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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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