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Brayden Nelson, a kindergartner at Sandalwood Elementary School, admires his new sneakers, fitted by volunteer Elizabeth Scott. 
FedEx Cares, in partnership with Operation Warm, a national nonprofit that manufactures new, high-quality coats and shoes for 
children in need, is providing 230 new pairs of sneakers to pre-K through second grade students at the school in Essex.
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These shoes were made for walking
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Ever come across a place and try to 
imagine what it was like 300 or 400 years 
ago? It’s not something you do every day, 
when you have errands to run, work to do, 
children to care for, meals to fix, politics to 
abhor. But sometimes and some place, you 
surrender to the moment and try to squint 
away all the clutter of the modern world — 
office buildings in the distance, plastic bags 
in trees, the board fence on the edge of a 
pasture.

You apply what you know, what you’ve 
learned about the natural history of a place, 
to imagine what it was like in, say, the time 
of Captain John Smith, who explored the 
Chesapeake Bay. Next year will mark 400 
years since Smith published his map of 
the region. Maybe you can imagine that 
time before colonization, before colonists 
cleared forests for farms, before they built 
roads and bridges.

And so you might be hiking, as I was 
on Saturday, along a creek in Baltimore 
County, and you know that it was not 
always like this: Low water in March, a 
series of dry gravel beds, large stone blocks 
placed against the banks to slow its erosion, 
a single-stream creek, essentially a drain-
age ditch.

To most people, Minebank Run in Crom-
well Valley Park looks like any suburban 
creek, degraded by time, development and 
stormwater runoff upstream; low water 
after the non-winter of 2023 is probably 
what you’d expect to see there.

Except once there were beavers, and 
once there were beaver ponds — if not 
along Minebank, then along thousands of 
other creeks and rivers throughout North 
America.

Before beavers were almost trapped out 
of existence, they shaped the American 
landscape. They built dams and ponds, and 
the ponds became habitat for waterfowl 
and fish, aquatic insects, amphibians and 
reptiles. The pond and the land around 
the pond stored water so that many of 
the creeks ran cold, providing year-round 
habitat for the Eastern brook trout. Water 
filtered slowly through the dams and 
flowed downstream to the bay.

“Beavers need water, so they cut down 
trees and flood forests to create ponds,” 
writes Leila Philip in “Beaver Land: How 
One Weird Rodent Made America,” a new 
book on the subject. “In doing so, they kill 
trees but create new habitat for hundreds 
of animal species that rely on those new 
waterways. Once they abandon a dam, 
having determined that life there is no 
longer manageable due to lack of food, [the 
pond] begins to drain and grows back as 
meadow, then underbrush, then eventually 
forest, the soil enriched by years of accu-
mulated pond rot and muck.”

So I try to imagine what it would be like 
if, at Minebank Run and other places, we 
encouraged beavers to do their thing again.

What if we planted trees and native 
plants that attract beavers to places like 

that? What if, instead of seeing them as 
a nuisance, we let them build the dams 
their ancestors would have built. What if, 
instead of a gravelly ditch, we saw a series 
of ponds and lush wetlands, with water 
slipping through the beaver dams on its 
way to the Chesapeake?

We could probably achieve what we’ve 
been after for years now — reduced 
erosion and sediment control, the resto-
ration of wetlands and habitats — at a 
fraction of the cost we now spend on 
stormwater control and stream resto-
ration.

In her book, Philip devotes a chapter to 
what she learned from Scott McGill, the 
founder of a Harford County-based envi-
ronmental restoration company and now a 
champion of the beaver. I’ve known McGill 
for years and, while he doesn’t expect 
beavers to put companies like his and engi-
neering firms out of business, he believes 
there are places where they could be a 
huge benefit.

Minebank, running through a public 
park with a nature education center, would 
be a great demonstration project.

There’s a growing naturalist movement 
behind the beaver, more so in Europe than 
in the United States. There’s a recognition 
that climate change causes more extreme 
weather — from floods to drought — and 
their advocates believe beavers can play a 
role in softening the effects of both.

Three years ago, Pickering, a town in the 
north of England long prone to flooding 
from a nearby river, reintroduced beavers 
for protection during heavy rains. Since 
then, the busy rodents have built what is 
reportedly the largest dam in the country, 
at nearly 80 yards, along with a series of 
smaller dams to further protect Pickering.

