


Breathing in What “The Bitterroot” Means to Me

"Each moment is an invitation to wonder and joy, unbelievable blessings, gifts and love."

As I sat on a log at one of my family’s favorite
spots along the Bitterroot River, a scene
unfolded. Nothing particularly extraordinary by
Bitterroot standards, but extraordinary all the same.

My focus turned to my 9 year-old son. He was
using a small shovel to collect gravel, wash it in the
flowing water and peer intently at what was left. I
asked what he was looking for. A simple, innocent
answer, “gold” he replied without looking up. He
dumped the small handful of little rocks and tried
again, this time in a different spot.

I turned my attention to my 9 year-old daughter.
She was kneeling in the shallows peering at a large
rock halfway underwater. I watched lazily as she
gathered moss, twigs, small colorful rocks, delicately
and strategically placing them together on the
larger rock. I asked what she was building. Another
simple answer, “a terrarium.” She pronounced it a
little funny, but I knew what she meant.

I glanced above her. The scenery was dreamy.

I breathed in the flowing clean Bitterroot River,
a Merganser duck swimming by, the flapping
of wings and calls from geese overhead, and
the snow-capped Bitterroot Mountains
prominent in the distance.
I don’t always sit still long enough
to make these moments count.

—Steve Powell, a BRLT Founder

To truly take it in and make a mental note to
remember. We are so fortunate, those of us who live
in the Bitterroot, to have these moments daily, if we
want them, if we take the time to breathe them in.

We can protect this moment in time, these
values of fresh mountain water, thriving wildlife,
local farms and ranches, and vast open land - this
Bitterroot way of life. For my family. For other
families. For all of us.

Why protect it? Because of moments just like this
one. Why protect it? Because, it’s The Bitterroot.

This spring, BRLT is thrilled to unveil the
“Because, it’s The Bitterroot” community awareness
campaign, designed to share our mission and
landowner-driven conservation successes with all
who cherish the Bitterroot Valley’s unique heritage
—near and far, young and old, to new and longtime
Bitterrooters.

Over the coming months, you'll see this theme
carried out through BRUI’s messaging, and I
sincerely hope you will share with your family,
friends, and neighbors how they can plug-in to
their conservation community.

What values do you picture when you think of
“The Bitterroot?” We need your help to protect
them.

— Lauren Rennaker, BRLT Executive Director
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LAZY KD RANCH, DARBY

It’s Alway
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It’s springtime on Lazy KD Ranch in Darby. A Les Durland and Larry Durland, Marti Ramsey
white-tailed deer’s shed antler lies on the ground ~ and Melanie Durland, purchased the ranch in 1892,
surrounded by buttercups where it quietly fell - the  the ranch has played a central role in shaping the
sign of a shift in the season in the Bitterroot. agricultural and ranching heritage of the town of

» . Darby. The family generously allowed public access
My father Sald to me, [ want you to hang on the old road to Lake Como, which traveled

’ . through the ranch for decades. At one time, the
on to the ranCh as long asI'm ahve‘ After Como Post Office operated out of the foyer of the

| die, [ don’t care what you do”’ says [,es.  ranch home,and the family gifted a portion of land

« ol ,  across what is now Highway 93 to build the historic
Well, Dad, it’s always gonna be a ranch.”  Como Schoolhouse. When the Big Ditch washed

out on the property in 1939, Larry Durland, father
A sea of purple, bright yellow and pink stretches  of the Durland siblings, was integral in helping to

across the grassland like an endless patchwork rebuild the ditch with horse and plow.
quilt below the jagged, snow-capped Como Peaks. 'The newly protected 183-acre ranch is made up
Lupine, arrowleaf balsamroot, shooting stars, and of productive, irrigated grassland for haying and
other wildflowers line either side of a dirt two- cattle grazing, pristine wildlife habitat including
track that winds through the grassland to the forest grasslands, native rangeland, forest and riparian
line. The deep ruts from the wagon wheels that habitats, and scenic views of agricultural and open
once used the road to travel to Lake Como are space from a variety of public roads for travelers and
now replaced by hundreds of elk tracks, the only daily commuters to enjoy. The siphon for the Bitter
travelers that use it now. Root Irrigation District’s Big Ditch is also located
Today, the ranch is quiet, but the land is awake —  within the property, providing critical irrigation
just as it’s always been, and, thanks to the Durland water from Lake Como to thousands of acres of
family and a new conservation easement, just as it agricultural lands in the valley below.
will be for centuries to come. Sitting in a uniquely narrow part of the valley
Ever since Frank and Mary Cook, great near the Bitterroot National Forest, the land serves
grandparents of current landowners and siblings as a key area for wildlife movement from the
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Bitterroot and Sapphire Mountain Ranges. The ranch
is within Montana Fish Wildlife & Parks’ designated
winter range for both elk and mule deer, and the
ranch’s rangelands, grasslands, shrublands, forest,

