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Fall/Winter 2021

The Start of a Beautiful Relationship…   
 Raspberry and Sierra Wildlife Rescue

continued on page 7

She’s only the third ring-tailed cat to 
come under SWR care in 20-plus yearsEarly one morning in late June while driving down 

Mosquito Road, an El Dorado Sheriff’s Department 
officer noted a small animal on the side of the 

road. Not an uncommon sight so the officer drove on. 
 A half an hour or so later, when driv-
ing by the spot again, the officer saw that 
the animal hadn’t moved and decided to 
take a closer look.
 What he saw was a tiny, orphaned an-
imal—probably only about four weeks old 
and easily able to be held in your hand. 
Thinking it was a baby squirrel or raccoon 
he called Sierra Wildlife Rescue for as-
sistance. A member of the squirrel rehab 
team, Ron Davenport, responded to the 
call and drove out to pick up the animal. 

 One thing led to another and soon it was 
determined that the orphaned animal 
wasn’t a raccoon or squirrel but rather a 
much more uncommon animal…a female 
ring-tailed cat, only the third ring-tailed 
cat to come under SWR care in 20-plus 
years. 
 After initially being cared for by Betsy 
Bradshaw, a SWR raccoon rehabber 
extraordinaire, the girl was transferred to 



2    •    PAW PRINT

Gather it and they will come. That seemed to be 
the operative phrase for Sierra Wildlife Rescue’s 
first annual Wildlife Bazaar, or in less fancy 

terms, “rummage sale,” held at the SWR Center on two 
Saturdays in October, the 2nd, and the 9th.
 Spearheaded by SWR board members Peg Campbell 
(and her husband Bob), Debbie Buckles, and Judy Mon-
estier, the event drew dozens upon dozens of bargain 
hunters and supporters of SWR and raised over $7,500 
for SWR’s rehabbing efforts. 
 “I had been involved with the Shakespeare Club’s 
annual rummage sale for several years and thought 
a rummage sale could be a good fundraiser for Sierra 
Wildlife Rescue,” Peg commented. “We put out the word 
for donated items and for volunteers to organize the 
event as well as customers to appreciate these hidden 
treasures. The response on all three counts was over-
whelming and very gratifying.”
 One of the attendees, Ilona Koti of Pollock Pines, was 
so taken by the event and the good work it supported 
that she became a SWR member on the spot. And she 
was a very good customer, easily being the #1 buyer of 
the day.
 “Sierra Wildlife Rescue does great things for our 
wildlife, and this was an opportunity to pick up lots of 
items, some of which I could provide for classroom proj-
ects for my son’s school in Rescue,” Ilona commented. 
“A great sale for a great cause.”

SWR Hosts Wildlife Bazaar
Rummage Sale

A huge thank-you to everyone who donated 
items or shopped at our Wildlife Bazaar!

 There are lots of other ways you can help 
SWR financially to achieve its goals of rescuing 
and rehabbing injured and orphaned wildlife:
•  Become a member and/or donate to SWR 
through our website at sierrawildliferescue.org
• Contact your attorney, tax adviser, or financial 
planner to discuss ways you can help SWR in your 
estate planning
• Donate your Rewards Points from Holiday 
Market to us, set your Amazon Smile account to 
donate to us, or view our much-needed items in 
our Amazon and Chewy wish lists
• Attend a fundraiser such as Toast to Wildlife 
(stay tuned for details!)

Ways You Can Help Us

(Above) A mother and daughter weigh book purchases. (From 
top right) Super shopper Ilona Koti with some of her treasures.
A bargain hunter looks over possible purchases. 
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Our Next Generation

