
One log at a time, he fights the fight
By Eric Mortenson



The flatbed trailer Kendall Derby hauls into Portland is loaded with hope and bother. 
It’s filled with landscape timbers milled from gnarly western juniper trees, and Der-
by drove 170 miles to sell them in the city of hipsters.

Derby, who earned a rangeland management degree at Oregon State in 1994, 
owns a one-man sawmill, appropriately named In The Sticks, in tiny Fossil, the 
Wheeler County seat, population 475. At 53, burly and bearded, he can laugh at be-
ing described as a bit of a Don Quixote regarding the commercialization of western 
juniper. Nonetheless, he’s part of the university’s ground-level involvement in what 
could be an environmental, economic and social “triple win” for the rural West.

It won’t be simple. The Portland market is eager to buy juniper posts, landscape 
timbers and other specialty products, but Derby and two other small mill operators 
are far removed from the city. In addition, the infrastructure of equipment, trans-
portation, loggers and mills isn’t developed to full efficiency. Big juniper trees are 
hard to reach and harder to log; many landowners pile and burn juniper rather than 
going to the trouble of hauling it away. Demand and supply aren’t synchronized, 
making for a precarious business.

“Part of it is just hanging in there,” Derby said. “I come close to the edge pretty 
regularly.”

Juniper trees now intrude on much of the landscape east of the Cascades, covering 
an estimated 9 million acres in Oregon alone. They are prodigious water hogs, each 

using up to 30 gallons a day by one estimate, and 
they crowd out native sage and grasses and 
provide perches for hawks and other 
predators.

It’s the potential cascading impact 
of removing juniper that intrigues wildlife 
biologists, environmentalists, economists and 
legislators. Cutting them quickly restores water-
sheds, making more water available for stream-
flows. It improves habitat for greater sage-grouse, 
which may help keep the bird off the endangered spe-

cies list when the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service rules on it this fall. That in turn could 
benefit ranchers, loggers, miners and energy developers in 11 Western states, who 
worry about restrictions that might follow an “endangered” listing.

Finally, cutting juniper provides jobs in the bare economies of Eastern Oregon.
That prospect has people in Fossil cheering for Derby’s success.
“It’s a bright way to go if he can just hang in there,” former County Judge Jeanne 

Burch said. She noted that a job or two in Wheeler County, which has more square 
miles, 1,713, than people, 1,430, is the equivalent of a couple hundred jobs in Portland.

Greater sage-grouse

Kendall Derby displays some tongue-and-
groove juniper boards. Opposite: The work flow 
at his In The Sticks mill involves plenty of man-
ual labor. (Derby photos by Hannah O’Leary) 
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“Two jobs won’t turn the economy around, but it makes an 
impact,” said Burch, who was judge for 18 years. “Every dollar 
goes to the grocery store, to the gas station, to the restaurants.”

Demand isn’t the problem. Derby recently cut 800 row 
posts for an organic vineyard in the Willamette Valley, and sold 
staves to a man in Sweden who makes gin barrels. Sustainable 
Northwest Wood, a Portland specialty lumber yard that buys 
from Derby and other small Northwest mills, sees 
juniper sales growing 50 percent a year. “We can 
sell juniper all day long,” operations director Tamra 
Rooney said.

Work at OSU may help solidify the market. 
Funded by a USDA grant, the College of Forestry’s 
Oregon Wood Innovation Center and the West 
Coast Lumber Inspection Bureau will test juniper 
and assign structural design values to the wood. 
Certification of juniper’s strength, compression 
and load bearing qualities is important because 
engineers and architects won’t use building mate-
rial that hasn’t been certified, center Director Scott Leavengood, 
’95, said.

“It lends an air of legitimacy to the species; it open doors to 
markets that are currently closed,” he said.

 �at’s good news to Derby, who describes himself as a “be-

liever” in juniper’s beauty and the opportunity it represents for 
landscape and watershed restoration in Eastern Oregon. He grew 
up in a U.S. Forest Service family and found himself drawn to the 

pine forests and rangeland east of the Cascades. He 
worked for public agencies, and his first foray into 
business for himself came when he bid on a small 
timber sale. He eventually set up the mill in Fossil’s 
small industrial park. His wife, Amy Davis Derby, is 
OSU Extension agent for Wheeler County, and takes 
on projects ranging from livestock health to 4-H.

Derby is encouraged by the increasing public 
awareness of how juniper production can benefit 
Eastern Oregon communities and watersheds. 
Juniper logs were scarce over the winter, but the 
supply line from landowners and loggers is improv-

ing and demand remains strong.
“I don’t expect it to be easy,” Derby said, “but I expect it to be 

possible.” q
�is story is adapted from an earlier version that appeared in 

the Capital Press, for which Eric Mortenson is a reporter.

Scott Leavengood
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Free online course helps OSU connect 
with the world on a massive scale

Last fall Oregon State launched its fi rst-ever massive open online course, 

or MOOC, that was available for free to learners everywhere. � e eight-

week course – Supporting English Language Learners under New Standards 

– attracted more than 5,000 participants.

A MOOC is just as its name suggests – a large online class off ered freely to 

anyone with Internet access.

“People can participate from anywhere,” said Karen � ompson, an assistant 

professor in OSU’s College of Education who served as one of three 

instructors in the course. 

Off ered in partnership with Stanford University and funded by the Oregon 

Department of Education, the course provided professional learning 

opportunities for educators who teach English as a second language or 

work with bilingual students. Oregon State Ecampus helped make the 

Engaging a 
GLOBAL AUDIENCE 
through online education

Whether it’s one massive, open class reaching 5,000 students or more 
than 40 degrees and programs being delivered to learners in 50 states and 
40 countries by OSU Ecampus, the message is clear: OSU is a leader in the 
online world. This issue of O&E shares examples of how OSU is expanding 
access to learners around the world through online education.     
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Continues on page 30

graduate programsundergraduate degrees
900+  
 online classes

1,900+ 
students have earned an OSU degree 
online since 2002

OSU Ecampus by the numbers

OSU Ecampus has earned multiple rankings as one of America’s best providers 
of online education. And our reputation keeps growing. � is year, Oregon State’s 
online bachelor’s degree programs are ranked fi fth out of nearly 300 in the 
nation by U.S. News & World Report.

It might not offer much workplace camaraderie, but In �e Sticks does 
have a scenic fringe benefits package. (Photo by Hannah O’Leary)

2 6 O R E G O N  S T A T E R 


