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by Andrea Watts

After signing over a portion of his 
ranch’s development rights in 2005, 
Fred Colvin still wasn’t sure he made 
the right decision so he went home and 
asked his cows. They didn’t reply but 
instead continued grazing, and Colvin 
realized that signing over the develop-
ment rights didn’t affect his cows. And 
when he signed over another set of 
development rights in 2010, there was 
no hesitation. 

Fred and Katherine Colvin are the 
first ranchers in Washington State to 
participate in the Natural Resources 

Conservation Service’s (NRCS) Grass-
land Reserve Program (GRP), a volun-
tary program that seeks to protect criti-
cal grassland habitat. But protecting 
the grassland at the cost of sacrificing a 
working ranch isn’t the program’s goal; 
rather, as is the case with the Colvin 
Ranch, the cattle’s grazing is protecting 
the native prairie grasses that would 
otherwise be outcompeted by invasive 
grasses. Yet even before joining the 
GRP’s program, the Colvin Ranch was 
already protecting the prairie. 

The Colvin Ranch’s namesake was 
Ignatius Colvin who settled in Thurston 
County in 1851, and the homestead 

expanded covers 3,000 acres of prai-
rie. The homestead deeds are signed 
by Presidents Buchanan, Johnson and 
Grant, and the deeds are still in “re-
markably good shape,” Fred said. The 
deeds are not the only items to survive 
the original settlement of the home-
stead. A farmhouse built in 1877, which 
also served as a stagecoach stop on 
the road from Centralia to Olympia, 
is on the National Register of Historic 
Places. But other structures built in the 
following decades have fallen. “There 
are more barns that have fallen down 
than standing,” Fred said, and he can 
identify the site of the original farm-
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house, evidenced by the depression and 
large rocks that were placed around its 
foundation.  

Ranching became a way of life for 
the Colvin family for the succeeding 
generations. Along with raising cattle, 
grains and hay were also grown, and 
there was even a slaughter facility. Fred 
grew up on the family property with his 
dad running the family business. Yet 
after graduating from Washington State 
University with a degree in agriculture 
economics, he left Thurston County 
and made a home in Whatcom County 
while working for the USDA’s Farmer’s 
Home Administration program. “You 
could tell where the city limits were [in 
Lynden],” Katherine said, when farm-
land replaced the houses. 

“It wasn’t our intention to live here 
[on the ranch] originally,” Katherine 
said, but after living in Lynden for 10 
years, the couple moved back to the 
Colvin homestead. Having two young 
daughters, Sarah and Jennifer, made 
Fred and Katherine realize they wanted 
to raise their daughters on the family 
property and have a ranching lifestyle. 

The time away gave Katherine and 
Fred a new perspective of the landscape, 
and they saw it was changing. During 
the 1980s, people started moving out 
to the country and building houses on 
five-acre tracts, Fred said. What used to 

be rural was now less than a 20-minute 
commute to Olympia. A parceling of 
land contributed to this change, which 
even the Colvin family did not escape. 
With the death of Fred’s grandfather, 
the first parceling of the homestead 
occurred, split between Fred’s dad and 

two aunts. Though some of the parcels 
remained in the family, such as the loca-
tion of the original homestead, others 
were sold. 

In addition to their full-time jobs, 
Fred was working at a bank in Cen-
tralia doing loan work for farmers and 

The Colvin Ranch’s namesake was Ignatius Colvin who settled in Thurston County 
in 1851.

The Colvins raise Red and Black Angus Cattle.
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Katherine was teaching elementary 
school. They helped Fred’s father with 
the ranch and the haying still being 
done at the time. 

After his dad passed, Fred recalled 
being faced with the realization of “what 
happens when my mom is gone?” With 
two sisters, there was also the question 
of inheritance and what would be the 
future of the Colvin Ranch. The family 
agreed that keeping the land in agri-
culture and as a working ranch was the 
desired goal, and the ranch was placed 
into a trust because it “couldn’t continue 
if it was divided up,” Fred said. 

Though Fred is not sure who ap-
proached who first, he does know that 
2003 is when a conversation started 
with the NRCS to place a permanent 
easement on the ranchland by selling 
its development rights. NRCS was keen 
to enroll the Colvin Ranch into the pro-
gram because “we have one of the larg-
est continuous units of native prairie 
that was being lost elsewhere to devel-
opment,” Fred said. He and Katherine 
greeted the proposal with skepticism. 
“Would it work for us?” Katherine re-
called asking, because they did not want 
the conservation efforts at the expense 
of their expanding ranching operation. 

“All the stars aligned,” Fred said, as 
to why they decided to increase the 
direct marketing portion of their busi-
ness. People became interested in eating 
grass-fed cattle and buying local; there 
was also a void in the local beef market 
and the couple seized the opportu-
nity. Having retired after 20 years in the 
banking industry, followed by working 
in the dairy industry, Fred could now 
focus on running the ranch.

“Our initial goal was to market ev-
erything we raised,” Katherine said, 
“and that’s still our goal.” Each year, the 
number of cattle they raised increased 
to meet customer demand until reach-
ing a cap of selling 70 head this year. 
“We are pretty well maxed out on pro-
duction,” Fred said. Their herd is 220 
head of red and black Angus, and Fred 
prefers this breed because they are good 

mothers and have good carcass meat. 
People also know the breed, Katherine 
added. Mindful of the need for genetic 
diversity within his herd, Fred recently 
purchased a bull whose sire hails from 
Scotland and bought heifers from a 
herd located in eastern Washington. 