A 12-year-old bundle of energy, Charlie Simms 
volunteered at the Baby Bird Nursery in the 
2021 season. She even insisted on coming 

two days a week so her parents each took turns spend-
ing the shift with her at the center. She was a whirlwind 
of action and passion, and very independent, preferring 
to work separately from her parents.
 “It was truly a joy to watch my child in this entire-
ly new environment,” commented Charlie’s dad, Jeff 
Simms. “Seeing her interact successfully with so many 
different people of all ages while learning so much 
about caring for the songbirds was very rewarding.”
 While Charlie’s parents were learning basics of 
feeding and attending to the older birds in the big 
room, Charlie would come into triage and ask to work 
with the incubator babies. 
 “She was extremely interested in their medical con-
ditions and would review their intake forms or reassess 
their injuries when time permitted,” commented BBN 
Manager Lynette Vertrees.
 She is intent on becoming a vet and was not afraid 
to take on any task or situation that occurred at the 
center. Her confidence and skill level far exceeded her 
age, and it was amazing to watch her in action. It is so 
inspiring to know that we have young people like her 

who are dedicated and determined to work with wild-
life and already know their path. Volunteering at SWR 
gave her an opportunity to work closely with wildlife 
and to gain experience from older volunteers who come 
from a variety of backgrounds and have different skills 
and perspectives to share with younger volunteers. 
 “I valued the experience of working at the BBN be-
cause I am interested in becoming a veterinarian when 
I am older,” Charlie said. “My favorite part was learning 
about the critical care for hatchlings. The whole ex-
perience was so much fun, and I can’t wait until next 
summer so I can do it again.”

 — Lynette Vertrees

The SWR Baby Bird Nursery welcomes young 
people from the age of 12–15 to volunteer at the 
BBN; however, a parent must accompany the 
youth. Charlie (at right), volunteers at the Baby Bird Nursery with her 

mother, Kim Barbieri.

Charlie, pictured here feeding a yellow-billed magpie, is intent on 
becoming a vet and was not afraid to take on any task or situation 
that occurred at the Baby Bird Nursery.

Young volunteers like Charlie Simms
give us hope for the future
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A Winning Combination

   hen one door closes, oftentimes another  
   opens. 
 That’s what happened to Dr. Marsha Birdsall when 
she decided to leave her position as a veterinarian at 
Hazel Ridge Veterinary Clinic in Fair Oaks where she 
had worked for over 30 years and been a co-owner of 
the practice for 25 of 
those years.
 “In March of 2020 
when COVID-19 be-
came a health hazard, 
I took an early retire-
ment,” Dr. Birdsall com-
mented, “But I wasn’t 
sure what would come 
next.”
 A 1979 graduate 
of UC Davis School of 
Veterinary Medicine, 
Dr. Birdsall had always 
enjoyed helping exotic 
animals, and periodi-
cally offered assistance 
to the Folsom Zoo. She 
has also had a passion for wildlife. So, what came next 
was a decision to seek out a wildlife rescue organization 
to see if it would be receptive to utilizing her veterinary 
skills on wildlife in its care.
 She called Sierra Wildlife Rescue and soon was in 
touch with SWR Director of Animal Care Jill Tripoli. 
 “When I asked Jill if SWR would be open to my 
volunteering my help, Jill said ‘yes, yes, yes’,” Dr. Birdsall 
commented with a laugh.
 To formalize the plan, Dr. Birdsall put together a 
proposal outlining how she could assist with small 
mammals in SWR care and serve as a resource to SWR 
mammal rehabbers. The plan was reviewed and happily 
adopted by the SWR Board of Directors.
 Over the winter and spring of 2020/21, she familiar-
ized herself with SWR and deepened her understanding 
of the challenges of wildlife medicine. She met with 
many of SWR’s team leaders, including those for rab-
bits, skunks, squirrels, bobcat/coyote/opossum, deer, 
and raccoons to discuss their challenges and see where 

she could provide support and assistance. She also 
attended online seminars on wildlife medicine, studied 
textbooks, talked to other specialists in the field, and 
attended symposiums for state and national wildlife 
rehabilitators. 
 By the start of the 2021 rehab season, Dr. Birdsall 

felt she had developed 
a foundational under-
standing of wildlife 
medicine and was ready 
to get to work.
 She prepared a 
separate medical pro-
tocol for each mammal 
species and reviewed it 
with Jill and the appro-
priate team leaders for 
their feedback and ap-
proval. Additionally, she 
identified some newer, 
safer, and more effec-
tive medications for 
several of the species.
 “One thing I really 

