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TANYA ISHIKAWA’S favorite part about 
being a writer is meeting and hearing  

the stories of the interesting cross-
section of people found in her 

community. From her Colona home, 
filled with Native American crafts and 
artifacts and surrounded by deer and 

other wildlife, she writes and edits for 
publications across Colorado. A former 

musician whose husband is a jazz 
saxophonist and whose son is an up- and-

coming drummer and pianist, her life 
and home are filled with instruments  

and the sound of music.

KATIE KLINGSPORN grew up in 
Wyoming, where she learned to love 

empty spaces and the smell of 
sagebrush. A freelance writer and 

program director at Telluride 
Mountainfilm, she is an avid mountain 
biker and snowboarder who geeks out 

when it’s time to go mushroom hunting 
in the San Juans. The Highlands Estate 
she profiled for this issue is by far the 

largest home she’s set foot in.

ARI LEVAUX writes Flash in the Pan,  
a syndicated weekly food column  

that has appeared in more than 50 
newspapers in 21 states.

ERIC MING writes, take photographs  
and, when he isn’t working for the Forest 

Service, enjoys backcountry skiing,  
skate skiing, biking and climbing. He  

lives in Ridgway.    

WHIT RICHARDSON has been  
shooting photos for nearly 25 years, 

many of which involve adventure and 
the outdoors. He is based in Durango.  

To see examples of his work, visit 
whitrichardson.com. 
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HEATHER SACKETT grew up in the 
six-million-acre wilderness of upstate 
New York’s Adirondack Park. She traded 
lakes for the lofty Rocky Mountains and 
has been a Colorado girl for more than  
a decade now. With her black Lab, she 
spends her summers running up the 
San Juan Mountains and her winters 
snowboarding down them. After a 
three-year stint at the Telluride Daily 
Planet, she is now a freelance writer 
living in the box canyon. After 
experiencing the beautiful views, warm 
sun through the multitude of windows 
and the transcendence of transparency 
at 109 Polecat Lane, she has resolved to 
move out of her basement apartment.

ROSEMERRY WAHTOLA-TROMMER  
lives near Placerville with her husband and 
their two children. As Colorado’s Western 
Slope Poet Laureate, she tends to hang 
more with wordsmiths than blacksmiths, 
but she sure does admire the creativity 
and courage it takes to work with metals.   

LESLIE VREELAND has made her home 
in this region for four years. She remains 
stunned not only by the spectacular 
scenery, but by the extremely talented 
artists and artisans she continues to meet. 
“I live in a community of brilliant artists 
and thinkers,” she says. “It’s humbling. 
You’d think I’d be used to it by now but 
the longer I live here, the more I realize 
it.” She lives in Ridgway.

SAMANTHA TISDEL WRIGHT lives and 
writes amidst the San Juan Mountains of 
southwestern Colorado. Working on 
“Preserving a Legacy,” about Ouray 
County’s iconic Centennial Ranch, has 
given her a newfound sense of gratitude for 
Vince and Joan Kontny’s efforts to preserve 
the habitat and heritage of their land.
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200 SOUTH SUNSET RIDGE DRIVE

A 4-bedroom, 3550 sq. ft. village core residence, 
with unsurpassed village convenience & views, 
just steps to skiing and the gondola. $3,400,000

A 4-bedroom, 3200 sq. ft. custom home just 1.5 
miles outside town of Telluride.  Enjoy the Valley 
Floor amenities across the street. $1,550,000

66 CANYON VIEW LANE

249 ELK PARK ROAD

Ski Ranches home with 5 beds and 4,300 sq. ft., 
a perfect family home or vacation getaway.  A+ 
private lot with views and sun. $1,850,000

3-bedroom, beautifully remodeled 3200 sq. ft. 
Ski Ranches log home on a private 2-acre lot 
abutting open space, with big views. $1,525,000

