
A L U M N I

A L U M N I

A Family Farm 
Working a cattle ranch and tree nursery in Big Sky country  

 by nell porter brown

Three weeks  before calving 
season at Keewaydin Ranch, 
two ranch hands yell and swat 
at the cows—“Hey! C’mon. Git. 

Git in there!”—ushering them out of a corral 
and into a squeeze shoot. The metal com-
partment holds the 1,200-pound creatures 
still enough for Alex Blake ’96 and his father, 
Francis Blake ’61, to inject a vaccination and 
mineral supplement. 

“They just don’t naturally like going into 
confined spaces, even though they’ve all been 
through here before,” says Alex, as one red 
Angus mother-to-be moos and grunts and 
kicks the bars, making a clanging racket. 

“But,” adds Francis, refilling the syringes, 
“it’s never very pleasant.”

Alex pats the cow’s auburn coat and pulls 
the lever to set her free. She trots past the 
wooden fence toward the pasture on the far 
side of the barn, where lush grass grows.

The work is slow. Already, the men have 
been out for hours under darkening clouds 
moving east from the snow-capped Crazy 
Mountains, and have injected only about 

half the 110 cows. “Rain’s coming in,” Fran-
cis says. “Hope it doesn’t come while we’re 
trying to get this done.”

The livestock’s health, and the weather, 
are constant worries at the 5,000-acre ranch, 
where Francis has been handling cows since 
he and his wife, Sandi, moved out from Boston 
in 1973. Alex was a month old and his brother 
Peter ’93 a toddler when the family settled 
on a dilapidated 
ranching home-
stead, seeking 
what Francis calls 
a life “connected to 
the land.” 

Their spread 
is six miles from 
Big Timber, Mon-
tana, a town of 
1,700 residents. It 
lies in the valley 
between Billings 
and Bozeman, 
within a 90-min-
ute drive from the 

northern entrance to Yellow-
stone National Park. On a clear 
day, there’s a 50-mile panoramic 
view from the Blakes’ yard across 
prairie- and rangelands, from the 
ultra-craggy “Crazies” to the Ab-
saroka and Beartooth Mountains. 

“It was a patch of dirt when we 
arrived,” Francis recalls. “An unbe-
lievable mess.” A few cottonwoods 
and willows lent scant shade; the 
surrounding grounds and ripar-
ian zones on Otter Creek, about 
75 yards from the house, had been 
denuded by grazing cattle. Rust-
ing wrecked cars lay about, al-

though several had been put to use support-
ing a bridge over the creek and fortifying its 
banks against flooding. 

“I had absolutely no idea what we were 
getting into,” Sandi allows, while walking 
a visitor toward the tree and shrub nursery 
that the couple started in 1977 for essential 
income to buffer the cyclicality of cattle 
ranching. “And I don’t think he did, either.” 

The winters are brutal. Snow and ice coat 
the landscape; temperatures easily dip to 20 
below. The winds can whip up to 50 miles 
per hour across the prairie, and typically 
hold steady at 35 mph through January. Not 
a place “for the feeble of mind or body,” she 
continues—“and you’d better find some-
thing you love to do inside. Here, it’s really 
about being self-sufficient and happy within 
your own being. People who don’t have those 
inner resources will probably spend a lot of 

Amory, Francis, Sandi, and Alex 
Blake pause briefly for a family 
portrait, while their herd of Red 
Angus cattle grazes (below) with 
the Crazy Mountains as a distant 
backdrop.
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time watching TV, and wishing they were 
somewhere else.”

Big Timber was strictly a ranching com-
munity in the 1970s, and that is still a way 
of life for many, including other Harvardians 
in the area, such as Horatio Burns ’53 (father 
of Olympic rower Lindsay Burns Barbier ’87) 
and Jason Smith ’15, who manages his family’s 
Twin Forks Ranch. The town is still thriving 
by rural Montana standards, but today the lo-
cal economy is also tied to a platinum mine 
and recreational tourism. Bozeman, a 75-min-
ute drive, has become a booming tech hub: the 
downtown is packed with restaurants and 
boutiques, the airport has expanded, and real-
estate development contributes to sprawl. 

