The Lowrys….Going to the Bitter End


Ask anyone who knows the Lowrys and they’ll tell you, they’re good people.  Several folks I asked admitted they didn’t actually know the family from Owyhee County but had heard of them. “The Lowrys,” they’d say, “I don’t know them personally but I know who they are and they’re good people.”


Neither Bill nor his son, Tim, ever set out to be well known for anything.  But when backed against the wall by bureaucratic bulldogs, they stood their ground, and came out fighting.   In the Southern Idaho ranching community where these guys come from, that kind of resilience means something. 

For well over sixty years, Bill Lowry has been birthing, branding, moving and doctoring cattle.  Together with his son, Tim, Bill rides, repairs and builds fences in snow rain, drought and whatever other obstacles nature might throw in the mix.  He did it then and he does it still.  “Dad is 83 and doing remarkable,” says son Tim, “in fact, he puts me to shame.”  


Bills’ father was a ranch manager so Bill knew exactly what he was getting into when he chose this lifestyle for his family . . . long hours, meager wages and unpredictable working conditions.  And that was back when ranching was good.

When the fence is broke, you mend it.  When the fields need water, you irrigate. When the cows are calving, you tend to them. When the government shuts off your water and starts taking away your grazing allotments, you’ve got a real problem.  But just because there was no quick fix and the opponent was huge didn’t mean either man was willing to walk away from the issue. It just wasn’t in their genes.

Bill was 17 when he moved away from home and started earning his own wages, but the dream of owning his own place was never far from his mind.  He was working for Stearns Cattle Company in Oregon when he met 15 year old Nita, who was working in the cook house for Stearns. Nita was raised on a small farm near Prineville, Oregon, not far from where Bill’s family had put down their roots.  


It was 1942, World War II was in full swing and Bill soon joined the Army Corp of Engineers and was promptly sent overseas where he stayed for almost two years.  He and Nita were married in July of 1945 while Bill was home on leave.  

The couple immediately started saving to buy their own place.  Over the years, they worked on other people’s ranches, as caretakers, managers and hands.  They worked hard, lived simply and saved every penny they could.  For the first few years, Nita managed the household, food and everything else, on $50 a month.  “We always had a big garden and at one place there were a few dairy cows for milk,” she says.     

Over the next five years, the couple had two sons, Tim and Mike. As their family grew, so did Nita’s determination to save for a place of their own.  The addition of two little boys did increase her household budget, but not by more than she absolutely necessary.  Tim remembers those days.  “Folks are surprised when they find out mom made it on fifty bucks a month but you can ask us kids  . . . we know she did it.”  

In 1964, after almost nineteen years of working and saving, the couple purchased their first piece of what is now their family business, the LU Ranch.  All the saving and cutting corners paid off as the dream they’d held onto for so long was becoming a reality.
  
Owning their own place didn’t mean the Lowrys could stop saving or slow down their work schedule.  In fact, they had to pick up the pace a little.  They knew if they ever hoped to make a profit from their cattle operation, they would need more land.  Nita held fast to her spending habits, saving every penny she could though it took almost everything they earned just to operate the ranch,  

When the Lowrys purchased their first piece of land, they did what everyone did back then.  Along with the seller, they went to the BLM and instructed them to transfer the grazing rights.  It was no big deal in those days.  BLM employees were well aware of the fact that area ranchers had private base properties and federal land grazing rights and they were considered a part of the whole property.

Their little boys grew into men, left home and started families of their own.  Youngest son, Mike, got a job with UPS and moved to Nevada where he runs a few head of cattle on his place.  Tim and his wife, Rosemary, returned to the Pleasant Valley area and joined Bill and Nita as partners in the family business.  
 

Tim studied animal science and range management in college and was more than ready to take on management of the ranch.  He knew the value of hard work from years of watching his parents.  He had seen their endless determination, first to buy the land, and then to build the business.  Stepping in and working alongside his father in the LU Ranch operation was a natural progression for Tim.  

He had no idea he would soon be standing next to his father in an overwhelming battle to save the land and the business they’d worked so hard for.


When the BLM, responding to demands from other national agencies like the Wilderness Society and the National Wildlife Federation who wanted the land themselves, began their global effort to eliminate cattle from federal lands, everything changed for ranchers in the west.  

