
Rancher Jim Watson explains the benefits of raising these shaggy bovines, 
from food and fiber to friendship.

BY LORI VANOVER SENIOR EDITOR  :  PHOTOS BY VALERIE MCINTYRE

Ihold my palm out flat and let the big 
guys eagerly gobble down their alfalfa 
treats. One gently pushes up against 
me, like a huge shaggy dog wanting to 
be petted. 

“Do you want to sit on one?”
Jim Watson, who owns Spring Brook Ranch 

near Kalispell, Montana, with his wife, Carol 
Bibler, poses this question to me while we 
stand in the pasture, surrounded by grunting 
Tibetan yaks.

My eyes grow wide and I manage a hesitant 
“OK.” The yaks seem friendly—but they do 
have some pretty serious horns.

Before I can change my mind, Jim slips a 
halter on one and then gives me a leg up. The 
yak doesn’t seem fazed, but this is definitely one 
of the most memorable moments in my agricul-
tural journalism career.

The experience makes me curious to learn 
more. So I ask Jim to tell me the backstory.

He tells me that Carol’s father, Sam Bibler, 
started buying and developing land for 
the ranch in the mid-1990s. The previous 
owners hadn’t wanted it to be broken up into 
subdivisions, and they knew Sam was a con-
servation-minded buyer. The land—1,000 acres 
of native grass and timber just 35 miles from 
Glacier National Park—is now covered by a 
Montana Land Reliance easement that protects 
its agricultural value.

“We can farm, we can raise livestock. I have a 
small sawmill where I cut lumber for farm use, 
or I can do commercial logging, and have done 
so. There’s not a conflict there at all,” Jim says.

He compares the property to New York City’s 
Central Park. “We’re within a quarter-mile of 
the Kalispell city limits and have 50 neighbors 
that touch the property,” he says. “But we have 
elk and bears, eagles and hawks here. We love to 
see ’em, and part of our ranch management plan 
gives high priority to wildlife.”

Worth Yakking About

Temba  (opposite), 
a Royal piebald 
yak, dashes 
through the snow 
(opposite); Jim 
shares a snack 
with his best 
buddies.
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Sam started with bison after visiting broadcasting 
mogul Ted Turner’s ranches and deciding the big 
critters would do well on his own property. “Then he 
came across yaks and started buying them,” he says. 
“Unfortunately Sam passed away the next year, so he 
never got to see the calves.”

Jim had no experience with yaks, but he grew up 
working with beef cattle, so he applied the same kind 
of animal husbandry methods with great success. In 
fact, if you ask him about the challenges of raising 
yaks, he can’t really think of any. He says they’re  
easier to raise than cattle, and far more interesting.

“They’re smaller and more efficient, so you can 
stock more per acre. Yaks have shorter gestation 
and smaller calves. But they’re quite robust and up 
running around right away, which goes back to their 
wild-animal instincts.”

These descendants of sturdy, long-haired 
Himalayan beasts also handle the Montana winters 
just fine: “Yaks are tough animals. We have nasty bliz-
zards here, and they’ll just lie down and let the snow 
cover them. You’ll think they’re gonna freeze to death, 
but it doesn’t seem to affect them.”

Jim explains that Spring Brook’s primary business 
is selling breeding stock. “We now consider ourselves 
one of the top, if not the premier, seed stock producers 

in the country. We’re proud of what we do and have  
a very well-established breeding program.”

The ranch also sells yak yarn and tanned hides,  
and its free-range, grass-fed meat is available in local 
specialty food stores and restaurants. “There’s a sup-
ply-demand problem,” Jim says. “There aren’t enough 
animals around to supply a large national grocery 
chain. But it’s easy to sell the meat we have. It’s tasty 
and healthy, and the prices are good.”

One of the top criteria for breeding is personality.  
“We tell our customers that one of the real benefits of 
owning yaks is being able to hang out with them. You 
want animals that aren’t flighty or aggressive.” 

Almost all the cows will come out when called to 
be petted, and they will eat out of your hand. “Pet 
cows tend to produce pet calves,” Jim says. “We start 
working with them as soon as they’re born.” 

He credits Christy Novak, the ranch manager, for 
raising yaks to be on their best behavior. “Christy is 
the yak tamer. She has a natural proclivity for commu-
nicating with animals, and they trust her.”

The calves are weaned as a group and then put in 
the barn to get halter-trained so they become accus-
tomed to people and to being handled.

“Yaks are much more intelligent than beef cattle, 
with richer personalities,” Jim says. “If you treat them 

with kindness, they’ll respond.” 
The big steers are his favorites. “They weigh half 

a ton, with impressive horns, but they just want 
treats and to get their backs scratched.”

Goliath, a big, gentle steer with an injured knee, 
is the star of Spring Brook’s school field trips. “We 
host a few hundred kids every spring,” Jim says. 
“Goliath is so sweet that we let kids hug him and 
scratch his ears. We also let them climb up in the 
tractors and see the horses.”

Jim loves the pace and variety of life on the ranch. 
“Agriculture is good for people like me who get bored 
if there aren’t a lot of things going on,” he says. “It’s 
slower in winter; we feed hay and fix up equipment, 
and Christy and I prepare for the National Western 
Stock Show in January. Then we calve in April, and 
the cycle starts over.”

It’s easy to see why he enjoys his job. I sure wouldn’t 
mind hanging out here. In fact, I bet I’d have a very 
bright future as a professional yak rider.

Yak cows  enjoy  
a sunny winter day. 

“One of the real benefits of owning yaks   is being able to hang out with them.”

Lori test-drives one of Jim’s halter-trained yaks.

* To learn more about the ranch or schedule  
a tour, visit springbrook.com. For information  
about raising yaks, check out the International  
Yak Association at iyak.org.
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