LIBERTY BELL LANE LOT 3

449 WAPITI ROAD

This 0.74-acre Idarado lot has big box canyon 
views and sun.  Convenient to town with more 
privacy; large flat building envelope. $1,825,000

This choice Ski Ranches lot consists of 1.5 acres 
abutting open space with incredible San Sophia 
views and gently sloping topography. $600,000

109 POLECAT LANE

Exciting mountain modern masterpiece designed by Centre Sky Architects. Excellent usage of the 0.75 acre lot takes advantage of view corridors while 
maximizing solar gain. 5 bedrooms and 8,000+/- sq. ft. of livable space create a wonderful home for relaxing with family or entertaining guests, consisting of great 
room, gourmet kitchen, sun room, den/office, rec room, fitness room, ski utility wing and 3-car garage. Ski access is a short, easy walk.  $9,200,000
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Ranch hands feed the 
cattle on a winter morning 
in the river pasture below 
the post-and-beam barn at 
Centennial Ranch. 
Photo by Raphael Routson
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Preserving a Legacy: 
Centennial Ranch

B Y  S A M A N T H A  T I S D E L  W R I G H T

> > >

“Eventually, all things merge into one, 
and a river runs through it.” 

– Norman Maclean
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C
entennial Ranch spreads rim to rim across the Uncompahgre Valley, 
its well-tended hay fields unfolding like the pages of a grassy book on 
either side of US 550, halfway between Ridgway and Montrose. 

Before the highway creased this valley, there was the Denver & Rio 
Grande Railroad. Before the railroad, there were homesteaders in  
wagons, and cattle drives. For 10,000 years before that, the Ute Indians 
and their predecessors followed the Uncompahgre River in seasonal 

migrations to and from the Shining Mountains. Herds of deer, and tourists driving  
Winnebagos, still make the same journey today. (And sometimes, they collide.)

“Everything has to come through us,” says Vince Kontny, whose family has owned  
Centennial Ranch for almost a quarter-century. “There’s the Pinion Ditch. The Jutton 
Ditch. The Old Agency Ditch. The highway goes through. The river goes through. The 
electricity goes through. Everything.”

But even as the hectic world zooms past at breakneck speed, the ranch itself is a  
place where time has taken a deep breath, and settled for a spell. The ranch’s buildings 
reflect the craftsmanship and aesthetics of the Old West. And work here is done the  
old-fashioned way, with horse sweat and elbow grease.  

When Vince and Joan Kontny purchased Centennial Ranch in 1992, they protected it 
from the threat of development by cocooning the land in a conservation easement — 
one of the very first in Colorado. The legally binding document obligates future owners 
to keep the land in agricultural production in perpetuity.

Today, the ranch reflects the Kontnys’ efforts to preserve the region’s rich western  
heritage while providing open space, wildlife habitat and a glimpse of a true working  
cattle ranch for future generations. 

LIVING THE DREAM

Vince Kontny grew up on a ranch on 
the eastern plains of Colorado, the ninth 
of 10 children. Life wasn’t easy, but life 
was good — sweetened as it was by 
Kontny’s love of the livestock, the life-
style and the land. 

For a glorious week each summer, 
Kontny’s parents would take their three 
youngest kids to the mountains in the 
heart of Colorado, where they climbed 
Fourteeners, fished in lakes and rivers, 
slept in tents and cooked over campfires. 

As much as Kontny loved ranching, it 
was a tough way to make a living, and his 
dad wisely counseled him to get an edu-
cation and a job. Throughout an impres-
sive career that started with the Seabees 
(the U.S. Navy’s Construction Battalions) 
in Alaska and Vietnam, and ended at the 
helm of Fluor Corp. (at the time the larg-
est engineering and construction firm in 
the world), Kontny’s ultimate goal in life 

> > >

The ponderosa log entry gate to Centennial Ranch, 
designed and constructed by Ted Moews, is a familiar 
landmark along US 550 about halfway between  
Ridgway and Montrose. 
Photo by Roger Wade
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The beginning of the fall 
cattle drive from Horsefly 
to Centennial. 
Photo by Natalie Heller
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was to someday cement his early loves by 
buying a ranch in the mountains. 

