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On Saturday, May 20, 2006, sportsmen and sportswomen from Anaconda proudly joined community and agency partners to dedicate what began as a simple 6 ¼ acre Fish, Wildlife and Parks acquisition that grew into a new164 acre Wildlife Management Area (WMA) to protect wildlife migration corridors west of Anaconda. 

  The new Blue-Eyed Nellie WMA is the result of collaborations between the Foundation for North American Wild Sheep (FNAWS), Department of Natural Resources and Conservation (DNRC), U.S. Forest Service (USFS), Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks (FWP), local citizens, a mining company and MWF affiliate Anaconda Sportsmen. The 6-year project beginning in 2000 with the initial 6+ acre purchase referred to by FWP as the “Gun Club Acquisition” to protect bighorn sheep winter range, now provides protection for the connecting bighorn sheep ranges of Lost Creek in the Flint Creek Range with the Garrity Mountain WMA in the Anaconda Range. 

  This effort is an outstanding example of how non-traditional local partners working together and recognizing the value of habitat protection can grow into big values beneficial to many. Initially there were few partners in this effort but as interest grew and negotiations occurred between local hunters, anglers, biologists, and local citizens such as Wayne Ternes and Jack Long, the project took on new life. 

  Initially there was no public parking or access route into the area until local County Commissioner Wayne Ternes donated a bordering acre. Jack Long, the owner of Long Machinery, a Caterpillar Dealer headquartered in Missoula, and co-owner of the old Fred Brown Placer Claim that also bordered the area, agreed to sell the approximately 97 acre claim.  Long said he could think of no better use of the parcel than to benefit bighorn sheep. FNAWS then purchased an adjacent 59.23 acre from the North Lily Mining Company in 2006 for $60,000 and subsequently sold it to FWP for $30,000. FWP used Habitat Montana monies combined with revenues from the annual sheep tag auction. The Anaconda Sportsmen also contributed toward both the Fred Brown claim purchase and the North Lily acquisition by donating $10,000, $5,000 towards each purchase. 
  Before the area could be dedicated as a new WMA partners again came together to clean up and create a true natural area after years of abuse. The DNRC State Lands Division contributed equipment and manpower for cleanup activities with thirty people filling 10 dump trucks with debris. MWF affiliate Anaconda Sportsmen hired an excavator’s services to remove the discarded garbage that had accumulated since World War II in “Tin Can” and “Blue-Eyed Nellie” Gulches. Tin Can Gulch was named for the Model T’s and other Depression discarded vehicles that were originally being salvaged in World War II for scrap metal and stockpiled in the gulches. 

  Although the Blue-Eyed Nellie area isn’t very large when compared to its neighboring Garrity Mountain WMA, its importance shouldn’t be underestimated. Bighorn sheep have long wintered in this low area near Anaconda but seasonal, connecting migration routes have been quickly disappearing due to infringing development. The Blue-Eyed Nellie WMA now protects migration corridors, traditional winter ranges and critical habitat between Anaconda and Georgetown Lake for wild sheep and mule deer.  Combined with USFS efforts to consolidate lands in nearby Lost Creek and FWP purchases of inholdings in the Garrity Mountain WMA, area projects have jelled into a connected, large landscape not only beneficial to wild sheep, and deer but also for elk and a diversity of other wildlife.

  Because of the local efforts of many dedicated individuals and organizations, the conservation of wildlife habitat, wildlife viewing opportunities, conflict avoidance between people and wildlife, and the conservation of wildlife has come to fruition. 

  Special recognition and thanks go to FNAWS, and especially Jack Long and the North Lily Mining Company for their assistance in this grassroots effort to conserve wildlife habitat and enhance public recreation. tc "Enrich Montana"
