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drives on Sunday afternoons, cruising the
backroads of the valley looking for proper-
ties. But they always seemed to end up in
the same ared. It was there they finally
bought an old, four room, 1905 farm house
and fifteen acres. Remodeling and additions
turned the old housc into a beautiful home
where nearly every room looks out on the
llamas. As we visited in the living room, we
could sec [lamas feeding from the hay man-
gers on the side of the barn. Atlunch we sat
in the glass surrounded dining area and
watched the llamas taking their case in their
own gazebo.

The Rolfings ohviously get a lot of enjoy-
ment from just observing their animals and
their antics. Sue claims the crias have their

own "bewitching hour” when theyll insti-
gate play with one another. Even the adults
get caught up in it. 1t's easy to tell thar this
is the home of animal lovers. A raucous
parrat greets you from the family room. And
when you sit down, a cat is sure to take that
as an invitation to make itselfa home inyour
lap. The cats and the [lamas have formed
some unique friendships according to Sue.
The cats will sit on the fence and cxchange
nuzeles with the llamas and they can be seen
lying on the feeders as the llamas cat. Qutin
the pasture with the llamas, you can see
Hcidi, a Great Pyrences, the most recent of
the Rolfing's livestock guarding dogs. Al-
though the Flathead Valley is one of
Montana's fastest growing areas, the moun-
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tains aren’t far away and predators, particu-
farly coyotes, are still present. The Pyrences
have done an excellent job in protecting the
llamas. The dogs also announce any strange
{non-family) human visitors.

Although their llama husiness is a combi-
nation of pack trips, stud service and sales,
the Rolfings arc prime examples of what
they feel to be the llama's ukimate use —
personal enjovment. They're also active
promoters of llamas at all levels. Locally
they're part of a strong club made up of
liama owners from all walks of life. This
group uses cvery possible opportunity to
bring llamas to the public’s attention. And
when noready-made opportunities are avail-
ablc, they make their own,

“It was easier at first when llamas were a
real novelty,” says Suc. “Now the industry
needs to work to stay in the public eye
There's a farge number of people out there
who want llamas, They just don't know it
yet!” The Rolfings feel it is as a companion
animal, 2 way to touch bases with the carth
and other living things, that we need to
promote our animals. To that end, they
believe we need to mainstrezm llamas with
information about them in every library,
cvery county extension agent's office, at
every vet school. Sue also feels it's impor-
tant to promote the people who own llamas
asi fun group to be partof. Liamas justseem
toattractariginal, intelligent, upbeat people.
Through their llamas the Rolfings say they've
met lots of fascinating people. many who
have hecome close family friends. “It's
wonderful,” says Sue, "to spend your time
marketing and selting such a *life enhancing’
product. Itletsyou see peopleat their hest.”

When they started with llamas, there was
little written information and personal con-
tact with otherowners was how theyfearned.
Through the years they've amassed 2 wealth
of information by personal experience, on
three trips $teve has made to South America,
and through service to national and interna-
rional projects and organizations, Now they
take pleasure in being able to help others
with their [famas. The phone rings fre-
guently and many folks make Great North-
crn Llama Company a stop on their vacation.
Since not cveryone thinks to call ahead, it
can make life a bit hectic, Onee a fricnd
calfed Sue and asked if she had plenty of
ptanut butter. A bit mystified, she assured
hershe did. Gomd, she was told, because her
fricnd wanted to bring out the African
Children's Choir that was performing in
town to sce the llamas and she thought they
would enjoy having peanut butter sand-
wiches while there.

Llamas



The Rolfings’ facitities are nice but not
elaborate - a conscious choice. With lots of
people stopping by, they didn't want to turn
off the average person. Steve does admit to
occasional artacks of “barnus envious” when
he sees some of his friends’ facilities. He's
working that out now as they preparc to
move to a new location. When their neigh-
bor from whom they lease thirty acees put
his place up for sale, the Rokfings decided to
look for a larger place that would hold their
entire eighty plus herd. They purchased
200 acres only a few miles away and 2 new
house and barn are nearly complete. They
plan to move this fall, when the packing
sea50n is over.