“The wind keeps us from becoming an-
other Bozeman,” Alex sounds relieved to 
report while talking over tea at his parents’ 
ranch house. Big Timber itself offers Lucky 
Lil’s Casino, bars, a bakery, a movie theater, 
and the restored Grand Hotel, along with 
taxidermists and tackle shops. “Many peo-
ple think we’re isolated, but we’re not,” adds 
Alex. “We’re as connected as we want to be.”

After Harvard, where he studied econom-
ics and rowed varsity heavyweight crew (and 
captained senior year), Alex worked on family 
farms in Kenya, served four years in the U.S. 
Marines, seeing combat as an artillery officer 
in Iraq, and then earned an agricultural eco-
nomics degree at Texas A&M. He returned 
to Montana in 2006 to manage operations at 
a natural-beef company before rejoining his 
family’s ventures and working for Western 
Sustainability Exchange, a nonprofit conser-
vation organization focused on improving 
farming and ranching production practices.

His time abroad and on the East Coast 
offered “cultural diversity, broader global 
perspectives, and a better appreciation for 
my family’s roots,” he says, but they also re-
inforced his desire to return to rural, small-
town life. He and his wife, Abby Nelson, 

live in an off-the-grid house he 
built bordering the nursery’s 
tree-growing zone. She is a 
state wildlife biologist and wolf 

specialist; during the spring denning season 
she tracked them, sneaking into the trees. “I 
howl, and if they howl back, that’s usually 
confirmation they’re there with their pups.”

Alex shares that closeness to animals, and 
to “the natural beauty of the place I get to 
call home.” He, Peter, and Amory ’98 grew up 
working on the ranch and landscape crews, 
as well as playing ice hockey on the frozen, 
spring-fed slough, and tubing on the creek, 
before heading to New England boarding 
schools and then Harvard. Peter, who spent 20 
years in the Marine Corps as a Harrier jet pi-
lot, then as a squadron commander, retired as 
a lieutenant colonel and now directs training 
and support at Aeryon Defense USA, in Den-
ver. But Amory also returned to Montana and, 
with a degree in horticulture from Montana 
State University, works closely with Sandi at 
Blake Nursery. In addition to landscape build-
and-design services, the nursery specializes in 
hardy specimens, from native birch and alders 
to drought- and deer-resistant grasses and pe-
rennials, and plants that provide windscreens 
and shade on hot prairies—and attract “but-
terflies, birds, bees, and other critters we de-
pend on for a healthy 
earth,” says Sandi. 
“There’s deep satis-
faction derived from 
contributing to the 
well-being of the en-
vironment, including 
the fact we’re helping 
Montana continue to 
look like Montana—
instead of Anywhere, 
U.S.A.”

Skillsets aside, all 
four Blakes do what’s 
required for both the 
ranch and nursery. 
Knotty dynamics 
arise, as in any famil-

ial enterprise, yet Alex and 
Amory never felt pressured 
to return home, and are ea-
ger to apply their “next gen-

eration” knowledge to stewarding the land. 
The businesses are profitable enough for the 
family to live comfortably, but far from lav-
ishly. “You want to survive, but the business 
is far from only about making money,” Francis 
says, speaking for everyone. “Today it seems 
it’s so important to people to make a large 
amount of money, yet, how much satisfac-
tion do you really get out of that? I think we 
all get satisfaction out of working with liv-
ing things, animals and trees, and how you 
can see wonderful results through your own 
physical, hard work.”

At 78, Francis doesn’t sit still for long. He’s 
racked up more than 13,000 miles on indoor 
rowing machines, like the one in his study 
(where his Harvard diploma and an etching 
of rowers on the Charles River hang: he rowed 
varsity lightweight); he also founded the Har-
vard Club of Montana and in 2005 received 
the College admissions office’s Hiram Hunn 
Award for his decades of schools and schol-
arships committee work across the state. A 
seasoned runner, he’s registered, with Amory, 
for the Devil’s Backbone, a 50-mile relay race 
in the Gallatin Mountain Range in July.

