen National Forest 
and some 200 miles away from her 
wolverine discovery. Several days 
each week, regardless of weather, she 
makes the hour drive to the edge of 
the Caribou Wilderness area, where 
she checks track plates, deploys trail 
cams, or leads other students on 
projects from conducting vegetation 

surveys to setting up DNA collection 
traps, which aren’t as threatening 
as they sound. Getting her samples 
involves attaching a bunch of wire 
gun-cleaning coils to a belt, nailing 
the belt to a tree, and strategically 
placing rotting chicken above it for 
bait. When a marten climbs up to 
get the chicken, it rubs against the 
coils and leaves behind some fur, 
from which DNA can be extracted.

Moriarty’s laboratory is breathtak-
ingly beautiful. The Lassen National 
Forest stretches across north-central 
California and the U.S. Forest  
Service describes it thusly: “Here  
the granite of the Sierra Nevada, the 
lava of the Cascades and the Modoc 

Lugging gear from the 
truck to the woods and 
back again is part of 
the glamour of wildlife 
research. PHOTO BY 
MARK FLOYD
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Plateau, and the sagebrush of the 
Great Basin meet and blend.”

It is the Forest Service that is foot-
ing the bill for Moriarty’s research 
into the behavior of martens. District 
wildlife biologist Mark Williams says 
the marten is what the agency calls 
a “sensitive species” — a category that 
falls below the “threatened” and “en-
dangered” listings of the Endangered 
Species Act — and Williams wants to 
keep it that way.

“I don’t like the term indicator spe-
cies, but the marten is what you might 
refer to as an umbrella species,” said 
Williams, who has been stationed at 
Lassen for 14 years. “If we can success-
fully provide quality habitat for a top-
level carnivore like the marten, a lot of 
other animals will benefit as well.”

Lassen National Forest has suc-
cessfully balanced timber harvests and 
wildlife habitat, but Forest Service 
leaders are struggling with how to 
blend fire suppression management 
into the equation. The clearing of 
brush is part of the strategy, but few 
studies have looked deeply into how 
that might affect wildlife and how 

animals move through thinned versus 
wooded portions of the forest.

“That’s why Katie’s work is so 
important,” Williams emphasized. “I 
think she will help us demonstrate we 
can successfully learn how to manage 

Darren Clark, ’04, ’08, who is working on his Ph.D. at OSU under Bob 
Anthony, studies cougar predation trends in northeastern Oregon as 
part of a collaborative project between the university and the Oregon 
Department of Fish and Wildlife. His master’s degree work at OSU 
involved studying the impacts of fire on spotted owls.

“Specifically, I am determining predation rates and the prey selection 
— deer or elk — by cougars,” said Clark, who lives in La Grande. “Then I 

will incorporate estimates of cougar density, predation rates, and prey 
selection into mule deer and elk population models to determine the 
impact of cougars on those populations.”

In the photo, Clark has just placed a GPS collar on a cougar to help 
track its range. The cougar has been anesthetized but is unharmed.
PHOTO COURTESY OREGON DEPARTMENT OF FISH & WILDLIFE

In the field: Studying cougar predation in northeastern Oregon 

“THEY’RE THE 
SIZE OF KITTENS 
AND THEY ACT 
LIKE THEY’LL  
ATTACK A PIT 
BULL. YOU’VE 
GOTTA LOVE 
THEM.”

for fire suppression and still maintain the connectivity that 
martens and other animals need to remain viable.”

   
“martens,” says moriarty, “are just plain fascinating. They’re 
like the river otters of the woods. I’ve seen them run up trees 
and jump off into snowbanks time and time again — I guess, 
just to have fun. But they can be vicious little critters, too. 
When you capture one and it’s growling at you from inside a 
cage, there is no mistaking its intent. It will attack you if you 
get too close.”

“They’re the size of kittens and they act like they’ll attack a 
pit bull,” she adds. “You’ve gotta love them.”