It was as inexpensive and as unobtrusive 
a flood management plan as you can imag-
ine. Conventional projects to protect river 
towns are hugely expensive. (In Howard 
County, the Ellicott City flood mitiga-
tion project has received more than $160 
million in local, state and federal funding in 
recent years.)

If we were to ever incorporate beavers, 

even in a small way, into government-spon-
sored flood control — if we could allow 
them to create ponds from the small 
streams that feed the rivers that feed the 
Chesapeake — it would have to be carefully 
managed.

There’s also the possibility of mimicry 
— that is, having humans create from logs, 
brush and mud the kind of small dams that 
beavers are known for. In other words, 
we could take a lesson from the “weird 
rodent” and restore streams to their 
historic best, the way they were in the time 
of Captain Smith. Imagine that.
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Why not recruit the ‘weird rodent’  
to help the Chesapeake Bay?
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The senior priest of one of Maryland’s
largest Episcopal churches will lead the
U.S. denomination’s military and federal 
prison chaplains.

The Rev. Ann Ritonia, rector of St.
John’s Episcopal Church and Parish 
Day School in Ellicott City, was elected 
Sunday to the position of bishop suffra-
gan for the Diocese of the Armed Forces 
and Federal Ministries.

The division is responsible for the
well-being of chaplains and their congre-
gations within the U.S. Department of 
Defense, the U.S. Department of Veter-
ans Affairs, and the Federal Bureau of
Prisons. It includes Episcopal chaplains 
for American military units, including
those in war zones, for VA hospitals and
for prisons.

The Marine veteran, 65, will be the first
woman in the post.

Ritonia was elected over two other 
finalists at a meeting in Nauvoo, Alabama, 
of the House of Bishops, a governing body
of the church that consists of the denom-
ination’s more than 300 bishops.

The term bishop suffragan in Epis-
copal parlance generally signifies an
assisting bishop. Ritonia will oversee the 
national church’s chaplaincy programs 
as a member of the staff of the Most Rev. 
Michael Curry, the presiding bishop of 
the Episcopal church.

Like her predecessor, the Right Rev. 
Carl Wright, an Army and Air Force
veteran, Ritonia has a lengthy military
background. She spent 17 years in the
Marines and Marine Corps Reserves and 
reached the rank of major before expe-
riencing a call to Episcopalian ministry.

She was ordained in 2008 and has led 
St. John’s, a parish with more than 800
families, since 2017.

According to her boss of the last
half-decade, the Right Rev. Eugene Taylor 
Sutton, she brought an array of talents to
her work in the Maryland diocese.

“Rev. Ann is an accomplished leader in
so many ways: as an enlisted Marine and
officer, a musician, wife, mother, chap-
lain, pastor, administrator, and tireless 
witness to God’s love and justice,” said 
Sutton, the bishop of the diocese. “And
now, in this historic moment, she will 
become the first woman to represent the 
Episcopal Church in [this] ministry.”

The denomination’s national leader
had similar sentiments.

“I so look forward to working with the
Rev. Ritonia,” Curry said in a statement
Monday. 

“We are very fortunate to have her
coming on board, and I wish her every
blessing in this crucial ministry.”

Her consecration is set for Sept. 30 at 
St. John’s Episcopal Church in Washing-
ton.

Ritonia’s predecessor, Wright, was the
first African American to serve as bishop 
suffragan of the armed forces diocese.
Wright, who is also a former rector of St.
Andrew in Pasadena, retired last summer
for health reasons.

Ritonia did not respond to requests for
comment.

Ritonia’s election comes as the Mary-
land diocese enters the final stages of a
nationwide search to replace Sutton, who 
will retire in September. The four final-
ists are meeting parishioners at a series of 
gatherings in the state. The diocese is to 
choose its 15th bishop during a March 25 
convention hosted by Ritonia at St. John’s
in Ellicott City.
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On a low-flow day like this one, it is not hard to imagine how Minebank Run in Baltimore County 
and the surrounding area might benefit from a beaver dam.  FILE

The Baltimore Sun  |  Wednesday, March 15, 2023  3

ad, Baltimore, MD 21209

AVAILABLE

you want to…
MINIVANS

best in-floor ramp
e of accessibility

products, including van
and scooter lifts

and driving
aids.