Over tea, talk turns to the agricultural 
industry’s chronic lack of reliable laborers. 
The Blakes feel lucky to employ a Mexican 
and two Peruvians—one, now an Ameri-

Sandi and Amory Blake 
focus  primarily on the 
family’s nursery business, 
which includes retail sales 
(left) and an orchard 
(below) along Otter Creek.
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can citizen, has worked at Keewaydin for 16 
years—and five Montanans for the nursery 
season. Alex cites a local irrigation company 
that offers high pay, yet can’t lure applicants, 
even though there are able-bodied people 
around in need of jobs. “But they don’t want 
to work—or they don’t want to do that kind 
of work,” he says. They apparently prefer 
service-industry jobs, or sitting at a com-
puter screen eight hours a day. “I know,” 
Francis pipes in, fresh from a gym work-
out. “My God, I couldn’t stand that for long.”

Growing up  in the then semi-rural Bos-
ton suburbs of Weston and Dover in a family 
whose Harvard roots date to the 1700s, Fran-
cis always liked working outdoors and on his 
grandparents’ dairy farms. His multi-talented 
great-grandfather, also named Francis Blake, 
was a scientist, inventor, and pioneering pho-
tographer. In the late 1800s he invented a 
carbon microphone, the Blake Transmitter, 
which made the telephone a viable instru-
ment and became standard equipment for 
Bell Telephone. He also created the Keeway-
din Estate in Weston, a Victorian home and 
gardens. “I had many good times there,” Fran-
cis adds. But after much of the land was taken 
for part of the Mass Pike and the Weston tolls 
interchange, his father and his siblings sold 
the place, and it was torn down. 

Francis bucked his family’s traditional 
naval service to join the marines after Har-
vard, then worked briefly in finance in New 
York City, where he and Sandi, a reporter for 
Life magazine, married. He, more than she, 
craved rural life, and they moved to the Eng-
lish Cotswolds: he earned a certificate from 
Royal Agricultural College, and worked on 
a diversified farm, while she honed garden-
ing skills, and bore Peter. Returning to the 
United States, they touched down for Alex 
to be born in Boston, then headed to Big 
Timber, where they could afford to buy land 
and a small herd. They fixed up the house 
enough to live in, carted away the junked 
vehicles, and Francis fenced off the creek, 
funneling the cows to water gaps instead, 
to help restore riparian growth. They also 
began naturally enriching the topsoil there 
and in abutting pastures (they avoid syn-
thetic fertilizers and use only minimal herbi-
cides), and have, over the decades, planted at 
least a hundred trees and shrubs, along with 
countless other native plants and grasses. 
The creek banks are now a verdant habitat 
for herons and migrating pelicans, beavers, 
and sometimes otters. 

The Blakes have always sought to employ 
simple, sustainable practices, including low-
mechanized operations and solar power. One 
key move, made soon after Alex returned, 
was to calve not, per tradition, in February 
and March, but in May and June, when preg-
nant cows can feed on spring grass instead 
of expensive winterfeed that adds to their 
carbon footprint. The off-cycle practice also 
generates more profit: the calves typically go 
on sale in January, when fewer animals are 
available to meet the demands of the winter 
or early spring commodities market. 

Versed in data and debate over the en-
vironmental effects of cattle ranching and 
beef production, Alex recognizes that it’s 
difficult for many ranch operations to make 
overnight management changes that might 
mitigate those impacts. “How we adjust to 
climate change—potentially wetter, and al-
most certainly warmer in our region—has 
become an issue of huge interest for many 

farmers and ranchers,” he explains. “For 
us, this means reevaluating the utilization 
of our grass and water resources and ulti-
mately how we design our seasonal graz-
ing model.” They have transitioned from 
an early focus on cattle genetics to man-
aging their forage base, 
and now seek to man-
age more of what hap-
pens below the soil sur-
face, including microbial 
activity, water filtration 
and retention capacity, nutrient availability, 
and erosion resistance. But Alex is clear that 
they “disagree with the idea that all beef 
production is detrimental to the environ-
ment. There is plenty of solid evidence that, 
under good management, livestock can ac-
tually be a really great tool for restoring and 
improving rangelands. In so doing, ranchers 
can build soil carbon through sequestration 
and potentially be a significant contribu-