Not just any ranch — a very specific 
ranch. A ranch he had literally dreamed 
about while he was still in high school. 

“While some of the details of this 
dream are fuzzy, one image has re-
mained with me,” Kontny writes in the 
preface to A Ranching Legacy (Raphael 
Routson, Double Shoe Publishing Com-
pany, 2005), the coffee table book he 
commissioned a decade ago to chroni-
cle his dream’s fruition.

“There is a stream (on the left, always 
on the left) with crystal-clear water rush-
ing over rocks and a setting of aspen and 
blue spruce. The stream, which one can 
walk across, is full of pan-sized trout. In 
the background are majestic mountains 
rising to the clouds. Contented Hereford 
cows and calves graze in the meadows, 
and horses stand in the corrals next to a 
large log-and-stone barn.” 

The dream turned out to be a blended 

vision of the two ranches Kontny and 
his Australian wife, Joan, would one day 
come to own in Ouray County. 

First came Last Dollar Ranch, a long-
abandoned historic ranch in a stunningly 
lovely alpine setting hemmed with aspen 
and blue spruce atop Dallas Divide, which 
the Kontnys discovered, purchased and 
began restoring in 1989.  

At an elevation of nearly 10,000 feet, the 
Last Dollar Ranch was no place to winter 
livestock. So two years later, they bought 
the nearby Smith Ranch (which they later 
rechristened Centennial Ranch), at an ele-
vation of 6,500 feet, with excellent irrigated 
hay meadows to provide winter feed. 

A river ran through it, with shallow 
waters full of trout. And when facing up-
valley to behold the San Juan Mountains 
rising up to the clouds, “the river was on 
the left,” Kontny writes.

The vision that fevered his teenaged 
dreams had finally become a reality.

For over a decade, the Kontny family 

had these two picturesque working cattle 
ranches — one high, one low — where 
they operated their Double Shoe Cattle 
Company. Having sold Last Dollar Ranch 
in 2007 (years after placing it under a 
conservation easement donated to the 
American Farmland Trust), they are now 
down to one ranch — the Centennial 
Ranch — nestled alongside the sparkling 
Uncompahgre River, where they run 85 
or so cow-calf pairs. 

“I am indeed living the dream,”  
says Kontny. 

DASHWOOD

Although the logo they adopted for 
Centennial Ranch is a star inside a circle 
— like the iconic Texas Ranger badge — 
the Kontnys didn’t want their ranch head-
quarters to be too ‘cowboy.’ 

Joan Kontny, an Aussie of English  
descent, had been christened with the  
middle name of Dashwood — an ancient 

Dashwood House, on  
the banks of the  
Uncompahgre River. 
Photo by Chris Marona



family moniker that can be traced all the 
way back to medieval times. (The Dash-
wood family, legend has it, fought at the 
Battle of Hastings in 1066 when the Nor-
mans invaded the Saxons for the first time.)

Taking this name as their inspiration, 
and with help from master carpenters 
and craftsmen throughout the region, 
the Kontnys built Dashwood House as 
their permanent residence on the ranch. 

 The house sits in a meadow in a long 
bend in the Uncompahgre River. A new 
structure based on old ideals, Dashwood is 
built in American Craftsman style with mas-
sive reclaimed timbers and hand-forged 
ironwork. It evokes a medieval manor 
while also embracing the sensibilities of 
Kontny’s upbringing in a humble ranch 
house on the eastern plains of Colorado, 
harmonizing with the landscape rather 
than dominating it, and utilizing local and 
recycled materials wherever possible. 

At its covered entrance beneath a 
“porte-cochère,” the heavy planked front 
doors give way to a practical brick-floored 
mudroom, which in turn leads into a cozy 
kitchen — “The heart and soul of any 
ranch house,” as Kontny tells me when I 
stop by for a visit.