value about working with Dr. Birdsall is her appreciation 
and respect for the experience and knowledge of all 
SWR mammal rehabbers,” Jill commented. “She com-
bines her knowledge with the real-life experience of 
our rehabbers, and I think the result is the best possible 
care for the animals.”
 Also, Dr. Birdsall participated in the development of 
a treatment room for small mammals in the lower level 
of the house on the property of Earl Jansa and Joanne 
Pryor, members of the SWR Fawn Team. Affectionately 
dubbed the “little fawn sanctuary,” the facility is ded-
icated to nursing abandoned and injured fawns back 
to health and has been a project of Earl and Joanne for 
over 10 years. 
 The treatment room, equipped with donated items 
such as an anesthesia machine and an x-ray machine, is 
used for minor surgeries and workup for medical prob-
lems on small and medium sized mammals. 
 Another thing Dr. Birdsall truly appreciates about 
SWR is that its rehabbers are so effective at treating an-

Veterinary knowledge plus real-life experience equals the best possible care for 
El Dorado County’s injured and orphaned wildlife

Dr. Birdsall attends to a fawn with an injured leg. 



imals at their own homes with 
Dr. Birdsall making “house 
calls” as necessary and always 
being available for phone or 
text consultations. “Moving 
wild animals around a lot 
creates enormous stress on 
the animals and stress is the 
enemy of regaining health,” 
she commented.
 To date, over 50 animals, including skunks, squir-
rels, raccoons, foxes, opossums, deer, and coyotes have 
benefited by Dr. Birdsall’s caring expertise. “My goal in 

Phoenix Rising

Photos from left: Dr. Birdsall and Earl Jansa tend to the injuried fox. Fox with bandaged paws (middle) and on the mend (right).

partnering with SWR is to deliver 
better medical care to our animals 
as well as reducing costs,” she 
concluded. “I love being a vet and 
I love treating and helping heal 
rescued wildlife and being part of 
the SWR team.”
 So, thanks to one door closing 
and another opening, SWR has 
taken a major stride in enhancing 

its ability to achieve its mission of rehabilitating 
and releasing injured and orphaned wildlife that 
come into our care. 

The treatment room at the “little fawn sanctuary” 
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The Caldor Fire was a tragic 
event, causing horrendous 
damage to our community. 

Wildlife was not spared from the 
fire’s havoc with countless wild ani-
mals becoming its victims. 
 Still, rays of hope and resilience 
were possible. One such case was 
a small, undernourished female 
California Gray Fox brought to the 
attention of Sierra Wildlife Rescue 
in early September by a homeowner 
whose home was just barely saved 
in the Pollock Pines area. 
 Noticing an injured fox lingering 
around her home when she returned 
to her property, she called SWR and, 
with the help of SWR’s Director of 

Animal Care, Jill Tripoli, was able to 
trap the injured animal. 
 The little fox had severely 
burned feet as well as singed whis-
kers and body fur. With the help of 
Dr. Marsha Birdsall (see story on 
previous page), the animal’s burns 
were treated, including pain medica-
tions, antibiotics, and dressings. 
 Under Jill’s care, the fox—af-
fectionately called “Phoenix”—has 
made excellent progress, doubling 
her weight, and recuperating from 
her burns. 
 One indication of the high tem-
peratures of the ground during the 
fire was that the heat warped the 

fox’s four claws on each foot up-
ward, instead of their normal down-
ward arc. 
 An open question now is wheth-
er the fox’s semi-retractable claws 
will grow back and become func-
tional since foxes need their claws to 
thrive in the wild, including climbing 
trees to hunt prey.
 If the fox’s feet, including her 
claws, fully recuperate, then Phoenix 
will be releasable and will live out 
her life in the wild. If not, a wild ani-
mal sanctuary will be located where 
she can live. 
 Either way, one life was spared, 
and one more wild animal given a 
chance to thrive.
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 By Suzie Gilbert