Centennial Medalists
 
The graduate school  of Arts and Sciences’ Centennial Medal, first awarded in 1989 
on the occasion of the school’s hundredth anniversary, honors alumni who have made 
contributions to society that emerged from their graduate studies. It is the highest 
honor GSAS bestows, and awardees include some of Harvard’s most accomplished 
alumni. The 2018 recipients, announced at a ceremony on May 23, are: Beth Adelson, 
A.M. ’81, Ph.D. ’83, a cognitive scientist; Guido Goldman, ’59, Ph.D. ’70, founding direc-
tor of Harvard’s Center for European Studies; Harold Luft ’68, Ph.D. ’73, an expert in 
healthcare economics and policy; and Choon Fong Shih, S.M. ’70, Ph.D. ’73, an applied 
mathematician who specializes in fracture mechanics. For more about the honorands, 
see harvardmag.com/centennial-18.

Graduate School of Arts and Sciences honorands (from left) Choon Fong Shih,  
Harold Luft, Beth Adelson, and Guido Goldman       
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Visit harvardmag.
com to view additional 
photos of the ranch  
and nursery. 
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The 2018 Harvard Medalists
Three alumni —and surprise honorand Drew Gilpin Faust—
received the Harvard Medal for extraordinary service to the Uni-
versity during the Harvard Alumni Association’s annual meeting 
on the afternoon of Commencement day. 

Robert Coles ’50 is a child psychiatrist whose tenure at Harvard 
spanned from 1963 to 2007, when he retired as the James Agee 

professor of social ethics at the 
Graduate School of Education. 
Known for his Pulitzer Prize-
winning book series Children 
of Crisis and for other influ-
ential research, he has also 
received a MacArthur Award 
and the Presidential Medal of 
Freedom.

Eminent psychiatrist, prolific au-
thor, and beloved Harvard professor 
whose work bridges cultural and cur-
ricular boundaries, you have exem-

plified the pursuit of Veritas in your lifelong study of morality and the lives of 
children around the world—cultivating empathy and inspiring generations 
to heed the call of service through your profound storytelling, your insightful 
teaching, and your dedicated volunteerism.  

Robert N. Shapiro ’72, J.D. ’78, began his career as an attorney at 
the Boston firm Ropes & Gray, was a partner in the private client 
group from 1987 to 2016, and is 
currently CEO at Ropes Wealth 
Advisors. He is also president of 
the trustees of the Peabody Es-
sex Museum.

Alumni leader, stalwart volunteer, 
and trusted advisor with a view of Har-
vard that spans decades and disciplines, 
you have strengthened the University 
through your distinguished service—
demonstrating a remarkable breadth 
and depth of knowledge, a rare combina-

tion of good judgment and good humor, and an 
enduring commitment to education as a force 
for positive change. 

Alice “Acey” Welch ’53 worked to help 
launch and lead the Committee for the 
Equality of Women at Harvard and the 
Alumnae-i Network for Harvard Wom-
en, serving as president of that organi-
zation from 2014 to 2016 (for which she 
received the HAA Outstanding Clubs 
and SIGs Contribution Award).  

With a firm but gentle hand, a bold but inclu-
sive voice, and a resolute but optimistic spirit, 
you have driven change through your tireless 
advocacy for gender equity at Harvard and beyond, unifying alumnae and 
alumni across Schools and class years in common cause—to expand and en-
hance opportunities for women both on and off campus.

Drew Gilpin Faust, president of Harvard University since 2007,  
is set to step down on June 30. Announcement of the award 
prompted a standing ovation and extended applause. 

