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If you want to see a good example of a family that 
cares about their land, take a look at the Dennis 
family. The earliest records of their ancestors settling 
on the land date back to before Alberta was even a 
province, and because of a conservation agreement 
with the Nature Conservancy of Canada (NCC), the 
ranch will remain in close to the same 
pristine condition that it was when Wilson 
Dennis first settled on the property in 1902.

Wilson and his brother Ben both moved to 
Canada from England and spent time in 
Washington and Montana before making 
their way north to settle in the foothills 
of Alberta’s Rocky Mountains, where the 
Dennis family continues to reside today.

Nowadays, the highway connecting the 
foothills to Kananaskis Provincial Park 
meanders alongside the Dennis ranch, 
but in Wilson Dennis’ days, there was no 
paved road through the pass. Therefore, 
armed with a team of horses, he took it 
upon himself to dig a road into the hill, 
which became the main route for traffic 
into the mountains.

In the valley, Wilson built a cabin, which 
is still standing, carefully maintained by 
generations of the Dennis family.

“Wilson was sweet on the girl up the road and had 
thoughts of marriage,” said Val Dennis, whose 
parents Verne and Ida were responsible for placing 
the agreement on the property back in 2014. “He built 
the cabin hoping she would move in with him, but she 
never did.”
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Val Dennis, standing inside the roots of a giant Douglas-fir tree on 
his ranch. (Photo by NCC)

http://www.natureconservancy.ca/en/where-we-work/alberta/stories/good-land-stewards-on-dennis-ranch.html
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The historical cabin was a work 
in progress for Wilson Dennis’ 
entire life.

“He started building the kitchen 
in 1902, and it’s probably one of 
the oldest surviving buildings in 
this part of the country.”

Although Val and his five siblings 
have since left the ranch, they 
still remain in the province and 
return home often. The land is 
home to elk, moose, deer, cougar 
and grizzly bear, but centuries 
ago, it was also home to a 
Blackfoot camp: Val has found 
arrowheads in the valley that 
have been dated by University of 
Calgary and Glenbow Museum 
archeologists to be more than 
3,000 years old.

Val attributes the good condition of the land today 
to the idea that all of the ranchers that have come 
before him have cared for the land the same way his 
family does. “All the good ranchers in this area are 
conservationists,” he says. “People care about the 
land; it’s good business to take care of your property. If 
you have more grass you can run more cows; nobody 
that wrecked it stayed in business here.”

To keep the grass healthy, the Dennis family grazes 
youngstock elsewhere over the winter and uses 
rotational grazing in the summer to ensure no pastures 
are overgrazed, which would destroy the condition of 
the grass that sustains the cattle. They also restrict 
the use of motorized vehicles to allotted trails, and 
regulate hunting on their land — a challenge from 
external pressures.

For now, the future of the ranch looks bright. Val says 
that he doesn’t want to see any profit from selling the 
ranch; he wants to keep it in the family for generations 
to come. He says that since it can pay for itself, they’ll 
“keep it going, no matter what.”

“It’s my biggest fear, and if it isn’t my generation, 
maybe it’s our kids or our grandkids that come 
along and think ‘okay, let’s go for the money.’ That 
might come no matter what, but at least with the 
conservancy’s agreement it’s not going to get built on. 
Through our efforts and people like us, we’re going to 
do our best to keep it the way it is.

“You don’t see a single house down this valley and 
if it wasn’t for the efforts of the Nature Conservancy 
[of Canada] you’d have houses all over the place, 
wherever there was space for one. If we ever wanted 
to sell this place we could have subdivided it and 
developed up and down this valley. But once you do 
that, this is all gone. You’ll never get it back.”
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 “... all of the ranchers that 
have come before him have 
cared for the land the same 

way his family does.”

Val Dennis on Dennis Ranch. (Photo by NCC)