and cottonwoods support wildlife including moose,
black bear, and Species of Concern such as Great
Blue Heron, Bald Eagle, Golden Eagle, and Lewis’s
Woodpecker.

Situated at the southwest corner of Highway 93 and
Old Darby Road, the ranch adds to more than 4,000
acres of land protected through completed and in-
progress conservation easements in the Darby/Como
corridor, made possible by local families in partnership
with BRLT and partner conservation organizations.

“When I suggested to my siblings that we consider
putting a conservation easement on the ranch, they
agreed it was important to us that it always remains
a ranch,” says Les. “We were fortunate that the Bitter
Root Land Trust existed and was able to help achieve
our goals.”

'The Lazy KD Ranch conservation easement was
tunded by the Natural Resources Conservation
Service’s (NRCS) Agricultural Land Easement (ALE)
program, landowner donation, and local bond dollars
from the county-voted Ravalli County Open Lands
Bond Program.

For Bitterroot landowners, like the Durlands, who
have been stewards of working lands for more than

100 years, their legacy has shaped our community and
our valley’s agricultural and ranching heritage that

is critically important to protect. Thank you to the
Durland family for choosing to partner with BRLT
to benefit agricultural land, wildlife habitat, and open
space for the future of this valley, and to the Ravalli
County Staff, County Commissioners and the Open
Lands Bond Board for helping to bring this project
across the finish line.

Durland siblings with mother, Vivian, and “Happy”in 1955
“We are grateful that the Durland family will always

be a part of the Bitterroot Valley,” says Les. “If not in
person, definitely in mind.”






BEHIND THE SCENES
with the working cow dogs of the Bitterroot

By Stephanie Sipe, Communications Director | Photos by Remington Little, Next Gen Committee Member

Three sets of amber eyes instantly flicker open from
their sleepy state. At the first sound of the wheels
turning on gravel, border collies Gus (9) and Leah
(2) jump up from the yard and take off at a dead
sprint around the barn and up the hill. Mya (10)
opts to stay back to stand watch at the house, her
new role in retirement. “Do they know where we’re
headed?”I ask. Randy nods, “Oh yeah. Just wait.”

When we spot them again, around the bend of
a two-track leading to a herd of heifers on the
bench above the ranch, they are lying in wait.
Leah is in the tall grass, her head down with her
chin to the ground, as flat as possible. Gus looks
down intensely from above, already far ahead of
us on the switchback. The dogs stare a hole into
Randy as he gives the orders they’ve waited for all
day. “Gus, Leah, away!” And the work begins.

THE BEST EMPLOYEES

'The value of working dogs in ranching remains
unmatched, helping ranchers move cattle and
livestock from one location to another. It might
not sound all that difficult, but when you’re
working in treacherous terrain to move a herd of
1,400+ pound animals for shipping, doctoring, or
just between pastures, having a ranch hand you
can rely on and trust is paramount.

Randy, who runs cows on his own property
and leases grazing ground on two BRLT-held
conservation easements in Darby, Paddock Ranch
and Lazy KD Ranch, relies on Gus and Leah to
help him maneuver the herds. Even when they
are out of sight, Gus and Leah listen to which
way Randy goes side-by-side, working together
to anticipate the direction they are expected to
push the cows. “They are definitely black belts in
the art of cattle work,” he says. “They are the best
employees and never take sick days.”

D arby rancher Randy Maxwell turns the
ignition of his side-by-side in the driveway.

BORN AND BRED FORTHIS

From Border Collies to McNabs, to Australian
Shepherds to Idaho Shags, and every heeler and
mixed breed in between, there are certain mental
and physical traits that make a reliable ranch
partner. Working in steep, brushy and rocky

terrain, and in rain, snow, heat or hail, these dogs
don’t blink an eye at following cattle into places
that people and their horses can’t physically get
to. They are born and bred for this work, and they
don’t stop until the job is done.

