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The present Bitter Root Stockgrowers are an offspring of the older Darby Stockmens group that operated possibly in the late 50’s or early 60’s and was made up of ranchers with Forest Service grazing permits in the Bitter Root Valley.


In the late 1960’s ranchers reorganized the group around the idea of marketing calves and yearlings together for stronger markets.  Earl Reynolds became president, and other ranchers mentioned as being active at that time were: Burns Finlayson, Del Carter, Marvin Bell, Les Groenveld, Cliff Trollop, Lonnie Goss, Bryl Cooper, Clem Larson, Don Dobberstein and others.

These and other ranchers began to explore the possibility of shipping feeder cattle direct to a Midwest market because they were unsatisfied with shrinkage and selling conditions locally.  A newsletter “Valley Cow Times” was edited by Earl Reynolds, printed by the Extension Office and mailed out.  Extension agents at the time were supportive of the ranchers and included Jim DeBree and Chuck Yarbrough.  

Shipping train loads of cattle to Omaha developed as a plan to improve income and it was hoped a larger number of similar cattle from Montana might create a bit of excitement in Omaha, which it did.

Several entities contributed to the idea with the Northern Pacific Railroad being very instrumental. Leonard Vick, the local station agent was active in scheduling the trains.  Later the Union Pacific Railroad was used.  The Omaha Stockyards strongly supported these direct train loads which were also being organized from other areas of Montana, as well, during this time by various marketing groups.  Lake County ranchers along with Park County ranchers continued to ship to the Midwest auctions together into the 1980’s with Park County continuing a beef marketing group to this day. 

The Omaha Yards advertised these special auctions widely and provided a dinner for the ranchers riding back with the cattle.  At least one feed stop was needed if the train ride was too long, so cattle were unloaded in Laurel and other towns to be fed and watered.  A few trips required a second feed stop when trains were held up.  The Stockgrowers negotiated with the NP Railroad for faster train shipments.  In fact, Reynolds mentioned that he called the President of the Railroad one night, getting him out of bed, to push for quicker delivery of Bitter Root calves since stalled trains had become a problem for local ranchers, and unloading to feed was time consuming.

There were at least three years where approximately 20 ranches shipped together from the Valley with 30- 35 car-loads of cattle shipped from Darby, Hamilton, Victor and possibly Stevensville. During the most active shipping years two trains of yearlings and two trains of calves went to Omaha for special advertised sales.

Dow Chemical Company was instrumental in train shipments because they provided the “new idea” of a pour-on treatment before shipping to control cattle grubs.  This was the first attempt to precondition cattle for market.   Dr Jack Ward vaccinated each feeder with a long acting penicillin and Vitamin A before shipping.  Dow advertised with a banner on the train cars and provided a drovers car for the ranchers riding with the cattle.  Montana State University entomology researcher, Dr Scharf actually applied the pour-on to the cattle since it was a new, experimental technology.  The John Deere Company filmed the story of shipping cattle to Omaha from the Bitter Root.

Over time the ranchers became more experienced in managing cattle for train shipment, getting them to eat before shipping.  Also, with faster trains and better management in the Omaha yards many ranchers sold more pounds of beef than they had loaded in at home because the cattle did so well in transit.  But, dealing with the railroad over slow or stalled trains continued to be a larger issue and so, at least in one year, cattle were trucked to Divide south of Butte and shipped on the Union Pacific Railroad with a feed stop at Grand Junction, Colorado.

Another year, possibly the final year of the cooperative marketing effort, Bitter Root Valley feeder cattle were shipped to the livestock auction in Butte by some Stockgrowers.  A few of the other Bitter Root ranches shipped yearlings separately to Omaha including the Bitter Root Stock Farm and others.

In the mid 1960’s a group of Stockgrower members, working with the Farmers’ Home Administration of the USDA, organized a group purchase of the ranch around Chaffin Butte (Corvallis C hill) from Lloyd Hunter through a program that assisted smaller ranchers to expand. The group was called the Hunter Grazing Association and included ranchers Earl Reynolds, Del Carter, Don Dobberstein, Arnold Raudsep, Harold Bryson, Gene Tingle, Bill Ferguson and Eldon Bingham. Carter and Raudsep called U.S. Senator Mansfield to get this program started locally. 

This group successfully reseeded much of the crop land to grass and a number of springs were developed.  During the final ten years that the Association owned and operated this range it was used for fall and winter grazing.  Working together to investigate a new cattle market helped the ranchers make the Hunter Grazing Association successful.

In the late 1960’s and early 1970’s, the Stockgrowers began to be alarmed about a new-born calf sickness which became known as Weak Calf Syndrome.  Dr. Jack Ward, veterinarian, spent considerable time and money researching this “syndrome.”   Stockgrowers got behind Dr Ward’s work, contributing money to assist with studying causes and treatments of this calf disease.  Some ranchers worked intensively with Dr. Ward for a number of years.  One intensive supporter of Dr. Ward’s work was Ken Kautz, manager of the Bitter Root Stock Farm.  Dr Ward continued to research the cause and affect of this disease for more than 20 years.


In the early 70’s a small group worked with Dr Ward to help secure research grants.  This group included George Stewart, Ravalli County Bank, an early Stockgrower, Bob Thoft, Stevensville rancher and Rob Johnson, Extension Agent.  They were successful in obtaining funds but the initial dollars were raised by passing the hat at Stockgrower meetings.


Also during this period, heightened by losses from Weak Calf Syndrome, debate occurred between local farmer-ranchers and Montana State University about placing a veterinary researcher at the Corvallis Ag Experiment Station.  The University chose a soils specialist, Don Graham, who developed trials related to cattle nutrition.  Graham found that irrigated soils in the Valley were selenium deficient and learned that calf health could be improved through the addition of selenium in vaccinations to new born animals.

In the 1990’s Dwain Rennaker, with others, revitalized the Stockgrowers by pushing for continuing grazing permits on Forest Service land as well as more support and programs to improve weed control on range and pastures, particularly for knapweed.


Also in the 90’s Steve Christensen and John Robbins and others promoted Stockgrower activities by organizing the Fourth Grade Farm Fair to teach students about agriculture.   Stockgrowers, particularly Lillian Rennaker, were instrumental in providing lunch, featuring beef burgers, at the event.   For the past number of years this event has been hosted by Jay and Collen Meyer on their Burnt Fork Creek Ranch.   It is a major organizational achievement involving many volunteers and 400-500 fourth graders.

A brand book was sponsored by the Stockgrowers at one time as well as a number of educational sessions on cattle diseases and management with pharmaceutical companies.

For many years Stockgrowers have held an annual dinner with recognition for pioneer stockmen families in the Valley.  This event has become a highlight for members and it has grown to become the main activity of the Association each year.   Jointly, with MSU Extension, beef producer seminars are held in conjunction with the annual dinner.

A number of years back, in the 90’s Earl Reynolds and Howard Lyons started the Supreme Beef Award at Fair time for 4-H or FFA steers that have excellent live and carcass combined placing scores.  This program has since been sponsored by the Stockgrowers, who provide significant award money. 


This brief write up by Rob Johnson is the result of visiting with: Earl Reynolds, Dwain Rennaker, Les Groenveld, Don Dobberstein, and Del Carter.    This history is a work in progress and if you have a name or activity of the Stockgrowers that is overlooked in this article, please share it with Rob.
