
Stan Irby has ranching running through his blood from both 
sides of his family lineage. John McDonough, Stan Irby's  
great-great-grandfather on his mother's side, started the family©s 

tradition of ranching, establishing a working ranch next to the Los Pinos 
Indian Agency, where Chief Ouray and the Ute tribe were located at the time.
 Bernard, Stan©s granddad on his fathers side, came to Colorado as a  
young man, working for various ranches until purchasing a small ranch and 
dairy from a local railroad worker in Sargents, a small town located at the 
con•uents of Marshall and Tomichi Creeks. Bernard and his son, Bob, sold 
milk to the railroad workers and eventually changed the ranch into a cow and 
calf operation.
 ªMy dad, Bob Irby, learned from my granddad's example,º says Stan. 
ªWhen he returned from the Army and decided he wanted a ranch, he began 
buying small pieces of land out here in the Tomichi valley. €e present Irby 
Ranch is part of what my father put together over the years.º
 Stan's father started out with his dad©s ranch and, with the addition of 
other small parcels over the years, the ranch grew into what it is today ±  
now spanning 3,000 acres.
 ªI was born and raised here in the Gunnison Valley, but, unlike most 
ranchers, I didn't always know I was going to be in ranching,º says Stan. ªI 
was away in college when my grandfather fell ill. My father needed help so I 
returned to assist him in managing the ranch and have been here ever since.º
 ªWhen I think back to it, though,º Stan adds, ªI wouldn't have chosen any 
di•erently for myself. €ere aren't many chances these days for people to enter 
into the ranching business, so I am grateful for the opportunity life gave me to 
continue this unique family tradition.º
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Ask a passerby if you're headed the right way 
to !nd the Irbys, and he asks, ªWhich Irbys?º 
"is valley, he notes, is home to seven Irby 
families. As you continue along a very long 
dirt road you pass each respective Irby  
dwelling, turning le# at the frozen pond 
glittering in the sunlight. When you !nally 
reach the house at the end of the road, past 
the !eld of mother cows wailing for their 
calves, you feel like you've made it to the 
edge of the earth. "e light dusting of snow 
accentuates the clear crisp day, and miles of 
!eld stretch out in front of you to meet the 
mountains in the distance. Stan Irby emerges 
from his white ranch house, his smile still 
visible beneath his mustache and black  
cowboy hat, and it is clear that what feels  
like a strange and distant land to you is  
very much home to him.
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 Stan, his father and his brother 
all work on the ranch and live with 
their families in the valley, along 
with Stan's sister and some of their 
cousins. €e Irby men raise cattle to 
be sold o• for beef in the fall. 
 ªIt's a year-round process,º says 
Stan. ªWe take our 500 mother cows 
out to pasture in the summer ± 50 
percent on our own private land 
and 50 percent on public land in the 
national forest. We bring them back in October, wean the calves from their 
mothers, and feed them hay throughout the winter. €e !rst week a"er we 
wean the calves, the ranch is so noisy with the moos of the mother cows  
missing their young.º
 Stan and his wife, Bonnie, started putting their land under easement in 
2003. €ey started with about 300 acres. 
 ªMy wife likes to say that we're `land rich and money poor,'º Says Stan. 
ª€e tax credits gave us the push that we needed, and I believe that in the  
future, the tax credits will encourage many more people to put their land 
under easement.º
 Preserving the agricultural use of Colorado land, protecting it forever 
from being subdivided for development, and, in return, gaining tax credits 
from the state, o"en provides the necessary income for ranchers and farmers 
to keep their land. 
 ªIt's almost impossible to make a living on a ranch if your land isn't paid 
for - that's why there are virtually no new ranches being created today,º says 
Stan. ªI believe it is important to protect what ranchland we have while it's still 
le". We could have sold our land for about $12 million and be set for life, but 
it was more important to us to preserve our ranch and gain peace of mind that 
this land will remain protected and intact.º
 Driving East from Gunnison, one passes about 26 miles of ranchland 
under easement. €e conservation easement tax credit program helps main-
tain the natural beauty that attracts visitors from far and wide. Keeping these 
ranches and farms alive will help diversify Colorado's economy and protect its 
agricultural heritage.
 ªFor four generations, my family has been stewards of the land, and it was 
in my grandfather and great-grandfather's honor that we put the land under 
easement,º says Stan. ªI knew they would want this land to be protected and to 
continue to support agriculture. As my wife and I learned, it's not worth it to 
forsake the land forever for a few extra dollars now.º

CHIEF OURAY

The Los Pinos River runs from Cathedral, Colorado, 
through Gunnison and up to Buena Vista, and it is 
along this river that the famous Chief Ouray kept his 
homestead when he was a sheep herder with the Ute 
tribe. Chief Ouray was a man of peace during an era 
that represented the peak of violence between the 
whites and the Native Americans. According to Ute 
oral history, in 1833 he was born on a clear, crisp night 
during which the magni•cent Leonid meteor showers 
could be seen streaking across the sky ± a fortuitous 
sign, the elders believed. Ouray learned both Spanish 
and English and went on to become Chief of the 
Uncompahgre band of the Ute tribe. He was known 
for being wise, diplomatic and loyal to the whites, 
and sought reconciliation between warring peoples, 
including opposing bands of Utes. In 1880, he met 
President Rutherford B. Hayes, who called him ªthe 
most intellectual man I©ve ever conversed with."

$I always knew that I would eventually  
      take over the ranch ± as so many 
ranchers say, it's in my blood.$
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