According to Randy, it’s the training that makes
a good dog with natural instincts a great worker, if
you can learn how to control that instinct and get
them to listen to you. “I use a series of commands
to tell them what I want them to do. ‘Down’
means lie down and stay where you are; ‘Come
back’ means move around the cows in a clockwise
direction; ‘Away’ means move the cows in a
counterclockwise direction; and “That’ll do’ means
back oft and give the herd room, you're done.”

TEAMWORK

As we get up to the top of the bench and the
dogs answer Randy’s command to start moving the
cows, I am amazed by Gus and Leal’s incredibly
orchestrated teamwork. They apply and remove
pressure on opposite ends of the herd, crouching
to analyze the stubborn cows and standing tall to
challenge the ones who disagree. A few nips to the
heel are tossed in here and there as they accomplish
their goal, moving the cows exactly to the location
they were asked to. Randy gives his feedback on
their performance: “Gus is the valedictorian... Leah
will be good someday.” Someday? 1 can’t help to
think about my two dogs at home relaxing on the
couch, chasing after sleep and not cows. As we load
back up into the side-by-side to head back down to
the barn, Leah and Gus make one final attempt to
work a cow for the day.

“That’ll do!”




Land Transfer Navigators

Supporting the transition of Bitterroot agricultural lands for
the future of the business, the farmer/rancher, and the land.

As tarmers and ranchers prepare
to retire (do they ever really stop

working?), the future of the land they
steward is at a critical turning point.
To help ensure agriculture continues

to be a driver for our Bitterroot Valley
economy and ranching heritage, BRLT
and local partners in agriculture recently
launched a series of free workshops for
our community designed to address
the complex challenges that aftect farm
and ranch families, including retiring
landowners and financial limitations to
entry level agricultural producers.

The succession planning series, Keeping
Working Hands on Working Land, is a
product of BRLIs participation in
the American Farmland Trust’s Land
Transfer Navigators Program, a national
effort designed to increase the transfer of
farm and ranch land to a new generation
of producers. The series was designed
with the help of local partners including
Montana Farmers Union, Farm Connect
Montana, Montana State University
Ag Extension Ofhice, Bitterroot
Stockgrowers Association, Ravalli
County Right to Farm & Ranch Board,
Bitterroot Farm Bureau, the Bitterroot
Chamber of Commerce’s Local Ag
Committee, and local trusted specialists
in succession planning.

F _ Comml-lnity membv!;s gatherat the Land & Legacy MireFe

'The flagship session, Succession
Planning 101, was presented by Wade
Weber, CPA & Estate Planner with
Weber & Companies, and focused on
the key elements of farm succession
planning: business plan, estate plan and
retirement plan.

Learn Succession & Land Transfer
Tools from Your Local Partners in
Agriculture was featured as part of the
Bitterroot Stockgrowers Ag Expo and
included a panel discussion featuring
local leaders and families in Bitterroot
agriculture.

The Land & Legacy mixer at the
Victor Station was designed as a
networking opportunity to bring
together new or aspiring producers
and experienced professionals to build
connections, share knowledge, and
explore land succession opportunities.

Many thanks to our partners and
volunteers who helped to create this
workshop series for our community,
and for all who attended!

Contact Elyse Fox, BRLI Project
Manager, at elyse@bitterrootlandtrust.org
or (406) 375-0956 for more information.

To learn more about the American
Farmland Trust’s Land Transfer
Navigators Program, visit: farmland.org/
land-transfer-navigators.




en Groft family ancestor William
N. Smith arrived in present-day
Victor in the 1870’ and settled the family’s
Timber Ranch homestead, the area was
vast, wild and full of the possibility of a life
in the west.

Over a century later, the Groft family—
sisters Ann Groff and Kay Clevidence,
and siblings Ryan Clevidence and Sara
Clevidence Waldbillig — have partnered
with BRLT to conserve the original
homestead, including 160 acres of wildlife
habitat, cattle grazeland, and Gash Creek
frontage. Thanks to their determination,
their family’s legacy of land stewardship and
love of place will stay alive forever.

“It’s a big deal. You care for the water,
you care for the land because without it
you don’t make it,” says Ann, great-great
granddaughter of original homesteader
William N. Smith. “We've been thinking
about doing this for at least a generation.
Hopefully the land will look similar many
years down the road.”