Esteemed historian with a keen respect 
for the past and an inspirational vision for 
the future, you have authored a remark-
able chapter in Harvard’s story, leading 
the University forward with wisdom, cour-
age, and integrity. Pioneering president and 
global ambassador for higher education, 
you opened wider the gates of Harvard to 
students from all backgrounds and deep-
ened Harvard’s engagement with the world 
beyond. Breaking new ground, literally and 
figuratively—you revitalized living and 
learning spaces on both sides of the river and 
fostered unprecedented cross-disciplinary 
collaboration between Schools. You promoted experimentation in the arts and 
sciences—seeding bold discoveries and innovative ventures, and nurturing cre-
ative expression and humanistic inquiry. Through change and through storm, 
you knit together a more inclusive and diverse University community, built 
on the conviction that every person here should feel that I, too, am Harvard.

Alice Welch

Robert Coles

tor in slowing or reversing the impacts of 
human-caused climate change.” 

The Blakes have also instituted shorter-
duration, higher-intensity grazing, letting 
the cows’ hooves and manure do much of 
the work of tilling and fertilizing the earth. 
They’ve reduced their use of fossil fuels by 
eliminating hay production; are developing 
a new, more effective digital mapping range-
monitoring system; and are participating in 
a pilot carbon-sequestration project. Alex 
adds that among ranchers he knows and 
has met through Western Sustainability 
Exchange, “Members of our generation are 

getting excited about new practices, attend-
ing trainings and workshops, asking neigh-
bors about what they are trying, and seeing 
things done differently.” He himself is part of 
a start-up that raises and sells all-grass-fed 
beef, and would like to see more of Keeway-
din’s own grass-fed and grass-finished beef 
(cattle raised on a forage diet exclusively) 
sold directly to customers, so the ranch could 
get paid a premium for its more sustainable 
practices and humane treatment of the ani-
mals. “We’re not necessarily proponents of 
the feedlot model,” he says, “but recognize 
its vital importance in the current system.” 

Raising high volumes of grass-finished cattle 
is not easy in North America because it re-
quires large tracts of land and a longer grow-
ing season than exists in most regions. Active 
debate continues about whether grass-fin-
ished cattle can meet current global beef de-
mand, he adds, but plenty of people see the 
urgent need for finding a better model and 
are “trying to figure this out.” 

Meanwhile,  this spring the Blakes were 
easily working 11-hour days, immersed in 
caring for the cows, fixing a break in the cor-
ral’s main water line, and figuring out, again, 

Drew Gilpin Faust

Robert N. Shapiro
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New Harvard Overseers 
and HAA Elected Directors
The names  of the new members of the 
Board of Overseers and elected directors of 
the Harvard Alumni Association (HAA) were 
announced during the HAA’s annual meeting 
on the afternoon of Commencement Day. Five 
of the new Overseers were elected for six-
year terms. The sixth-place finisher, Diego 
A. Rodriguez, will serve the final two years 
of the unexpired term of Jane Lubchenco, 
who stepped down in light of other profes-
sional obligations. The new Overseers were 
elected from a slate of eight candidates, and 
the HAA directors from a slate of nine candi-
dates, who were nominated by an HAA com-
mittee, as prescribed by the election rules. 

Harvard degree-holders cast 26,765 ballots 
in the Overseers election, and 27,537 ballots 
in the election for HAA directors.

For Overseer: 
Geraldine Acuña-Sunshine ’92, M.P.P. 

’96, Manila, Republic of the Philippines, and 
Boston. President, Sunshine Care Founda-
tion for Neurological Care and Research.

Philip Hart Cullom, M.B.A. ’88, Gaith-
ersburg, Maryland. Vice Admiral (retired), 
U.S. Navy.

Meredith L. “Max” Hodges ’03, M.B.A. 
’10, Boston. Executive director, Boston 
Ballet.

Marilyn Holifield, J.D. ’72. Miami. Part-
ner, Holland & Knight LLP.

Diego A. Rodriguez, M.B.A. ’01, Palo 
Alto. Executive vice president, chief prod-
uct and design officer, Intuit Inc.

Yvette Roubideaux ’85, M.D. ’89, M.P.H. 
’97, Washington, D.C. Director, Policy Re-
search Center, National Congress of Ameri-
can Indians.

