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ethical and scientifically sound land management practices and partnerships for the benefit of peo-
ple and their rural landscapes. Sand County Foundation works with private landowners because the 
majority of the nation’s fish, wildlife, and natural resources are found on private lands. The organiza-
tion backs local champions, invests in civil society and places incentives before regulation to create 
solutions that ensure and grow. The organization encourages the exercise of private responsibility in 
the pursuit of improved land health as an essential alternative to many of the commonly used strate-
gies in modern conservation. www.sandcounty.net 

ABOUT THE LEOPOLD CONSERVATION AWARD 
The Leopold Conservation Award is a competitive award that recognizes landowner achievement in 
voluntary conservation. The award consists of an Aldo Leopold crystal and a check for $10,000. In 
2009, Sand County Foundation will present Leopold Conservation Awards in Nebraska, Wyoming, 
Colorado, Texas, Utah and California. 

The awards are presented to accomplish three objectives: First, they recognize extraordinary 
achievement in voluntary conservation on the land of exemplary private landowners. Second, they 
inspire countless other landowners in their own communities through these examples. Finally, they 
provide a visible forum where leaders from the agriculture community are recognized as conserva-
tion leaders to groups outside of agriculture. www.leopoldconservationaward.org 

ABOUT COLORADO CATTLEMEN’S ASSOCIATION 
The Colorado Cattlemen’s Association (CCA) is the state’s only nonprofit trade organization exclu-
sively representing Colorado’s beef producers. Founded in 1867, CCA is the nation’s oldest state cat-
tlemen’s association. CCA serves its members by speaking out on behalf of Colorado’s more than 
12,000 beef producers. www.coloradocattle.org 

ABOUT COLORADO CATTLEMEN’S AGRICULTURAL LAND TRUST  
Recognizing the need to help Colorado ranchers and farmers protect their agricultural lands in the 
face of growing development and economic pressures, the Colorado Cattlemen’s Association in 1995 
formed the Colorado Cattlemen’s Agricultural Land Trust (CCALT). www.ccalt.org/ 

ABOUT ENCANA OIL & GAS (USA) INC. 
EnCana Oil & Gas (USA) Inc. is a leading North American energy company that produces approxi-
mately 4.4 billion cubic feet of gas equivalent per day. More than 80 percent of which is natural gas. 
The organization strives to be a trusted community contributor and is committed to benchmark 
practices in safety and environmental stewardship, ethical business conduct, and community re-
sponsibility. www.encana.com   Photography made possible through the generous support of Tri-
State Generation and Transmission Association. 

Photo: Bill Gillette  
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2009 Leopold Conservation Award winner 

 

It’s probably a safe bet that if you remember the day when the local rural electric co-op first brought electricity to your ranch 

then you are a fairly well established and successful cattleman – and that’s certainly the case with John Doherty, this year’s Colorado 

recipient of the 2009 Leopold Conservation Award.  

As third-generation, southern Colorado cattle ranchers, John and Carolyn Doherty epitomize the spirit of this recognition 

given to farmers, ranchers and foresters who do well by and for their land. 

This spring, the Sand County Foundation, a private non-profit conservation group, in partnership with the Colorado Cattle-

men’s Association, the Colorado Cattlemen’s Agricultural Land Trust and EnCana Oil and Gas, named the Doherty’s Mesa de Maya 

and Red Rocks ranches the recipient of this year’s award.  The Leopold award consists of an Aldo Leopold crystal and a check for 

$10,000.  In 2009, The Sand County Foundation will present these awards to outstanding landowners in Nebraska, Wyoming, Colo-

rado, Texas, Utah and California. 

The award is given to individuals and families who demonstrate outstanding commitment, conservation and stewardship of 

their land.  The annual award is named for Aldo Leopold, who was a renowned Wisconsin forester and wildlife ecologist.  

The Leopold Conservation Award is a competitive recognition that is overseen by selection committee appointed in Colo-

rado by the Colorado Cattlemen’s Association. “We received quite a few applicants for this award, but the Dohertys well-documented 

lifetime of conservation work was hard to ignore, “ said Beka Gill, director of industry programs for the Colorado Cattlemen’s Asso-

ciation  (Arvada, Colo.). 

“When I called the Dohertys to tell them that they had won the award and would be receiving a check they were shocked,” 

said Gill.  As it turns out, Steve Woonten, nephew and fellow family cattle rancher, knew that his uncle was far too modest to seek 

attention for this lifetime of achievement and secretly spent more than a year compiling documents and obtaining testimony before 

nominating the Las Animas County ranching couple. 

The Doherty family’s land holdings first purchased by his grandfather in the late 1920s, are so vast that they are electrically 

served by two separate Tri-State member co-ops.  The Red Rocks Ranch, where the elder Dorhertys spend most of their time, along 

with his sister and nephew’s family is electrically served by Southeast Colorado Power Association (La Junta, Colo.).  The Mesa de 

Maya Ranch, where John Doherty was raised and which is now operated by son, Joe Doherty, is located 18 miles east of Kim, Colo.  