BOOK REVIEW

©2009 HarperCollins, 337 pages

Book review by Julie Olson

If you’ve ever been (or considered 
becoming) a wild bird rehabber, 
or if you’ve worked at SWR’s Baby 

Bird Nursery, this book is a must-read. 
For that matter, if you’ve rehabbed 
any kind of wildlife, or if you’re just 
a backyard birder, you’ll likely enjoy 
this engrossing memoir by a dedi-
cated woman who juggles marriage 
and motherhood with the demands of 
home-based wild bird rehabilitation. 
 Flyaway is as readable as a good 
novel—each bird as much a character 
as Gilbert, her long-suffering husband, 
her two exuberant young children, 
and, as if that weren’t enough, her 
two pet parrots. I was drawn in from 
the very first page with a hilarious anecdote about her 
efforts to catch a cantankerous vulture with a broken 
wing. Ironically, however, caring for injured birds was 
not part of her original plan. As a former volunteer 
at a raptor rescue center in New York’s Hudson River 
Valley, she’d decided to build a flight cage on her rural 
property for recuperating songbirds. (Of course this 
involves applying for the proper state and federal per-
mits.) But in a shockingly short amount of time, word 
gets around the local rehabber community that a new 
“bird lady” has joined their ranks, and the phone calls 
begin to trickle in.
 “I had never been good at saying no to an animal in 
distress,” Gilbert admits. Before she knows it, her life 
is a whirlwind of avian patients including a nestful of 
baby blue jays, various raptors, an emaciated seagull, 
an orphaned duckling, even a great blue heron who 
briefly resides in the bathroom shower. Eventually she 
adds a shed to house some of the larger birds and 
creates her own nonprofit organization—dubbed “Flya-
way”—to cover the costs of her operation.

 By her second summer of rehabbing, Gilbert 
recalls, “I had never worked so hard in 
my life.…But…I was awed by the magic 
in the world, the kind that allowed me 
to watch a bird grow from a tiny naked 
nestling to a healthy fledgling, or to see 
an adult bird recover from an injury that 
would otherwise have doomed her.” 
 Yet for Gilbert, at least, the physi-
cal demands of caring for such a wide 
array of bird species—each with its own 
dietary requirements and other needs—
pale in comparison with the emotional 
toll: the birds that don’t survive, the 
birds that do but aren’t releasable back 
to the wild, and worst of all, the birds 
that she has to euthanize by her own 
hand. Even so, in spite of all her hard 
work, sacrifices, and disappointments, 

I couldn’t help but envy the privileged access she 
enjoyed into the secret world of wild bird behavior. 
“Each animal, each bird that comes through the door is 
unique,” she writes. “Species may share general traits, 
but each individual is different.” For me the greatest 
appeal of this book lies in the stories of those individual 
birds, their personal quirks, and their ultimate fates.
 If this book has taught me anything, it’s that wild 
bird rehabbing is harder than I imagined. As for the ex-
istential question, why be a rehabber at all, her answer 
is undoubtedly shared by many others: “We crave a 
connection—no matter how brief or tenuous—with a 
wild creature, and we are willing to play by rules that 
seem designed to break our hearts in order to do it. We 
clean, feed, study, attend conferences, amass arcane 
knowledge, and learn to handle the creatures who 
fear us. Our triumph is to accept an injured wild ani-
mal, treat its injuries….help it heal, and then let it go. If 
things go according to plan, we will never see it again.
 “Somehow, this is enough.”

Flyaway How a Wild Bird Rehabber Sought Adventure 
and Found her Wings



FALL/WINTER 2021   •    7

BOARD OF DIRECTORS
President: Michael Damer l Vice President: Pamela Watson  
 Treasurer: Bo Thompson l Secretary: Peg Campbell
Members at Large: Laurin Peterlin l Gail Crawford
 Denise Pané l Joan Winton l Kristi Schroeder
 Lisa Seto l Debbie Buckles l Vivian Kane
 Shauna Lea Sullivan l Jill Tripoli l Judy Monestier

SWR BOARD MEETINGS
Held the third Tuesday of the month at 6pm (7pm May 
through August). The meetings are open to the public and 
are currently being held on the Zoom platform. If you wish 
to join a meeting, contact Michael Damer at mjdamer@
gmail.com to be added to the attendance list.