Looking like a cross between a fox and a mink, martens 
can be found throughout the forested West and it is a tribute 
to their resourcefulness that they are able to thrive in the 
high-altitude habitat of Lassen National Forest. Despite 
weighing only one to three pounds, they survive seven-foot 
snowfalls by retreating to cavities or the subnivean layer 
between the ground and the snow, feasting on chipmunks, 
mice and other critters. In the spring, they poach eggs from 
the nests of birds and in late summer and fall, they dine on 
berries.

Despite their elusiveness, martens are not immune from 
danger. Of the 10 martens Moriarty and her team have fitted 
with radio collars during the last year, four died from raptor 
predation and one was hit by a car.

Moriarty says that martens are as small, industrious and 
fearless. She may just as well have been talking about herself. 
On a typical December day, when former classmates are deep 



Master’s candidate Rachel Crowhurst is working with faculty 
member Clint Epps, studying genetic variation and population 

“connectivity” of animal species in national parks and game re-
serves in Tanzania. Her research investigates historical patterns 
of gene flow in giraffes, greater kudu, elands and bush duikers 

— and can be compared with current patterns to determine the 
effects of human activities.

“We’re using GIS-based landscape data to identify landscape 
features that may act as a barrier to gene flow,” said Crowhurst, 
who is from Ontario, Canada. “This research will help inform 
managers as they prioritize land for conservation and attempt to 
design wildlife linkages to connect populations.”

In the photo, Crowhurst is collecting a tissue sample from a 
giraffe that had been killed by lions in Ruaha National Park in 
Tanzania.
PHOTO BY ADAM SETEMBO

In the field: Tracking giraffes, other ungulates in Tanzania 

Wildlife in Tanzania klas-
jf lkasfj aslk lksajf lksafj 
klsjdf
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into their holiday shopping, she’ll 
dress in her winter snow gear, load a 
snowmobile onto a trailer, drive her 
truck for an hour, and then snowmo-
bile into the edge of the wilderness 
and head several miles into the back 
country. 

Then she’ll strap on cross country 
skis, put on her back-bending pack, 
and head off into the woods — often 
by herself. 

On most days, she doesn’t see 
another human. Even sightings of 
deer and bear, frequent in the spring 
and summer, are a thing of the past. 
Nothing else is out in the brutal 
Lassen winter; just martens and a few 
squirrels.

Since her brush with fame, 
Moriarty is frequently sought as a 
speaker and serves as a reluctant, if 
inspiring role model for fisheries and 
wildlife students, especially women. 
Dan Edge says she represents OSU 
well and serves as a symbol of the 
university’s No. 1 national ranking 
in wildlife science and conservation 
biology.

But Moriarty’s success has not 
come without a price.

“I’m lucky in that I have the greatest 
job in the world,” she says. “But what 
people don’t realize is that you have 
to go out there every day. It doesn’t 
matter if there’s a snowstorm, or you 

get food poisoning and wake up puk-
ing, or you have a sore leg and can’t 
walk. If it’s one of the scheduled days 
to check the stations, you go into the 
woods.”

She paused and looked into the 
pines of Lassen National Forest.

“A lot of young students think it’s 
glamorous,” she said, softly. “They 
don’t see the 17-hour days, driving 
and hiking 100 miles through the 
snow, hauling skunk adrenal glands 
and rotting chickens for bait. You 

know, there’s a rule that we can’t 
permanently leave bait in the forest? 
That means hauling out maggot-
infested carcasses in a backpack and 
coming into town smelling like ran-
cid chicken. I’ve chopped up dead 
beavers with a machete and I’ve used 
a chainsaw to carve up deer for bait.

“That lifestyle,” she said, eyes 
twinkling, “isn’t for everyone.” q

Mark Floyd, ’78, ’90, is an assistant 
director in the office of OSU News & 
Research Communications.

Martens must be handled 
with care when captured  
for data gathering.  
PHOTO COURTESY KATIE 
MORIARTY