'The Timber Ranch conservation
easement marks the completion of a trio
of conservation projects the family has
been working with BRLT to protect in
perpetuity. The others include the 472-acre
Groff Farm conservation easement and
the 21-acre Groff Family Park, a public
recreation property purchased and protected
by BRLT with community support in June
2025. Together, the projects total 653 acres
forever protected by the Groff family and
the Bitterroot Valley’s community support
of conservation, including the voter-
renewed Ravalli County Open Lands Bond
Program.

“Currently, the Timber Ranch is mainly
used for cattle, but it provides much more
than that,” says Ryan, Ann’s nephew. “It’s
not uncommon to see 150 head of elk
grazing there throughout the year, as well as
deer, Sandhill crane, great blue heron, and

golden eagle.”

Groff Timber Ranch, Victor

Keeping History Alive

'The open lands expand and enhance
the nearby areas of protected wildlife
habitat along the foothills of the Bitterroot
Mountains and neighboring conserved lands.
'The newly conserved property is within
proximity of approximately 2,000 acres
of completed or in-progress conservation
easements in Victor, completed by BRLT
in partnership with local landowners
and adding to a growing conservation
neighborhood of forever protected
agricultural and recreational lands.

Funding for the project was provided
by the Natural Resources Conservation
Service’s (NRCS) Regional Conservation
Partnership Program (RCPP), landowner
donation, and local bond dollars from the
county-voted Ravalli County Open Lands
Bond Program.

Ryan says, “We wanted to partner with
the Bitter Root Land Trust to keep this part
of Montana history as it currently is; an
open space for elk to roam, cattle to graze,
and for the great views it provides. Montana
is known for its open landscape and
beautiful scenery, and we hope that through
our partnership we can preserve this.”
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What is a
Land Trust,

Exactly?

f you're new to the Bitterroot, or new to conservation

in the valley, you might have some questions about
the Bitter Root Land Trust’s role in assisting private
landowners to conserve the valley we all love. We're here
to help answer your questions!

So, what’s a “conservation easement?”

Most of BRLI's conservation work utilizes a tool called a
“conservation easement” —a permanent legal agreement
between a voluntary landowner and BRLT that limits and

restricts future development and certain uses of open lands.

In most cases, the landowner retains ownership of the
property and can continue farming and ranching, while
surrendering future development rights. The landowner
retains sole ownership and primary management authority
of the property, while BRLT is responsible for ensuring
that the conservation values identified in the easement
remain intact. This means that conserved Bitterroot farms,
ranches, wildlife habitat, and river and stream frontage
will remain as open land forever. Public access is not a
requirement of a conservation easement.

What is BRLTs role during the conservation process?
We have a dedicated professional staff who work hard to
get conservation projects done with willing landowners.
The members of our Lands Team (listed on the back
cover) work with landowners to tailor conservation
easements that fit their unique family properties,
ensuring that the easement meets their current and
tuture land stewardship goals. The Lands Team facilitates

and navigates through a complex, multi-year process
with the landowners to design their conservation
easement, draft permanent legal documents, apply for
grants for partial financial compensation to landowners
(if needed), and work with any partners (contractors,
attorneys, funders, etc.). Examples of typical funding
partners include the USDA NRCS Farm Bill programs,
the voter-approved Ravalli County Open Lands Bond

Program, and private foundations.
The land has been protected forever, hooray! What’s next?

Once an easement is finalized, which is typically a multi-
year process, BRLT" has an obligation to uphold the
conservation promise on the property forever, supporting
current and future landowners as they continue to care for
and maintain a healthy landscape. Due to the permanent
nature of a conservation easement, this commitment exists
even when the property sells or changes hands to family
members in the future - BRLT will support the stewardship
goals of the property forever.

How does our community play a role in conservation
projects?

While federal and county funding can compensate
conservation easement landowners for protecting their
property, the BRLT team that completes the conservation
easement process is largely dependent on gifts from private
individuals just like you. We are a nonprofit organization
that is supported by — and needs — a community of
passionate supporters who come together over shared values
to support BRI to ensure the organization can continue
to meet the Bitterroot’s need for conservation today and

far into the future. In 2025, the average gift to BRLT was
$100: no matter the size of the gift, every amount matters,
and your support makes a world of difference in helping
BRLT and generous landowners bring important Bitterroot
conservation to life!

For more information about BRLT and the conservation easement Pprocess, we invite you fo visit the FAQ

page on our website at bitterrootlandtrust.org

You Make Conservation Happen!