The kitchen, in turn, opens onto the 
great room, a lofty space framed by 
elaborate timber frame joinery, with 
huge windows that take in views of river, 
meadow, mountain and sky. The historic 
Dashwood family crest is emblazoned 
on stained glass windows in the ingle-
nook — a snug little alcove beside the 
enormous Craftsman-style fireplace.

The house is adorned with collectibles 
that the Kontnys selected during their 
travels and work abroad, and fine art  
including paintings and bronzes by Ted 
Moews — the Western Slope artist and 
builder who designed Dashwood and its 
outbuildings, along with most of the iron-
work adorning them. 

More than anything, Dashwood was  
designed with its inhabitants in mind. Joan 
Kontny, who passed away in 2013, suffered 
from multiple sclerosis. Vince was her  
primary caregiver for more than 30 years. 
“It was built for her comfort,” he said, with 
features such as a level entryway and the 
master bedroom on the ground floor.

The whole home beckons with superb 
craftsmanship and character. But it’s the 
land that Kontny wants to show me. 

“Let’s take a walk,” he says. > > >
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A post-and-beam-framed stair and custom  
hand-forged iron elements accent the great  
room at Dashwood House. 
Photo by Roger Wade
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‘JUST A PUNY LITTLE RANCH’

The cattle haven’t come down yet from 
their summer pastures on Horsefly Mesa. 
So we tramp along through empty hay 
fields alongside the Uncompahgre River, 
past the Old Agency Ditch (with the old-
est water rights in the Uncompahgre Val-
ley). The shallow river shimmers in Octo-
ber sunlight, and the fields are still lush.

Centennial Ranch is home not only to 
the Kontnys and their ranch manager, 
their cattle and some dogs and horses. 
It’s also home to a rich array of wildlife — 
elk, deer, marmots, skunks, beavers and  
raccoons, with occasional visits from 
foxes, bear and mountain lion. Kontny 
points to a hollow in the eroded sand-
stone cliffs across the river, where a pair 
of golden eagles put in a new nest last 
spring and raised two eaglets.

The ranch is only about 400 acres. 
“Just a puny little ranch, by ranching stan-
dards,” Kontny says. 

The land along the river bottom was 
homesteaded in 1879, when the Uncom-
pahgre Valley was still Indian Territory. 
The Smith family, who owned it for the 
next 113 years, came across over the Con-
tinental Divide in a covered wagon with a 
passel of kids and a bunch of cattle. They 
made it as far as Montrose and then fol-
lowed the Uncompahgre River up the val-
ley until they arrived at a spot they liked. 

The land was not far from the erstwhile 
Los Pinos Ute Indian Agency, which had 
been established in 1875, just on the 
other side of present-day Colona. 

Here the Smiths settled. They made a 
deal with the Utes: two head of cattle for 
permission to build a cabin down by the 
river, where Dashwood sits today. The 
Utes were driven out of the valley just a 
few years later, in 1881. The Smiths were 
already here, so they had squatters’ rights. 

Five generations of Smiths went on to 
live on and work the land. They labored 
hard, and they didn’t have expensive 
tastes. “They could live for two weeks off 
the smell of an oily rag,” Kontny said. But 
over the years, the family dug itself into 
debt and could never seem to pay it off. 

Three brothers remained on the Smith 
place into the early 1990s when the Kont-
nys came along and offered to buy it. 
There happened to be a family connection 
— one of the Smith brothers, who was a 
brand inspector, knew Kontny’s father. 

“We bought this ranch on a handshake,” 
Kontny said. “No lawyers, no nothing, with 
the understanding that if there was some-
thing that we had to work out, then we 
would work it out. And we did.”

It took over a decade to clean the 
place up, build new buildings, rebuild old 
fences, remove centuries of deadfall and 
decades of accumulated trash from the 
cottonwood glades along the river’s edge. 