For elected director (three-year term):
Collette Creppell ’82, M.Arch. ’90,  

Providence and New Orleans. University 
architect, Brown University.

Sid Espinosa, M.P.P. ’00, Palo Alto. Direc-
tor of philanthropy and civic engagement, 
Microsoft.

Natosha Reid Rice ’93, J.D. ’97, Atlanta. 
Associate general counsel, real estate and fi-
nance, Habitat for Humanity International; 
associate pastor, historic Ebenezer Baptist 
Church.

Krishnan Namboodiri Subrahmanian 
’03, Minneapolis. Attending pediatrician, 
Hennepin County Medical Center and the 
University of Minnesota; maternal child 
health specialist, Partners In Health (COPE 
Program).

Bella T. Wong ’82, Ed.M. ’91, Weston, 
Massachusetts. Superintendent/Principal, 
Lincoln-Sudbury Regional High School.

Rashid Muhammed Yasin, S.B. ’12, Nash-
ville. Ph.D. student, Vanderbilt University.

The Senior Alumni
Evelyn richmond ’41,  of Nashville, Tennessee, and Theo-
dore R. Barnett ’41, of Stowe, Vermont, were the oldest Rad-
cliffe and Harvard alumni present on Commencement Day. 
For Richmond, 97, it was a distinction she also enjoyed three 
years ago (see July-August 2015, page 75). She was again ac-
companied by her son, Clifford Richmond ’75; they have re-
turned for Commencement week in recent years, including 
for her seventy-fifth reunion in 2016. Barnett, who turns 98 
in August, was flanked by his wife, 
Monique Stirling, and a daughter, 
Susan Barnett ’82. He’s returned for 
many reunions while leading a life 
of various professional and personal 

pursuits. A retired county prosecutor, he has delved into 
land development, the Enneagram of Personality, and graph-
ology. After Harvard, he served in World War II, and then 
joined his family’s wool-imports company, learning Arabic 
to work with vendors in the Middle East. “I traveled in the 
places that are now extremely dangerous to be in, Aleppo 
and parts of Iraq, and some places that just aren’t there any-
more,” he says. “I was very lucky to be able to do that.” The 
two alumni were publicly honored by Harvard Alumni As-
sociation president Susan Morris Novick ’85.

Evelyn 
Richmond

Theodore R. 
Barnett

Cambridge Scholars
Four seniors  have won Harvard Cambridge Scholarships to study at Cambridge 
University during the 2018-2019 academic year. Farris Peale, of Washington and 
Quincy House, a social studies concentrator, will be the Lionel De Jersey Harvard 
Scholar at Emmanuel College; Christian Schatz, of California and Adams House, an 
environmental science and public policy concentrator, will be the William Shirley 
Scholar at Pembroke College; Theresa “Tez” Clark, of Tokyo and Adams House, 
a philosophy concentrator, will be the Charles Henry Fiske III Scholar at Trinity 
College; and Ellie Lasater-Guttmann, of Virginia and Eliot House, a philosophy 
and mathematics concentrator, will be the John Eliot Scholar at Jesus College.

how best to curb industrious bea-
vers. “They burrow under the fences 
and do a lot of damage to the trees,” 
Amory says. “But in some ways we 
love having them around, ’cause 
their dams slow the water down.”

Spring floods along Otter Creek, 
which cuts a mile and a half through 
their acreage, threatened more than 
usual, given the winter’s snow pack. 
But flooding is a perennial part of liv-
ing on the land. In June 1997, “barns 
were washed away,” Sandi says. “We 
had just forests of huge old cotton-
woods crashing down the creek. That 
was scary.”

But on a sunny day, the sky blue for as far 
as anyone could see, as Alex rode by on his 
horse, herding the cows out of a pasture by 
the nursery, over the creek bridge that was 
once held up by a pile of cars, and off on a 
two-mile trek to fresh grazing grounds, it 
was hard to imagine the Blakes’ homestead 
as anything but blissful. 
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