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The schoolteachers lived on what now is the Howe Ranch, owned by Cal and Penny Howe, which is 
in close proximity to Agner Mountain Ranch and Elkhead Ranch. 

Elkhead Ranch, originally known as the McKinley Homestead and established in the late 1800s, is 
among the oldest operating ranches in Routt County. It became the center of the Elkhead 
community and was home to the now-famous Elkhead School as well as the post office and store. 

The Land Trust wrote that current ranch owner Heather Stirling recognized the need to protect the 
historic ranch with the initial conservation of 645 acres in 2009 and again this year with the final 
1,560 acres of the ranch. 

Agner Mountain Ranch, owned by James Spitzley, historically was part of Elkhead Ranch, and the 
ranches still are managed as one unit, though they are under separate ownership.  

“The protection of this place is something that we will all treasure, and it’s my hope that our 
grandkids and future generations of Routt County residents will thank us for doing this,” Stirling was 
quoted as saying in a news release. 

“The history and sheer beauty of the Elkhead Valley is truly amazing,” Spitzley was quoted as 
saying. “The unique nature of the landscape makes it stand out as a place unlike any other.” 

The conservation easement on Elkhead Ranch was appraised at $2.48 million. The landowners’ 
contribution of $1.28 million, or 51.6 percent of the appraised value, is combined with the purchase 
of development rights program’s contribution of $600,000, or 24.2 percent, and the balance of 24.2 
percent is funded by the Grassland Preserve Program of the federal Natural Resources 
Conservation Service, according to documents on file at the county. 

The new easement on Agner Mountain Ranch was appraised at $1.52 million, more than twice the 
original estimate of $675,000. The landowners contributed 68.8 percent of that total, or $1.05 million. 
The purchase of development rights program contributed $475,000 to cover the remaining 31.2 
percent. 

The commissioners also agreed to devote as much as $38,000 in purchase of development rights 
funds to cover transaction costs. 
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