“It was an absolute mess,” Kontny said. 
“There was more trash than you could 
ever imagine” — including the chassis of 
more than 20 old cars, with which previ-
ous generations of Smiths had shored up 
the banks of the river after re-routing it 
back in the 1930s. 

THE LINE CABIN

“Do you know the term line cabin?” 
asks Kontny as we pace along the river’s 
now-pristine embankment. 

Back in the late 1880s, when barbed wire 
was first introduced, the big Texas ranches 
were hundreds of thousands of acres 
in size. The fence line on these ranches 
would be vast — oftentimes miles from 
the homestead. Cowboys who worked on 
the fence, or with cattle, couldn’t ride back 

to their bunkhouses each evening, so they 
constructed a series of fence-line cabins 
(“line cabins,” for short). The structures 
were austere, but provided the basics: 
shelter and foodstuffs. 

Kontny fancied the idea of having 
a line cabin on Centennial Ranch as a 
place to stay in the days before Dash-
wood was complete. 

Ted Moews designed and built the cabin 
for him in classic western style, with mas-
sive weathered standing-dead spruce logs, 
hand-notched and chinked with axe-cut 
ends. Kontny often stayed there for a lit-
tle getaway, while he was still working for 
Fluor Corp. in Orange County, California. 

The cabin is just a short walk up the 
river from where Dashwood sits today, 
and about as far removed from Orange 
County as you could possibly imagine. No 
running water. No electricity. But loads of 
old-timey character, beer in the cooler, 
and fish in the river. 

The door creaks as we step inside.
“Once you go in, you won’t want to 

leave,” Kontny promises, and he’s right. 
The cabin just has that effect on peo-
ple. Kontny’s grandkids love to have 
sleepovers in here, and his East Coast 
son-in-law once cooked Christmas Eve 

An eclectic mix of old beams frames the great room at 
Dashwood House, with views to the majestic San Juan 
Mountains, the Uncompahgre River and hay meadows. 
Photo by Roger Wade
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dinner for the whole family on its wood-
burning stove.

The cabin is full of “antique-y stuff.” A 
pie safe. An old cheese box. Flour and 
sugar bins. A pair of rustic low-slung Irish 
“famine chairs” rest next to the native 
sandstone fireplace. In the back room, 
two twin beds are topped with hand-
sewn quilts, stitched by the wife of Kont-
ny’s first ranch manager.

Remnants of animals hang on the 
hand-chinked walls — a strip of brain-
tanned deer hide, a gift from Ted and 
Katie Moews; the pelt of a beaver 
trapped along the Uncompahgre River; 
the skull of a bear that Kontny once 
shot with a bow and arrow. (The secret 
to bear hunting with a bow and arrow? 
“Just don’t hit it in the ass and you’re 
okay,” Kontny says.) 

Outside, there’s an old-fashioned laun-
dry agitator and washboard, and a first-
class outhouse, complete with a replica 
Montgomery Ward catalogue from 1895.

At night, the cabin is illuminated by 
candles and oil lamps. A candle-lit chan-
delier designed and built by legendary 
blacksmith Howard McCall is embla-
zoned with the year that the ranch was 
homesteaded — 1879 — and all 12 cattle 

> > >

Line cabin at dusk on the 
Uncompahgre River. 

(below) Time stands still  
inside the line cabin,  
encouraging visitors  
to put their feet up and  
stay awhile. 
Photos by Chris Marona



brands that have been used there since 
then, ending with Kontny’s own “Bar 
Double Horseshoe” brand.

THE CALVING SHED

“Here’s how you pull a calf,” Kontny says, 
grabbing a chain that’s hanging on the wall 
inside the ranch’s calving shed — which 
has been repurposed from the Smiths’ 
original log cabin. “You reach in and put 
the chain around the legs sticking out...”

There is sweet symmetry with this 
thought, that in the place where Char-
lotte Eldridge Smith once birthed and 
raised her babies, mama cows are now 
brought in when they are having trouble 
giving birth. 

