
HABITAT AND MANAGEMENT 

THE OLD MAN ON HIS BACK 
PRAIRIE AND HERITAGE 
CONSERVATION AREA 
SHARON BUTALA, Eastend, SK SON 0T0 

For more than thirty years my hus¬ 
band Peter mulled over in his mind a 
way that would permit him to retire, 
preferably with money in the bank, 
since ranchers don’t get pensions, 
that would let him keep all 13,108 
acres of his grassland ranch whole 
and unploughed. It looked impossi¬ 
ble: nobody could afford to buy a 
place so big just to raise cattle, it was 
all arable, so farmers looked long¬ 
ingly at it, and all potential buyers 
could be expected either to plough it 
up, to overgraze it in order to pay the 
bills, or sell it off in parcels to differ¬ 
ent buyers and thus destroy it. Peter 
was determined that there had to be 
a way to preserve a ranch first set¬ 
tled by his uncles in 1913, and ex¬ 
panded by them and by his father 
over the years to its present size and 
shape, until Peter took it over in 
1965. 

Together we approached several 
agencies whose mandate was con¬ 
servation, but nobody seemed to be 
at all interested in it, until finally more 
than a year after our inquiry, the Na¬ 
ture Conservancy of Canada wrote 
to us to ask for more information. It 
took close to three years and some¬ 
thing like five lawyers and reams of 
paper, not to mention visits to the 
ranch by experts of every stripe: or¬ 
nithologists, ecologists, botanists, 
wildlife biologists — the mind bog¬ 
gles. In the end they all agreed: this 
was a place worth saving. 

It is a part of the Great Plains of 
North America, unbroken rolling 
plains with a typical elevation of 
about 3200 feet, technically mixed- 
grass prairie, in the brown soils 
zone, mostly of Class 4 and 5, but 
with a little Class 3 and a little Class 
6 soil. All the usual species of birds 
and grassland animals — from coy¬ 
ote to deer and antelope — make 
their home there. Wayne Harris spot¬ 
ted a swift fox den, and Frank 
Switzer — well, it’s hopeless for me 
to try to name the birds he photo¬ 
graphed, but he seemed pretty 
happy afterward. We know there are 
loggerhead shrikes, burrowing owls, 
ferruginous hawks, golden eagles 
and horned larks. You’d be hard- 
pressed to find a more stunningly 
beautiful sweep of unploughed 
grassland, and for us, at least, this is 
what is most precious: that it is 
largely unbroken and covered with a 
healthy stand of native grass that is 
mostly clear of trees, buildings, a lot 
of fences, of evidences in general of 
the presence and influence of 
humans. 

There are, however, many stone 
circles and other, more complicated 
stone forms, built sometime in the 
last ten thousand years since the 
glaciers retreated, by aboriginal peo¬ 
ple, and all of which deserve further 
investigation by archaeologists. They 
add to the mystery of the place and 
to its spiritual value, since its worth 
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Landscape near Butala ranch Stephanie John 

goes far beyond its capacity as an 
agricultural tract or even a wildlife 
preserve. 

In the meantime, behind the 
scenes, the Nature Conservancy 
was hard at work approaching poten¬ 
tial partners in ownership of what 
they hoped would be a new grass¬ 
lands preserve. A professional as¬ 
sessor was employed, who spent a 
week driving and walking over the 
place, photographing and measur¬ 
ing, and then with his nose buried in 
government documents and land ti¬ 
tles and who knows what all, before 
he came up with a price deemed by 
all involved to be fair market value. 
This was $600,000 (which in fact, in 
view of the purchase price of over 
$300,000 since then of a place 
something like a fifth of the new pre¬ 
serve’s size, looks pretty puny). The 
Old Man On His Back Shortgrass 
Prairie and Heritage reserve was 
born. (The name has since been 
changed to The Old Man On His 
Back Prairie and Heritage Conserva¬ 
tion Area.) 

The new owners of the deeded 
land are the Nature Conservancy of 
Canada and Saskatchewan Environ¬ 
ment and Resource Management, 
and Saskatchewan Agriculture and 
Food is the administrative authority 
of the leased land which is then 
leased by the Nature Conservancy, 
which, in turn, has leased it back to 
Peter Butala for a period of five 
years. (The Conservation Area is still 
a ranch and will be for up to the next 
five years.) The total project budget 1 
is $950,000, which came from 
SaskPower ($350,000 over two 
years), SERM’s Fish and Wildlife De¬ 
velopment Fund ($250,000), Envi¬ 
ronment Canada’s Canadian Wildlife 
Service ($150,000), Saskatchewan 
Wildlife Federation ($40,000), the 
Butala’s donation of $100,000 in 
land, and the Eden Trust and private 
donors making up the balance. 

On 18 July 1996 a ceremony was 
held on the land led by the Elders of 
the Nikaneet Reserve, (north of the 
Conservation Area in the Cypress 
Hills). This was followed by prayers 



led by elder Gordon Oakes, a feast, 
a few brief speeches, entertainment 
by young violinists Ben and Rebecca 
Beveridge of Saskatoon, and a 
Round Dance in which everyone (but 
two or three individuals) took part. 
The feeling in the hall at this point 
was so, for lack of a better word, 
warm, that in such a brief account 
words fail even a novelist. The Spir¬ 
its of the Land, or of the Ancient Peo¬ 
ple whose land it once was were felt 
by some to have been present. 

The Farm Land Security Board 
has specified that there be no net 
loss in agricultural productivity which 
suits us, since it was Peter’s abste¬ 
mious ranching practices which kept 
the grass in good condition in the 
first place so that it could be turned 
into a conservation area. The chal¬ 
lenge, as John Grant of The Nature 
Conservancy has said, is to do 
something innovative and at the 
same time of value to the local com¬ 
munity. Peter would love to see bi¬ 
son running there again one day, 
and I am curious about a prairie res¬ 
toration project, but such possibilities 
are still being discussed. 

An advisory committee was estab¬ 
lished consisting of local people rep¬ 
resenting various interests — 
tourism and the rural municipality, 
the Saskatchewan Stockgrowers, the 
oil company working in the area — 

plus representatives of the owners, 
(various branches of SERM and 
Sask. Agriculture and Food, and the 
Nature Conservancy) the leasees, 
and SaskPower representatives. 
Two meetings have so far been held, 
positions have been stated, sub¬ 
committees established, and the 
aims and possibilities of the Conser¬ 
vation Area are slowly being worked 
out. It is established that this is an 
opportunity to demonstrate the ex¬ 
tent to which conservation and graz¬ 
ing interests can work together and 
benefit each other, and that the pro¬ 
ject is capable of being, and is in¬ 
tended to be, of great benefit to the 
local community. The first step will 
be a comprehensive survey and in¬ 
ventory of the flora and fauna to es¬ 
tablish a base of information from 
which to determine policies, research 
directions, and community involve¬ 
ment. This will be begun as soon as 
possible. 

There are bound to be tensions 
and sometimes conflicts when these 
various interest groups try to work to¬ 
gether, but the effort to find common 
ground so as to serve each interest 
without destroying or damaging any 
other interest is one well worth mak¬ 
ing and in this regard, this project 
has the potential to break new 
ground, and to be an invaluable 
demonstration project for other 
endeavours of this kind. 

The Ruby-throated Hummingbird’s wings beat 55 times per second when 
hovering, 61 times per second when backing up, and 75 times per second 
when flying forward. 

In 1911, some ducks shot in Western Nebraska had small nuggets of gold in 
their gizzards, thus causing a gold rush. 
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