Learning how to market Colvin beef 
took a bit of education, and Katherine 
said they were surprised at how con-
suming marketing could be. The Tum-
water, Steilacoom and Proctor farm-
ers’ markets gave them an opportunity 
to network with customers, and Fred 
worked to improve the search results 
ranking of their website. Together, these 
efforts gradually created a customer 
base that stretches from Portland-Hill-

sboro to Seattle, though Fred said most 
of their customers are in the south 
Puget Sound area (Olympia, Tumwater 
and Tacoma). Though many custom-
ers are regulars, Fred and Katherine 
recognize they must continually market 
to retain their customer base. “We send 
Christmas cards to our customers,” 
Katherine said. “We aren’t afraid to par-
ticipate in events,” Fred added. He gave 

an example of “Meet the Farmer” events 
held by Chef Lisa Scott Owen, owner of 
The Mark restaurant in Olympia, whose 
menu features Colvin beef. 

And part of their marketing is their 
enrollment in the GRP. “It’s part of our 
story, part of our marketing,” Fred ac-
knowledged, and Katherine said that by 
customers purchasing their beef, they 
are also supporting the program and 
its commitment to protecting working 
farms and the environment. They admit 
it was a big leap for them to consider 
joining the program because of the issue 
of whether they could continue ranch-
ing. The response from the NRCS was 
yes, and from there they developed a 
grazing management plan. It was “more 
work for them than me,” Fred said. The 
management plan doesn’t greatly affect 
how Fred manages the cattle, and the 
restrictions aren’t onerous, such as be-
ing unable to feed the cattle alongside 
the fence line near the house. NRCS 
compromised on the winter feeding 
and concentration of manure, Fred said. 
Forty percent of the Colvin Ranch was 
placed into a conservation easement in 
2005, followed by another 45 percent 
in 2010, which means 95 percent of 
Fred and Katherine’s 550 acres is now 
protected. 

The cattle serve a conservation role 
by eating the invasive grass that would 
otherwise outcompete the native grass-
es and flowers; cattle prefer the more 
palatable invasive plants than the native 
ones. What Fred did have to change 

People became interested in eating grass-fed 

cattle and buying local; there was also a void in 

the local beef market and the couple seized the 

opportunity. 
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was the timing of grazing on fields. 
His cattle have to be off the fields at a 
certain time so native plants, such as 
camas, can seed, he explained. NRCS 
staff visits the ranch annually to con-
duct surveys on the native grasses. 

Recognizing that the GRP is benefi-
cial in maintaining a working landscape 
that protects the environment, Fred 
acknowledged being quite outspoken 
about his positive experience. Yes, there 
are restrictions, he said, but it’s work-
ing. Fred recently hosted a group with 
representatives from a number of or-
ganizations including the National Fish 
and Wildlife Foundation, NRCS, and 
the Department of Defense Joint Base 
Lewis-McChord on how the possible 
listing of the pocket gopher and Taylor’s 
checkerspot butterfly as endangered 
species would affect their operations. 
Fred does not know whether these spe-
cies are on his property, but he does not 
see an issue why keeping working farms 
and protecting endangered species can-
not be a mutual goal. “As long as I’ve 
been here, a pocket gopher has never 
killed my cow,” he said. 

Though enrolling the Colvin Ranch 
into the GRP helped to ensure it would 
remain a working ranch, this still didn’t 
stop the Port of Tacoma from identify-
ing their property as a suitable site for 
storing cargo, without even informing 
Fred and Katherine of their decision. “I 
read about it in the newspaper,” Fred re-
called, “and though they didn’t identify 
my property by name, they described its 
location.” They took immediate action 
by sending out flyers to neighbors about 

the Port of Tacoma’s plan and notifying 
NRCS of whether their conservation 
easement took precedence. At the pub-
lic hearing, Fred was surprised to see 
the amount of support for their ranch; 
“We had support we didn’t know about,” 
he said proudly. 

This unseen support gave rise to the 
idea of an annual event called Ranch 
Day. “We want to make our place as 
important to the public as it is to us,” 
Fred said. “We do it every year, making 
it a bit different each time,” Katherine 
said. The event allows customers to take 
tours of the ranch, meet the Colvins, 
and enjoy some barbeque.

Along with the disappearing native 
prairie that is the Colvin’s backyard, 
we have a vista you don’t see anymore, 
Katherine said. From their living room, 
it is possible to see not only the native 
prairie but the tree-covered Black Hills 
adjacent to their property. The portion 
of the ranch that Katherine and Fred 
agree is their favorite is the meadow 
field located at the back of the property. 
It has the best meadow pasture, and the 
area can become so quiet that the cattle 
can be heard chomping the green grass. 
There is also a fish-bearing stream lined 
with Gerry oak trees that runs through 
the property. Even before it was ad-
vised to keep cattle out of streams, Fred 
fenced the area off because he could 
manage the cattle easier. Another ex-
ample, he said, that conservation and 
management do not have to be at odds. 

“Because we have enough fields, I 
can rotate my cows but not everyone 
may have that option,” Fred said, ac-

knowledging that enrollment into the 
GRP may not be workable for every 
ranch. However, “there’s more oppor-
tunities to preserve agriculture lands,” 
Katherine said. For other families faced 
with a similar situation of inheritance 
or facing developmental pressure, Fred 
and Katherine recommend looking at 
your management goals and going from 
there. As the fourth owners of the Col-
vin Ranch, they knew what their vision 
was, and they created it. 
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