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I was very fortunate to be sponsored by Stipa to attend the Quivira Coalition Conference 

“Building Resilience: Creating Hope in and Age of Consequences” in January 2008. This 
was held in Albuquerque, New Mexico, USA. 

After the conference I travelled with Sheldon Atwood of Carrus Land Systems, and his 

son, Angus, back to Salt Lake City, stopping for two days at Vermejo Park Ranch. This 
article is a record of my impressions gained during this exciting trip. 

Adobe buildings in Old Town, Albuquerque 

The taxi ride from the Albuquerque Airport 
to my hotel near Old Town awoke me to the 

fact that I would feel very at home in New 
Mexic. Everything is the colour I have 

painted my house. Once inside the hotel, I 
realised that, like my house, the adobe 
colour was carried through into the interiors 

of most buildings. This gives one the feeling 
of walking into welcoming arms or being 

embraced by the earth. I was soon to learn 
how the Pueblo Native Americans have 

revered the earth for thousands of years.  

Pueblo Native Americans have practiced irrigational agriculture for centuries before the 
birth of Christ. Farming has set them apart from other native groups of South West 

America. It has been the foundation of the economy of all 19 Pueblo groups and their 
ancestors. It led to their theocratic system of government to control water and land use 
and to complex ceremonial religion, designed to ensure a bountiful harvest. 

Farming enabled the settling of the people and the building of their pueblos. These are 

mud brick buildings grouped in a community, encompassing both indoor and outdoor 

spaces. Its style evolved rapidly from early pithouses and storage cists into solid 
buildings. The pithouses evolved into the “kiva” or spiritual centre of the community. 

Eric Blinman, archeologist from University of New Mexico, has studied the Pueblo Native 

Americans’ adaptation to climate change over the last 2000 years. This did give us hope, 
as the Pueblans have adapted to changes as dramatic as we are experiencing now. 

Pueblans reaction to threatened change was interesting; they went into a building frenzy 
as if larger buildings would ward off the effects of the change, and they carried out more 
religious ceremonies. I saw echoes in the current situation worldwide. This was one of 

the many fascinating presentations at the Quivira Coalition Conference. 

Quivira Coalition 

Quivira is an organisation very similar to Stipa in that it brings ranchers and 
environmentalists together, promoting ecologically regenerative land management. The 
Coalition formed in 1997, the same year as Stipa, and I was humbled by the size and 

status Quivira has achieved in the same time span.  

Courtney White is the driving force behind Quivira. They have 7 very busy staff 

members. There are distinct arms to the Coalition, one being The Radical Centre which 
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describes a place between Conservationists and Ranchers, accommodating both…very 
radical. 

I recommend you visit their web page in the links from this site: 

www.quiviracoalition.org.  

Sheldon Atwood of Carrus Land Systems, guest speaker in Mudgee, and plenary speaker 

in Horsham, took me under his wing and introduced me to so many people, which I 
found exciting and stimulating.  

The Ranchers 

The ranchers attending were all passionate about America’s native flora and fauna, and 
are working to incorporate their production systems into the native ecological system. 

This means contending with native fauna such as mountain lions, grizzly bears and 
wolves. Wolves are being actively re-introduced into the prairies, and some 

conservationists are calling for the introduction of the elephant to replicate the mega-
fauna of the Pliecian Age. These extreme conservationists and predators make our 
situation in Australia seem rosy and the fox looks totally insignificant as a predator! 

Dale and Janet Veseth, winners of the prestigious Birch Award at the Conference, have a 
ranch in Montana which is threatened by a group wanting to return the prairies to 

wolves, with no domestic stock. They have formed a Ranchers Stewardship Alliance with 
their neighbours to ward off this threat to their way of life. It is ironic that ranchers who 
are improving the ecology of their land with good land management are threatened by 

conservationists who will no doubt degrade the land with inappropriate management.  

Kenyan Grazing with Significant Predators 

David Western together with John Kamanga, a Maassai herder, talked of opportunities to 
combine pastoralism and eco tourism in Kenya. David spoke of the years of work 
studying the elephant in the Rift Valley and building a system to accommodate both 

elephants and grazing cattle. Here, herders have learnt to live with lions and elephants, 
John demonstrating the various whistles the shepherd employ to communicate with their 

herds. One when everything is calm and they can graze, another when it is time to go 
home at the end of the day, and the warning of predators, to name but a few.  

John also made the important point that one must look at the behaviour of individual 

predators. If one attacks, do not kill all, but target the individual. Allow for individuality 
amongst predators. 

It is tragic that in Kenya there are greater threats to peaceful grazing than predators. We 
can only hope that peace will be restored quickly. 

Patrick, my husband, has just finished David Weston’s book “In the Dust of Kilamanjaro” 

and thoroughly enjoyed it. 

American Natural Sequence Farming 

“Harvesting water in dry landscapes” was a pre-Conference seminar which I found 
illuminating on many scores. The sorts of remediations in creeks recommended by Peter 
Andrews here in Australia are being carried out with a great deal of success in western 

rangelands, the systems being designed by Bill Zeedyk. Mexicans have been preventing 
erosion and watering their land with in-stream structures for thousands of years. It was 

brought home to me that a dirt road can affect the watering of the landscape. If the road 
runs across a hill side, the slope below can be significantly dried.  
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Brad Lancaster has turned a dry suburban block in Tucson, Arizona, into an oasis of 
productive greenery. His presentation “Rainwater Harvesting for Drylands” described how 
to welcome rain into your life and landscape. While being urban based, Brad had 

important messages for us people with any land and who use water. I came home to 
demolish my above ground vegetable patches. Why do we all do this? How much easier 

to keep them moist if they are in a sunken garden. 