In ninety-five percent of the births, 
Kontny explains, “You’re better off just 
letting nature do it.” But with some 
first-calf heifers (the term for a cow that 
hasn’t given birth yet), “They don’t know 
what the hell they’re doing and they are 

in a lot of pain, so we will bring them 
in here and watch them, and if they are 
having trouble we will help pull the calf.” 
(Hence, the chain.)

Calving season starts around the mid-
dle of February. If it’s really cold, the wet 
newborn calf can stick to the ground, “So 
we watch them very, very closely,” Kontny 
says, “and if we need to, we bring ‘em in 
here and put them in front of this fire.”

Come April, when the calves are old 
enough, it’s time for branding. 

“This is where we do it,” Kontny says, 
as we head outside to the corral, with its 
sorting aisles and holding pens. Branding 
at Centennial Ranch is a pretty straight-
forward affair. Simply put: “The cowboys 
rope ‘em, drag ‘em to the fire, and brand 
‘em,” Kontny explains.

And, he adds, “We never use four-
wheelers when working with the cattle. 
Just horses. It’s part of a desire to maintain 
the old Western lifestyle. You’re pretty in-
dependent. You don’t have a boss. You do 

things the old-fashioned way. That’s what 
we wanted to do, was preserve a lifestyle.”

THE BARN

Finally, we arrive at Centennial Ranch’s 
most iconic feature — and the only one 
you can clearly see from the highway. 

“This is our barn,” Kontny says.  
It feels more like a cathedral when you 

enter the space. Designed by Moews, the 
mighty post and beam structure is made 
with salvaged timber from the Royal Type-
writer Factory in Connecticut. It has the 
same classic design as those old barns 
that you see sometimes slumping softly 
into fields across the West — with its long 
sloping shed roofs, board-and-batten ex-
terior, and clerestory windows above a 
central aisle.  

“The barn was declared a historic 
structure the year it was built,” Kontny 
chuckles. “It looks like it’s been here for-
ever. We kept it the old way.”

32

(left) Branding on Centennial Ranch  
is done the old-fashioned way. 
Photo by Natalie Heller

(above) Western roping saddles fill the 
tack and harness room. The antique 
parlor stove faces seating made from 
stumps fitted with antique cast-iron 
wagon seats and horseshoe footrests.  
Photo by Roger Wade

(right) Belgian horses and the  
hay wagon.  
Photo by Chris Marona
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There’s a hayloft above, and roomy 
horse stalls, a grain room, and a tack 
and harness room below, where rough 
wooden walls are adorned with what 
Kontny describes as “more gingerbread” 
— a Colorado license plate collection, 
Winchester axes, old cast iron seats from 
horse-drawn implements, and vintage tin 
wall signs from a less politically correct 
era, like “Gopher Poison: Kill ‘Em Quick.”  

Anyone who has regularly driven past 
Centennial Ranch has probably admired 
not only the barn, but the team of Bel-
gian horses for whom the structure was 
originally built. 

Until a half-dozen years ago, these 
gentle giants were used for many 
chores around the ranch — particularly 
feeding cattle during the winter season.  
Before dawn on cold winter mornings, 
the ranch hands would harness the 
horses, hitch the team to the hay rack, 
which was loaded with nearly two tons 
of hay, and head out into the snow to 

feed the hungry cows and calves. 
Today, the barn is empty and the Bel-

gians are gone. The first team died, and 
when a new team took their place, one 
of them died, too, along with Kontny’s 
dream of keeping draft horses on his 
ranch. He gave the surviving horse away. 

Kontny is not sentimental about the loss. 
“People fuss too much about their horses,” 
he shrugs. But the departure of the mas-
sive animals has led to other changes on 
the ranch. Feeding cattle, for example, is far 
less labor intensive now. “We use a tractor, 
like any other ranch,” Kontny says.

But it still smells like leather and horse 
sweat in the tack room, where hay-tinged 
sunlight filters in through dusty windows. 