Steve feels llamas are one of the casicst
animals to care for. “They’re tough - remem-
ber they developed in the Andes which is
one of the roughest climates in the world.”
The Rolfings’ llamas often don’t even head
into the barn until temperatures getdownta
-20 degrees or so. For those new to Hamas,
Steve feels the current information problem
is the reverse of when they started. Now
there are so many books and artieles that it
can be overwhelming. And despite his feel-
ing that [lamas are “95 percent idiot proof,”
most conferences and such concentrate on
the other five percent and thus perhaps give
the wrong idea. So Great Northern llamas
are always sold with plenty of personal at-
tention and heart-felt assurance to call if
there are any questions.

Since 1984 llamas have been the Rolfing’s
sole livelihood. Steve started the pack trip
part of the business in 1981, At that time
there were only 4 couple other [lama pack-
ers, both in California, Steve says the busi-
ness was helped immensely hy excellent
publicity from a coupie of writers he took
out early on. They reccived coverage in
newspapers and magazines, nationally and
even internationally. Many of their clients
are from the East and there is very little
repeat business. “Formost thisis aone-time
thing, Next vacation they’ll try anather ad-
venrure,” says Steve. He really enjoys taking
folks out and giving them a grand time. The
food is gourmet - fresh and homemade - no
{reeze dried stroganoff or canned spaghetti;
instead it’s huckleberry pancakes, coffee
cake, fresh smoked trout, pizza, fondue.
And attention is given to a2 child's favorite
dessert or an adult's favorite nightcap. Most
of the clients are families, and Steve particu-
larly enjoys taking three generation trips
with grandparents, parents and children.
He gears his trips to the capabilities of the
participants - young, old, even the physically
handicapped.

Although he outfitted in Glzcier National
Park at first, his trips are now on the Swan
Divide of the Flathead National Forest. The
four day treks stay on the ridge top from
6,000 to 7,500 feet with spectacular views of
Glacier Park to the north, the Bob Marshall
and Great Bear Wilderness Areas to the east,
and the beautiful Mission Mountains to the
west. Camps are made at the area’s many
high mountain lakes. Because of the eleva-
tion and heavy snowpack, Steve’s outfitting
season isshort- Julyand August. During that
time, he is out almost constantly. Hc has
fourteen regular pack llamas including Pon-
cho, their very first [lama - now in his thir-
teenth packing season.

The Rolfings are well known for their
outstanding animals which have competed
successfully both regionally and nationally.
Over the years they have had three of the
four top-selling male llamas in the country.
Today their herd numbers about eighty.

‘Steve stresses the female side of the herd,

and has four generations of several dam
lines. Atone time he even had seven genera-
tions of one line in the herd. He pives
reproductive traits a high priority, looking
for the strong animals that are easy to care
for. In over 250 births, they have lost only
one cria,

In striving to raise easy maintcnance ani-
mals, Steve prefers to stick to namiral meth-
ods, Montana'scold climate helps him along
by keeping worm and parasite prohlems
down. His goal is big strong animals thatcan
pack, but also are wooly and have pretty
faces sothey'll be a pleasure to their owner’s
eye. If he wants to pack an exceptionally
wooly llama, he doesn’t hesitate t- -* =ar.

Stud service is also an imposta |t of
the business with up to sixty outside animals
per year. Most are from the northwest, but
they've had animals from as far away as New
York and Texas. While maintaining his fe-
male lines, Steve rotates studs every few
years,. This alfows him to sell proven males,
an almost unheard of thing when he started
doing it, as well as young stock.

Where are the Rolfings and their [lamas
headed? Well, when they get moved to their
new facility, Steve plans to expand the herd
abitwhile maintaining their ease of care and
continuing to enhance theirbeauty. Though
the supply and demand have evened out
and llamas arc no longer the media’s “dae-
lings,” Sue and Steve are confident there are
plenty of people out there who may not
know it vet, but would really enjoy a llama.
One thing’s for sure, Sue and Steve will be
right there promoting the joys of llamas via
all possible means.
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