I highly recommend Brad Lancaster’s’ book “Rainwater Harvesting for Drylands” 

published by Tower Books here in Australia. 

Wes Jackson, The Land Institute 

Wes Jackson of The Land Institute spoke on “What Will the Ecosphere Require of Us?”. 

His answer was an emphatic NOTHING. The ecosystem will recover from human activity, 
whether we survive or not. To save human’s habitat on earth, Wes called on us to carry 

out restraint and to be creative. 

Wes did talk very briefly about his life long search for perennial cereal plants. His 
daughter is researching Pasture Cropping and I can’t help thinking this is the way 

forward, rather than years and years of painstaking genetic engineering to maybe never 
achieve a cereal crop and a healthy grassland. 

Vermejo Park bison grazing at 
2000m 

Following the conference, Sheldon 

Atwood, with his son Angus, took 
me to Vermejo Park Ranch, a 
600,000 acre ranch owned by Ted 

Turner and managed by Mark 
Kossler. In northern New Mexico, 

the ranch runs from prairie 
country at 6400 feet elevation 
(1970 m) right up to snow 

covered mountain tops. at 13,000 
feet (4000m). Mark, who is one of 

Sheldon’s partners in Carrus Land 

Systems, took time out to show me around. We started 
with a flight over the ranch in Mark’s plane. All the fauna 
on the ranch is native. The intent is to graze bison 

profitably and ecologically, while making an income from 
hunters who shoot elk and wild turkey as well as from 

fishermen who fish for trout in the Ranch’s beautiful lakes. 

At the moment, the bison graze only the low lying 

(relatively!) prairies, but Mark is hoping to get them to 
move up to the mountains for grazing in the summer. 
There are valleys with grasses either side of streams 

leading up to the higher country. This will enable the 
prairies to recover and more closely mimics what would 

have been the original grazing system. 

Vermejo rain or snow guage with elk 

In the prairies, prairie dogs are being encouraged back. 

These small rodents reminded me of African meer cats. The 
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prairie dogs build towns, with raised rims around their burrows so they can mount guard. 
They also eat all the grass down, again so they have a good line of sight. They will need 
this good line of sight soon as their predator, the black tailed ferret, is gradually being 

reintroduced to bring about an ecological balance. 

Vermejo house with hunting lodge to the 

right 

Mark has a staff of 35 to manage and is 
almost as much hotelier as ranch manager. 

In 1905 a wealthy Chicago business man, 
Mr Bartlett, bought the ranch so he could 
move to the higher altitude and dry 

atmosphere to combat tuberculosis. He 
built himself a magnificent house of stone 

quarried on the ranch, and each of his sons 
a house either side. Although smaller, the 

son’s houses are quite substantial, one 
having a ballroom three stories high, 

complete with a balcony for the orchestra. Unfortunately the main house burnt down in 

the 1930’s and a log hunting lodge has been built in its place. The old houses either side 
are used as accommodation for hunters and fishermen. 

The web page for Vermejo Park Ranch details all the flora and fauna as well as the 
history, and is well worth visiting. We are hoping Mark will come to Australia in 
November for the Stipa Conference. 

Colorado landscape (January 2008) 

From Vermejo, we drove through Colorado. 
There had just been a fresh fall of snow, and I 

could almost see why people fly from Australia 
to Aspen to ski - the scenery is magnificent. 

Although the days were short, there was a full 
moon, which lit up the snow covered landscape 
beautifully. Sheldon did all the driving, not 

trusting me to stay the right side of the road! As 
always, you really get to know people on a long 

drive and I had reinforced my opinion that 
Sheldon is an exceptional person with a grand 
vision to make ranches profitable, ecologically 

regenerative and socially happy places. And 
what’s more, he is carrying out that dream. 

Logan, Utah 

As we approached Salt Lake City, Sandi, 

Sheldon’s wife, rang with problems with water 
supply to the house - there was none. This had 
been caused by freezing pipes and I laughed, 

and sympathised, that not a month previously 
we had had problems with water supply to the 

house caused by the opposite climatic extreme. 

At Utah State University I had a meeting with 
Fred Provenza, Professor of Animal Behaviour, SUS, Sheldon and Michel Meuret, a French 
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Agricultural Researcher who is researching grazing livestock in the Alps and how the 
shepherds are dealing with globalization and nature conservation.  

This meeting was probably the highlight of the trip for me. Discussion ranged from the 

fact that plants probably do not compete with each other, but in fact collaborate, and the 
more plants and animals on a piece of land the more fertile it is, to the need for more 

collaboration between people, especially at the local level. 

I was struck by the number of students doing research into just the sorts of issues Stipa 

is interested in. The research seemed far more relevant to ranchers’ needs than the 
rarified agricultural research that so often goes on. Fred Provenza’s BEHAVE group is an 

excellent example of this and there were many others. I met a young man looking at the 

soil biota under various weeds, hoping that by manipulating the soil biota around weeds, 
they could be out competed by beneficial plants. 

In all, I realised that we are not alone in the problems we face in Australia. Land 
managers on all continents face the problem of communicating their ecological land 
management techniques to conservationists. We all have predators of some sort or 

another to deal with, be it weeds, animals or humans. 

I came home inspired to form a network of researchers and land managers across US 

and Australia. There is so much to learn from each other. 

www.vermejoparkranch.com 

www.carruslandsystems.com 

www.quiviracoalition.org 

www.usu.edu/ust/index.cfm?article=10713 

www.quiviracoalition.org/images/pdfs/759-Fred_Provenza_-_05-22-06.pdf 

www.international.inra.fr/join_us/working_for_inra/portraits/michel_meuret  

“In the Dust of Kilamanjaro” by David Western. 

“Rainwater Harvesting for Drylands and Beyond” Brad Lancaster. 

 

  


