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Dee and Phyllis Scherich visit the location of three graves on the Merrill Ranch near Coldwater on Thursday. The three men died during
the time of Evansville, a small town located on the grounds of Merrill Ranch prior to its establishment.
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“You would smell like that
stuff the rest of the day,” he
said.

Dee attended Ottawa
University and met Phyllis
Uhrig of McPherson. She
was a city girl, as Phyllis
calls herself, recalling the
first day she visited the
ranch. It was wheat harvest.
She wore white pants.

After college, Dee taught
for 14 years, first in Troy;,
Kansas, then 11 years as a
science teacher and coach at
Inman High School. But in
the mid-1970s, with a boom
in oil prices, his father’s
ranch crew began to take
jobs in the oil field.

By then, his dad had been
ranching here for 30 years.

“Dad was tired, wore out
and frustrated,” said Dee.
Moreover, teaching was
changing amid an era of
consolidation. With three
boys from fifth grade to high
school, he and Phyllis made
a decision to move back to
the ranch in 1976 and man-
age it for the H.A. Merrill
trust.

“We thought it was a good
opportunity to get them on
the tractors, have the ranch
life,” Phyllis said of the
boys.

The last battle

Typically, no two days are
the same, but for the past
several weeks, Dee and the
crew have been rebuilding
fence - 80 miles or so that
the Anderson Creek wildfire
damaged.

It will take a few years
before they are all done
with fence repair, said Dee —
adding with humor that he
won’t see the day it is com-
pleted. Not as the manager
of the Merrill.

It was the worst wildfire
in the state’s history, sweep-
ing across 400,000 acres of
Barber and Comanche coun-
ties in late March. Three
times the fire threatened
their home. Twice they got
the call to evacuate.

Somehow, thanks to fire
crews, Dee and their ranch
hands, along with their
reliable 1960s-era fire truck,
Bam Bam, their ranch head-
quarters was spared.

Three months later, the
once charcoal-stained earth
has been covered by a carpet
of green regrowth, although
evidence of the fire still
lingers. Skeletons of cedar
trees dot the Gyp Hills for
miles. Dee pointed to fence
row not far from where the
cattle are grazing. Pieces of
the blackened hedge posts
swayed on the barbed wire.

On this June morning,
Dee sent his two hired hands
to work on the fence line. He
and Phyllis drove to check
on cattle that were recently
returned to the ranch that
an area rancher fostered for
them after the fire. The grass
now is in better condition
for grazing and water is
flowing better in the creeks.

They stop at the top of a
hill dotted with echinacea,
yellow cone flowers and
silver lake nightshades
—the site of Evansville’s
cemetery. Dee had a well
witcher who was searching
for oil find the location of
the graves — which includes
the resting spot of two men
who died in a drinking
gunfight. The witcher found
three graves in one location,
and Dee marked each with
a stone.

“I've never seen so many
wildflowers like this year,”
said Phyllis, noting the
diversity of flowers.

They take a tour to find

Dee Scherich visits his horses at Menill Ranch near Coldwater on
Thursday. The Scherich’s are retiring as managers of Merrill Ranch
after 40 years.

more amid the bluestem
and buffalo grasses — cross-
ing the Salt Fork of the
Arkansas River - a clear,
sandy waterway where their
children and grandchildren
and their ranch hands’ chil-
dren love to play.

Dee stopped the truck
so Phyllis could climb to
the top of the hill to scout
more flowers. Dee, however,
glanced across the prairie.

“Inever went back to a
classroom after I got out
here,” he said, adding. “I
don’t know anything differ-
ent.”

His deep connection to the
land and the cattle makes
leaving even more difficult.

Yet, he said solemnly, he
also knows it is time.

Dee wasn’t on his usual
horse that day nine years
ago when the accident
occurred. The horse threw
him off — breaking his
pelvis and causing bladder
injuries.

An ambulance took him to
Coldwater, where the airport
recently was revamped to
take fixed-wing airplanes.
That allowed an air ambu-
lance to fly him to Wichita.

He arrived barely alive.
Doctors began to repair him
afew days later “after they
decided I was going to live,”
said Dee, who spent four
months in the hospital and
rehab.