You can support conservation in the Bitterroot today, or any time, by using the envelope in this newsletter to send a gift to BRLT.
Donations can also be made online at bitterrootlandtrust.org/donate, or by visiting our office at 400 W. Main Street, Suite 102
in Hamilton during office hours on M—F from 9am—5pm. Please contact BRLT Philanthropy Director Owen Yager with questions
about how to support BRLT or the impact of a gift of any size at owen@bitterrootlandtrust.org or (406) 375-0956.

Coming Soon! Community Roots Monthly Giving Program
This year, BRLT is introducing a new community of core conservation supporters, who plan to give throughout the

year: stay tuned for an invitation to join Community Roots with a monthly or recurring gift.




Community
Conservation

Meet us out on the land to celebrate the
Bitterroot conservation you make possible.

3rd Annual Burnt Fork

Poker Ride

Date: Saturday, May 30, 10AM
Location: Lazy Burnt Fork Ranch
conservation easement, Stevensville
Tickets at bitterrootlandtrust.org

BRLT’s Next Gen committee invites
horseback riders and bicyclists to

the 3rd annual Burnt Fork Poker
Ride! Riders and bikers will explore
neighboring conserved ranches while
learning trail-sharing best practices
before summer adventures begin.
After the ride, celebrate with poker
hand prizes, raffles, smash burgers
from Double K Ranch, and local
beer and kombucha. Special thanks
to landowners Steve Peckinpaugh &
Catherine Taylor Peckinpaugh, Ed
Mielke & Carola Woolsey Mielke,
Dan & Sari Kerslake, Drew & Kaci
Lewis, Doug & Janis Astle, and Dan
& Debbie Severson.

PaddleHeads Baseball
Game featuring BRLT
Date: Tuesday, June 9, 6:35 PM
Location: Ogren Park at
Allegiance Field, Missoula
Tickets at bitterrootlandtrust.org

Swing big for conservation! BRLT
is partnering with the Missoula
PaddleHeads, an MLB Partner
League team as the featured
nonprofit at the PaddleHeads vs.
Oakland Ballers baseball game.
Tickets that are purchased using
the special QR code below will be
EEX [a] partially donated to
: BRLT! Please scan
the QR code or
visit our website to
purchase tickets.

Meet Drew Huls

BRLT's 7th Annual

Barn Dance

Date: Saturday, July 11, 5PM
Location: Skyline Angus
conservation easement, Stevensville
Tickets at bitterrootlandtrust.org

Grab your dancing boots, the Barn
Dance is coming to the Burnt Fork!
Join friends and neighbors for a
community celebration honoring
what you make possible for
conservation in the valley we love.
'This year’s event is hosted at Drew
and Kaci Lewis’ 420-acre conserved
cattle ranch. Enjoy a BBQ_dinner
and drinks, kids games, and dancing
under the big sky to live country
music by Nashville 406. Try your
hand at roping, learn about current
projects, and bid on great items in the
silent auction.

Tickets are $35 and go on sale on the
BRLT website on June 1.

BRLT’s Operations & Finance Director

Drew joined the team last fall as BRLT’s Operations & Finance Director. He manages
the organization’s internal and financial systems, including financial reporting, human
resources, and day-to-day operations, and supports the team in any way he can to make
conservation happen. Before joining BRLT in 2025, Drew worked in accounting and
previously owned two small businesses that he successfully sold. He also served for six
years as Treasurer of Emma’s House Child Advocacy Center in Hamilton.

A fifth-generation Bitterrooter, Drew grew up working on his family’s dairy farm
in Corvallis and has spent his career blending professional challenges with a deep
commitment to community. He’s passionate about protecting the open spaces, working
lands, river, and forests that make the valley home. Outside of work, Drew enjoys
spending time with his family, exploring the mountains, and getting lost in a good book.

drew@bitterrootlandtrust.org | 406.375.0956




BITTERROOT - The Creamery Building:

LAND TRUST

400 W. Main Street, Suite 102, Hamilton, MT 59840 PAID
Mailing Address: P.O. Box 1806, Hamilton, MT 59840
(406) 375-0956

ADDRESS SERVICE REQUESTED
Conserving the Bitterroot Valley's water,
wildlife, and working lands, with you.
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Save The Date!

7th Annual Barn Dance
Saturday, July 11, 2026

Tickets on sale on the BRLT website June 1!




