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CARING FOR WESTERN RANGELANDS 

It has come to the attention of the Idaho Wool Growers Association and the Trailing of the Sheep 
Festival, that the greater public may not fully understand sheep ranchers’ grazing practices and 
caring for Western rangelands.  

Below is a piece written by the late John Peavey, third generation sheep and cattle rancher and co-
founder of the Trailing of the Sheep Festival, to educate readers on these practices. 

Once again at the Trailing of the Sheep Festival, you will see some of the healthiest animals in the 
West, producing some of the finest quality wool and most delicious lamb you can eat. Ranch families 
work long, hard hours protecting and caring for the animals and the rangelands where they graze. 
Here is the story. 

There are many types of plants growing on our rangelands - a mix of annuals and perennials. The 
annuals produce a viable seed that shatters, winters on the ground and sprouts the next spring. The 
most common annual is the cheat grass. For cheat grass to survive on our non-irrigated, sagebrush-
covered rangelands, it needs to grow and produce its seed quickly. In this geographic area, it has 
completed its life cycle by early June and is dry enough to fuel fires the rest of the summer. Cheat 
grass-dominated rangeland has a four-month fire season running June through September. 

Perennials have deep roots that survive the cold of winter and grow from these roots the next spring. 
Bunch grasses are good examples of perennials. They take a long time to produce a very fragile seed. 
They stay green and, therefore, unburnable until the end of July. Rangeland dominated by perennials 
have a burn season of only two months – August and September.  

In recent years, our mountain rangelands have seen more and larger wildfires and this is where rest 
rotation comes into play. It starts with a three-pasture system and a three-year rotation plan for each 
pasture. The first begins with only fall grazing and is aimed at those fragile seeds produced by 
perennials. Left alone, few of these seeds falling to the ground would find a friendly place to sprout 
and take root. 

Enter sheep or cattle and wet, fall weather. Imagine tall, dry grasses knocked over and stepped on in 
the mud. This is now a perfect seedbed and a thin layer of soil blown or washed into that footprint 
hides the seed from mice and birds. Lying in the depression, extra moisture will accumulate 
enhancing the seeds’ chance of emergence next spring.  



After fall grazing, there is a year of rest. The rest year allows the new plant to put down roots and 
grow. Spring grazing follows this. And then, the cycle repeats. 

The rest rotation is far superior to the no grazing philosophy. No grazing results in large, old 
perennial plants and very few young plants. Older perennials have masses of old, woody growth and 
when fire comes, they will burn extremely long and hot, killing those plants. Only young plants with 
little fuel above ground will burn fast and cool enough to survive. In coming years, they will continue 
to grow and provide the seed to regenerate the plant community.  

Age is the key and fall grazing is a must for healthy rangelands. 

### 

TRAILING OF THE SHEEP FESTIVAL HISTORY – 30 YEARS IN 2026 
In the early 1990s, Diane and John Peavey invited people to meet for coffee at a local café and then 
help ‘trail’ (walk) with the sheep through the Valley to learn about the historic tradition of trailing the 
sheep in an effort minimize conflicts between users of the newly installed recreational bike path and 
the sheep. Along the way, they shared stories of the rich history, heritage, and cultures of the Wood 
River Valley. It was small, informal, educational and people loved it. 

After a few years of these informal gatherings, the Peaveys met with the local Sun Valley/Ketchum 
Chamber & Visitor Bureau to discuss the idea of creating an event based on the sheep trailing. Seeing 
the potential to turn a conflict into a celebration of cultural heritage and a unique Fall event to attract 
visitors, The Chamber quickly jumped on board with support and the Trailing of the Sheep Festival 
was born.  

Celebrating its 30th year, October 7-11, 2026, the Festival has expanded greatly from its humble 
beginnings, yet the goals and objectives of the Festival remain the same - preserving the stories and 
history of sheep ranchers and herders, celebrating the rich cultures of the past and present, and 
entertaining and educating children and adults about the production of local food and fiber that have 
sustained local economies for generations. 

 

Media Contacts 

Laura Musbach Drake, Director, Trailing of the Sheep Festival, 208.720.0585, laura@trailingofthesheep.org 

Liz Wilder, Director, Idaho Wool Growers Association, 208.344.2271, director@idahowoolgrowers.org 

Carol Waller, Festival PR, CW Communications, 208.720.3965, carol@cw-communications.com 

FESTIVAL IMAGES TO DOWNLOAD FOR MEDIA USE   

https://trailingofthesheep.org/media/photo-gallery/  
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