Cowboy’s last ride
Now it’s the end of an era.
Seventy years of Scherich
tradition on the ranch is
over this month. No more
watching the sun rise on
their deck. No more standing
amid a stand of buffalo grass
with nothing but the sound
of bawling calves or birds
fluttering. No more checking
cattle on horseback.

The Scherich’s packed
up their house in mid-June
- going from the remote
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countryside to a home with
a pool in McPherson - the
town where Phyllis grew
up. They are still unpacking
boxes, said Phyllis.

“It feels like we are just
playing house,” Dee told
Phyllis one evening at the
dinner table after spending
several days in McPherson.

“It really isn’t real, yet,”
Phyllis said.

Dee plans to make day
trips back and forth to help
two remaining ranch hands
get situated, a team led by
hand Jamie Miller.

Miller, who grew up on a
hog and row crop farm in
Towa, said Dee is his mentor.
He came to the ranch in 2007
to help pour the basement
of the Scherich’s new ranch
house.

“Ifell in love with the
place,” Miller said. But it
wasn’t until 2012 that he
had contact with Dee again.
Miller was working for his
friends’ Pratt-based scrap
metal business. Dee had
called needing someone to
remove junk off the ranch.

Miller asked Dee if he was
hiring. Miller and his wife,
Tina, and their boys moved
to the ranch in January 2013.

Dee is a natural with the
cattle, said Miller, adding
Dee taught him how to
handle the livestock using
low-stress techniques.

“Another thing he is
taught me is the love of the
land, nature, the flowers, the
grasses,” said Miller.

Dee taught him to be
observant, even stopping to
point out the different wild-
flowers growing.

“You know what it is like
living in a populated area,”
he said. “You fly past things
on the road, you don’t stop
and smell the roses, so to
say.”

Someday, Miller said, he
might have the knowledge
of the plants that Dee and
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Phyllis have, or Dee’s way
of knowing the livestock so

well he could pick individual

animals out of the herd.
“The local veterinarian
who has dealt with the
ranch 25 years told me he
had learned more from Dee
Scherich than any of the
other ranchers,” Miller said.

“We’ll keep on like he taught

”»

us.

Leaving is bittersweet,
said Phyllis as the couple
drove across the ranch on
this June afternoon. There
have been so many people
they shared the ranch with.
For years, they welcomed
folks for their annual trail
rides, which raised enough
money to help build the
Comanche County Health
Clinic. Professors, scientists
and others have come to the
ranch to study the ecology,
including the ranch’s bat
caves.

“It’s such a unique piece
of property,” said Phyllis,
adding, “It was a great place
toraise a family.”

Like a true cowboy, Dee
tries to keep his emotions to
himself.

“We’ve had a good ride,”
he said softly as he surveyed
what little was left in their
home on this June day. “We
have a new life ahead of us.”

Dee and Phyllis Scherich carry items to a trailer from their home
at Merrill Ranch near Coldwater on Thursday. They’re moving to
McPherson and retiring as managers of the ranch after 40 years.
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Brenda
Kretzer Kowitz

Reno County
Treasurer

e Current Deputy Treasurer

“IT JUST
MAKES
CENTS$!”

e B.S. in Business Management
from Friends University

¢ 4 years experience in the
Treasurer’s Office

¢ Financial Background
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Paid for by the Committee to Elect Brenda Kowitz, Charlene Titus, Treasurer

brendafortreasurer@gmail.com
Find Me On Facebook

¢ Management Experience
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COOPER TIRE

HUTCHINSON

620-662-2303

129 W. Sherman

PRATT

620-672-5939

1202 E. 1st

* Reward Card eligibility is limited to tire purchases from participating dealers only. See redemption form
for complete offer details. Offer expires 07/17/2016. Void where prohibited. The Reward Card expires six

(6) months after issuance. No cash access. Fees apply. Reward Card issued by U.S. Bank National Association
pursuant to a license from MasterCard International Incorporated. MasterCard is a registered trademark of
MasterCard International Incorporated. Copyright © 2016 MNA, Inc. All rights reserved.