The Lowry’s were weathering the changes as best they could, until they became the target of one of Idaho’s most notorious and most hated environmentalists.  Jon Marvel, a retired Architect living in Sun Valley, Idaho, had made it his mission to see that all cattle were removed from the federal lands. In 1993, Marvel co-founded Idaho Watersheds Project (now Western Watersheds Project, Inc.) to bid for expiring grazing leases on Idaho state school endowment land.   His mission: “Destabilize" the livestock industry to the point where ranchers get so mad and miserable that they quit the business. Known for playing the “divide and conquer” game, he and several local environmental organizations began working with the BLM to run the Lowry’s off their land.


Orders were issued to remove cattle early from their summer allotments and had near impossible time frames.  Winter feed production was hampered and sometimes lost altogether when cattle had to be moved in too soon, which in turn drove operation costs through the roof.  No amount of hard work could overcome the consequences of these overwhelming demands. 

By 2000, the Lowry’s grazing allotments had been cut by an unbelievable 75%.  They were forced to cut their herd and buy more pasture for feed.  “We cut back as far as we could but had to be careful not to cut back too far or we’d lose the factory,” Tim says.  “What’s really frustrating,” he continues, “is that for the last two years, prices have been decent, so if we’d had our normal operation, we could have maybe gotten a little ahead.  But we’re behind the eight ball.” 


When the US quietly filed stock water claims to the same water the Lowrys use, they probably expected the family to give up and walk away.  


They couldn’t have been more wrong.  

Tim admits that fighting the government is a daunting task. “You really don’t have the right to stop and feel sorry for yourself because by doing so you’d be letting the whole issue down.” he says.


“I like to think of it like spring calving season,” Tim muses. “You spend all that time out there fighting the elements, 24 hours a day, fighting the snowballs hitting you in the face while you’re trying to keep those little calves alive, knowing that one of these days, the sun is going to shine and the grass is going to be green.  And sure enough, the sun does come out and the grass is green and you know that Providence is in control.”


One thing the Lowry family is united about is the primary reason they’re fighting. “It is worth the fight,” Nita Lowry says, though watching her husband and son worry so much is hard for her.  “Tim is trying so hard,” she says.  “He studies everything he can find that might help. Our grandkids have never seen a free society so we have to fight for that. They deserve that.  Why you have to go to court to stop something that is so wrong is beyond me,” she continues.


Tim feels the same way but he realizes that he and his father can’t fight this battle alone.  “A private party would be over his head so fast if they tried to do this on their own,” he says.  He’s adamant that without competent lawyers, you don’t stand a chance, no matter how noble your attempts are.  The San Francisco law firm, funded in part by Stewards of the Range, working on the Lowry’s case has been a tremendous support team.  “We’d be sunk without them,” Tim says.    

The waiting between case decisions is the hardest part of the whole ordeal.  Each time a decision is handed down, another period of waiting begins while appeals are filed and heard.  


The Lowrys still live much the way they always have . . . simply.  They drive old model trucks and all of their machinery has seen better days.  Hired hands are a dreamed-of luxury and vacations are something other people take.  They’ve lived in the same house for going on forty years and “loved every minute of it” according to Nita. 


 Bill Lowry still works as hard as he ever did.  More than anything, Nita would like to see her husband able to enjoy the fruits of all his labors.  It would be nice to relax and let the operation work the way it was intended to, without bureaucratic interference.  “It really bothers me to see my family struggling along, working too hard and never getting enough done,” Nita says.

 


Meanwhile, the debts continue to rise faster than the income.  For a hard working family that always paid their bills, having insurmountable debt makes a hard pillow.  Nita is grateful for the support, both emotional and financial, of organizations like Stewards of the Range and its members.  

She’s only human, though.  The thought of what they could do if they gave up and sold out, like some of their neighbors have, has crossed her mind.  But she doesn’t have to look too far to see that none of them would be happy with any other kind of lifestyle or in any other place.  This is the home they worked to buy, the business they worked to build, and the American dream they are now fighting to save.  

  “This train has gone too far to get back to where we were.” Tim Says.  “Our mission now is to two fold, to protect individual water rights and maintain the value of our ranch. Ours is the lead case to establish the precedent that, dang it, the water that government is taking through the Snake River Basin is stealing every private property rights by hook,  by crook and by extortion and they’ve got away with a bunch of it.”


 “We’re going to the bitter end,” he continues.  “We knew when we went into this that we’d be in it for the long haul because they (the government) made it clear they would take it to the limit.  They backed us into a corner and it isn’t so much that we’re so smart – just that we’re hard headed.”  