“If the kitchen is the heart and soul 
of a ranch house, why, the tack room is 
the heart and soul of a ranch,” Kontny 
declares with satisfaction as we enter the 
somehow sacred space. 

On one wall hangs a fine collection 
of well-worn chinks, spurs and saddles  

of all kinds — working saddles, pack  
saddles, ladies’ saddles, kids’ saddles. 
Comfortable stools made from stumps 
fitted with antique cast-iron wagon seats 
form a horseshoe around a wood-burn-
ing parlor stove.

Back in the days when the ranch ran on 
Belgian horsepower, “We would come in 
here early in the morning and light a fire, 
and then put the coffee pot on to boil,” 
Kontny recalls. “We made it on Monday 
morning with fresh water, several cup-
fuls of coffee grounds, and then we’d go 
out and do our chores, and that would 
take about an hour. We’d come back in 
and the water was boiling. The neighbors 
would come over after they’d done their 
chores, and we’d sit around here and just 
solve the problems of the world.” 

The next day, and the next, they’d add 
a little more water, and another handful 
of coffee grounds, and by Saturday “It was 
really good coffee,” Kontny grins. “Mon-
day we’d make it fresh again.” > > >



A LASTING LEGACY

Those days are mostly behind Kontny 
now. His three adult kids have their own 
busy lives and passions, and are not in 
a position to carry on the ranch when 
Kontny has passed on.  

And so Centennial Ranch is up for 
sale. Kontny’s not in a hurry, but he’s 
ready to let it go — to the right person, 
for the right price — comfortable in the 
knowledge that it will be preserved as 
ranch land, wildlife habitat and open 
space in perpetuity. 

He just wishes that more ranch owners 
in the county would follow his lead. 

“I’m not telling you how to suck 
eggs or anything,” he says, picking up 
a wicked-looking antique dehorning 
device and pointing it in my direction. 
“But one of the things I would hope you 
would bring out in your article is to put a 
little bit more heat on the big ranches to 
do some conservation easements, at least 

alongside the road. They should do it. It’s 
an absolute no-brainer.” 

While Kontny acknowledges that 
Ouray County’s residents and visitors 
owe a debt of gratitude to these wealthy 
absentee landowners who protect the 
open space along the county’s major 
roads, “What I would hope is for these 
individuals to protect this open space 
with conservation easements so future 
generations can enjoy these panoramas 
as much as we do,” he says.

But so far, he laments, they have not 
shown a lick of interest in doing so. In-
deed, one gentleman rancher went so far 
as to tell Kontny flat out that he thought 
conservation easements were “idiotic.” 

“You can quote me. I don’t give a damn. 
Why haven’t they done it?” Kontny says. 
“They’re gonna eat good for the next 20 
years, and so are their kids, right?” 

We have come full circle, as we trudge 
back toward Dashwood House, through 
the hayfield and across the Jutton Ditch 

— which gets Kontny thinking about the 
old-time ranching families of the Un-
compahgre Valley. 

“All ranchers are good people,” he 
says. “They like the independence, the 
lifestyle. They don’t make much money, 
but they are doing what they want to 
do. They’ll work 16 hours a day if there 
is work to be done. They will help each 
other. They are good people.”

The conservation easements the Kont-
nys placed on both Centennial Ranch and 
Last Dollar Ranch are their gifts to these 
folks — and to all of the ranch’s current 
and future, wild and domestic inhabitants 
and passersby. 

Eventually, all things merge into one.
“For any parent, the true legacy is  

his or her children,” Kontny reflects. 
“But Joan and I had the unique oppor-
tunity to add an additional legacy —  
a ranching legacy — to preserve for  
future generations a small piece of this 
nation’s heritage.” 
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(above) Ranch hands ride along the 
Uncompahgre River in the fall. 
Photo by Chris Marona

(right) Almost 25 years have passed 
since Vince and Joan Kontny bought 
Centennial Ranch, preserving the 
ranching lifestyle and the land for 
future generations. 
Photo by Natalie Heller


