
Loving the Rustic Life
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UTE VALLEY RANCH, 
GLADE PARK, COLORADO

To get to the Ute Valley Ranch you have to 
drive up a steep canyon road for a half an 
hour. When the road !nally levels o", you're 
just relieved that you made it. #en you see 
a simple ranch house and a fenced-o" !eld 
with a few horses. #is scene's simplicity 
masks the majesty that lies beyond the line of 
trees just past the house. Penny Kelly, whose 
cropped, snow-white hair, bright smile and 
animated manner of speaking overpower  
her small frame, leads you through the tree-
lined labyrinth until you reach a clearing. 
What you see in front of you feels like  
something out of a dream. A jagged expanse 
of rock ± the size of about two football  
!elds ± stretches before you, water-!lled 
potholes iridescent with re$ections of the sky, 
until it gives way to the giant void of  
Ladder Canyon. 

Penny Kelly is not a cautious woman. She once attempted to chase 
away a coyote in her bathrobe. She also answered an ad in the local 
paper that read, ªWife wanted.º !at's how she met and married 

Allen Kelly, a life-long rancher and owner of the Ute Valley Ranch. Allen was 
born and raised on the property that his father, Mike, bought in 1951 a"er 
the previous owner had been found shot to death in his house as a result of an 
ongoing series of ªcattle wars.º
 ª!e Kellys would come up the mountain on the weekends and work 
the ranch, o"en #nding the sheep from the ranch next door over running the 
property,º says Penny. ªMore than once, Mike was heard to say, holding a ri$e, 
`Get these sheep o% my land, or I will drop you where you stand.'º
 Mike was a ranch hand who never learned to read or write. He began 
herding his own cattle when he bought the Ute Valley Ranch, which borders 
the Colorado National Monument. For many years, life out on the range was 
a struggle. Until 1993, the family lived without electricity or running water, 
using outhouses and fuel lanterns. Mike chiseled a channel in the rim rock 
to catch rain water, and he and his wife used the giant potholes in the canyon 
rim as bathtubs.
 By the 1980s, Mike and Allen were running 250 cattle on the ranch, using 
a friend's ranch and public land to graze them during the summer. In 1997, 
their friends sold o% their land and, having lost their Forest Service contract, 
the Kellys were forced to sell the cattle.
 ªI moved to the ranch in 1999 a"er I married Allen and, despite the  
additions of solar panels and indoor plumbing, our life was still pretty rustic,º 
says Penny. ªWe had our water hauled up to us, 2,000 gallons at a time, and 
that would last us six weeks. I hung my laundry out on the line both and 
sometimes, in the winter, it would take over a week for the clothes to freeze 
dry. Every morning, I would have my co%ee and read the newspaper ± which 
I would get from town the day before - by $ashlight, waiting for the sun to 
come up.º
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 Penny and Allen, who didn't 
have any children, worried about 
what would happen to the ranch 
once they were gone. His father had 
worked hard to keep the land in the 
family and undeveloped.
 In 2002, Penny and Allen met a 
family in the area who had put their 
property under conservation ease-
ment and who taught them how to 
navigate the process. !ey called the 
Mesa County Land Trust, which explained their options. In the fall of the next 
year, Allen passed away, and Penny discovered that he hadn't dra"ed a will.
ªI actively pursued getting an easement for three years and #nally obtained 
one in 2005. By then, however, I had incurred some pretty steep attorney fees, 
so I was still &35,000 short of paying o% the loans I had taken out to begin this 
process,º says Penny. ªBy good fortune, and a lot of saving, I was able to pay 
o% that money within the year.º
 Penny and her current husband, Mark, have downsized the ranch's origi-
nal cattle operation to only 10 cows. !ey buy steers in the spring, raise them 
for two years and sell the grass-fed beef to a waiting list of customers. !ey 
now have more customers than beef and are looking to increase the herd.
 ª!e Kellys worked hard to keep this land. It was all they had, and they 
were proud of it. Next year it will be a Centennial ranch ± one hundred years 
old(º says Penny. ªNow, it will be preserved as Mike and Allen would have 
wished. We know we could have sold each canyon rim for &300,000 a piece, 
but money is not the issue. For us, keeping the land whole and being good 
stewards is the most important thing. We enjoy sharing this land with the 
wildlife here, and all who wish to come and visit ± whether they want to hike, 
ride horses, or just admire the breathtaking view of the canyon.º
 Recently, Penny and Mark installed a photovoltaic system to generate 
electricity, and there are many months where they produce more power than 
they use. !ey plan on adding a barn and perhaps a garage. !e ranch has 
been willed to Mark's son, Brett, who works for the Colorado Department  
of Wildlife.
 ªRanching is not only a way of life, but also a way of being and seeing the 
world,º says Penny. ªIt involves living in harmony with the animals and the 
land. With it comes a special awareness of the fragility of life, and the beauty 
of the earth.º
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THE UTE VALLEY AND 
THE HOMESTEAD ACT

In the 1800s, the valley where Mike Kelly purchased 
property was part of the Ute Indian Reservation. The 
Kellys found •int chippings and arrowheads all along 
the canyon rims where the Utes pounded out spear-
heads and arrowheads. The Ute tribe moved out in 
1880, and the land became part of the Homestead Act, 
which allowed U.S. citizens to obtain legal ownership 
of up to 160 acres of undeveloped land outside of the 
13 original colonies. Three dugout structures remain 
on the property, presumably built by the original 
homesteaders. They were built by digging a depression 
into the ground and covering it with a wooden roof, 
sometimes using adobe technology to create walls and 
reinforce the roof. The sunken •oor of the structure is 
below the frost line and helps moderate both winter 
and summer temperatures.

ª#e Kellys worked hard to keep  
 this land. It was all they had,  
and they were proud of it.
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