It is electrically served by San Isabel Electric Association (Pueblo West, Colo.). 

John Doherty and his sister inherited the Red Rocks property in 1959.  “I remember that was the year that my mother first 

approached Southeast Power to put in a powerline and bring electricity to this ranch,” recalled Doherty.  “Looking back on it now, it 

was about $10,000 for the line and it seemed like a lot of money.  Now, it’s just a drop in the bucket.  Southeast gave us all the elec-

tricity we wanted for free until we paid off the line. It’s been a real blessing to us,” he said.  



In the ensuing years, Doherty has embraced new electric technologies by installing several solar-powered well pumps at vari-

ous sites on the property.  But, of course, innovation just comes naturally to this southern Colorado rancher.  His nephew recalls:  “When 

I was in college, I first heard about a technique called rotational grazing to improve the grasslands on the ranch.  But, when I came back 

to the ranch I found out that John was already organizing the first classes on this new practice with the local soil conservation district.” 

“To me this award is a testimony to John and Carolyn’s lifetime of work,” said Woonten.  “And perhaps more importantly, it’s 

about John’s efforts to constantly seek new conservation, grazing, scientific techniques and sharing that information with friends, family, 

fellow ranchers, students and his community,” he added.  

How large are the Mesa de Maya and Red Rocks ranches?  Once you leave the paved state highway 109 plan on about 40 min-

utes of driving on dirt roads through majestic canyons and red rock outcroppings before reaching the Doherty homestead.  Of course, 

that’s not all Doherty land, there are some neighboring ranches between their spread and the highway.  The Red Rocks and Mesa de 

Maya add up to about 75,000 acres.  The award recipient says he’s been exploring this ranch for 50 years and he still hasn’t seen all of it.   

But a conservationist doesn’t just explore the land, he improves it, and that, after all, is what has engaged the Dohertys for half 

a century.  Doherty and his fellow family ranchers operate a cow-calf raising enterprise as a primary means of income.  But the lifelong 

rancher is quick to point out that the yearlings that he raises and sells each fall are just a product of his land.  A diverse native grassland 

that is properly cared for and not overgrazed is critical to maintaining a healthy herd, with high conception rates and good calf weights, 

he explained  After lots of experimentation with breeds ranging from Hereford to South Devon cattle,  Doherty found that Red Angus 

thrived the most on this rugged and rocky terrain.  “Out here the mother cows are on their own – they have to lay down and give birth 

without any help from us.   

Naturally, in southern Colorado, water is always an issue, not only for the grazing land, but it is also essential for the 40 to 50 

gallons a day consumed by each animal in his herd, which numbered about 550 mother cows and 125 yearlings.  “My grandfather started 

drilling the first wells on the property in the 1930s.  In the 1950s we started constructed the earthen dams fed by various tributaries, in-

cluding Chacuaco Creek and the Purgatoire River.  To date, Doherty and family have installed more than 40 steel water tanks, 60 earthen 

dams and built more than 25 miles of pipeline to move water across the ranches.  If that’s not impressive enough, consider the fact that 

interior fencing on the Doherty property adds up to more than 100 miles. 

A thriving, healthy environment like the one found on the Doherty land is bound to support lots of wildlife and, as the rancher 

puts it, they are “truly blessed.”  The Dohertys enjoy frequent sightings of Rocky Mountain big horn sheep, mule deer, white-tailed deer, 

turkeys, geese antelope, bears and mountain lions on the ranch.  

Despite his many accomplishments in land stewardship during his lifetime, the rancher downplays his role when he says, “ I 

think anybody who wants to stay in business and be a successful rancher has to be a land conservationist.  When we had a severe drought 

in 2002, we could have left our cattle on the land.  But, instead we decided to sell half the herd to give the grasslands a chance to rebound 

when we finally did get some moisture.  Once you kill the root structure of the grass plants the water just runs off and there’s no photo-

synthesis taking place,” he explained.  

Doherty’s commitment to conservation goes beyond the borders of his ranch.  He is a leader in his community and is dedicated 

to continued education and civic engagement.  “I’ve been doing this for more than 50 years, and I never tire of attending seminars to 

learn new things,” he quipped.  He has been a soil conservation district supervisor and a member of the Branson-Trinchera Conservation 

District for 40 years, helping to guide conservation efforts in eastern Las Animas County.   

But, a lifetime of hard work translates to a labor of love for the Dohertys. “To me there’s nothing prettier than heading out on 

this ranch and looking out over a field of lush gramma grass waving in the breeze, with fat cattle and maybe a few horses – now that’s 

pretty,” he said.  

     