OUR MISSION STATEMENT

The purpose of Sierra Wildlife Rescue is the 
preservation of El Dorado County’s wildlife, which we 
work to achieve in two ways: First, we rehabilitate 
and release injured and orphaned wild animals. 
Second, we educate the public about living with 
wildlife and respecting its habitat. Each of these is 
important to the long-term health and well-being of 
our area’s wildlife.

REHABBERS’ TALES
continued from first page

SWR Director of Animal Care Jill Tripoli. Given the rarity 
of caring for ring-tailed cats, Jill gave a call to David Wy-
att, a professor of biology at Sacramento City College 
and an expert on this species, for advice and assistance.
 (Although called a ring-tailed cat, this small mam-
mal is not actually a cat, 
rather a fox-sized member of 
the raccoon family.)
 Under Jill’s care, the ring-
tailed cat flourished, gradu-
ating from infant formula to 
a more adult omnivore diet 
of almost anything that’s the 
right size, including meal-
worms, vegetables, insects, 
fruit, and even small bits of 
cooked chicken. Affectionally 
dubbed “Raspberry,” the little 
girl has more than tripled 
her weight from 300 grams 
upon arrival to over 900 
grams as of mid-September. 
She now measures 16 inches 
to her rump and is topped 
off (or more appropriately 
bottomed off) with a magnif-
icent 15-inch ringed tail for a total length of 31 inches.
 One unforeseen factor in the rehabbing of this ani-
mal was that since she had missed the care and nurtur-
ing of her mother, it was highly unlikely she could survive 
on her own and was essentially non-releasable.
 Wyatt pointed out that given how young the animal 
was when taken under human care and knowing the 
critical function the mother plays in the development of 

the baby’s survival skills, the best chance for long-term 
survival of this animal would be for it to remain under 
the care of a rehabber.
 To that end and with the support of Professor Wyatt, 
SWR is currently seeking approval from California Fish 
and Wildlife and U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) 
to make the Raspberry a member of the SWR education 
team.

 “Raspberry is a very so-
cial animal,” Jill commented. 
“When she wants attention 
and company, she’ll make a 
‘chittering’ sound and off we 
go.”
 Jill, who will be Raspber-
ry’s long-term care provider, 
plays with her about 30 
minutes each morning and 
45 minutes or so each eve-
ning, using a hand puppet to 
play with her and recreating 
interacting with one of her 
kind. She also has a mirror in 
her enclosure to give her a 
sense of company.
 Once the appropriate 
permits are obtained from 
Fish and Wildlife and the 
USDA, Raspberry will join 

the SWR Ed Team as an ambassador animal and will 
help educate the public on the wonders of the wild ani-
mals in our community. 
 In captivity, ring-tailed cats can live 15-plus years 
so Jill and SWR are embarking on what promises to be 
a long and loving relationship…a win-win for Raspberry 
and everyone who loves the wildlife that enriches our 
lives.

Raspberry enjoys playtime with her hand puppet, which recre-
ates interacting with one of her kind.
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Come Join Us!
Come enjoy the wonderful fellowship among people who share your 

concerns about wildlife and the environment! Sierra Wildlife Rescue 
always needs new home rehabbers for all species. If you would like to 
learn more about home rehabbing, would like to feed baby birds at our 
Wildlife Center in the summer, or would be available for transporting 
animals from rescuers to rehabbers, please call us at 530-621-2650, or 
check out our website, www.sierrawildliferescue.org.

SWR provides training, licensing, and most supplies. As a home rehabber, 
you will attend training classes, join a team, and work with an experienced 
mentor for awhile; someone will always be available to advise and assist 
you. No prior experience is necessary—all you need is a concern for wild 
animals and the willingness to learn.

Rehabbing and returning wild creatures to their natural environment is 
more exciting and fulfilling than you can imagine!


