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By Keely Yenglin, LSWCD

In 1902 Don Olesonôs grandfather 
moved to Latah County and bought 
land about 3.5 miles southeast of 
Moscow (Tomer Butte), only 15 years 
after the formation of Latah County. 
Don Oleson points out that Latah is the 
only county in the United States created 
by an Act of Congress (formerly a part 
of the greater Nez Perce County). He 
can also tell you where the name Latah 
came from (Latah comes from Lakah 
meaning large pines, tahol means stone 
pestle), and how the land has changed 
in the past 100 years. I recently talked 
with Don, and the enthusiasm in his 
eyes and voice made me feel like we 
were old friends. I learned more about 
Latah County and life on Tomer Butte 
than I could ever have found in the his-
tory books. 

Don lived in a house at the base of 
Tomer Butte for 65 years. If you walk 
up to a high point on the southern por-
tion of the butte, you can look down 
and see where Don was born and ev-
erywhere he has lived within a two mile 
radius. ñIôm an old- timer around here,ò 
Don describes himself with pride. Don 
and his wife Lois raised four daughters 
in Latah County.

Don has been a farmer, a dairyman, 
and a school bus driver. He offered his 
expertise for ten years leading the Mt. 
Tomer 4-H club, sometimes amounting 
to a crew of forty kids. He has been 
involved with the Idaho Farm Bureau 
for 40 years, several times acting as 
President of the Latah County branch. 
If a complete list of all Donôs activities, 
occupations, and contributions around 
the area would sufýce, I would write 
them down here. But with every contri-
bution Don has made to this local com-
munity, comes a long indescribable list 
of emotions, gratitude, admiration, and 

friendship of the peopleôs lives that he 
has touched. 

Don is one of the Idaho Farm 
Bureauôs longest serving volunteers 
and was awarded the Presidentôs Cup, 
acknowledging his service and com-
mitment. This award not only honors 
someone for their outstanding inþuence 
on agriculture, but also the great inþu-
ence they have upon their community. 
The Presidentôs Cup can be equated to 
a lifetime achievement award. Chief 
Executive Ofýcer for the Idaho Farm 
Bureau, Rick Keller, commented on 
Donôs unwavering optimism about ag-
riculture and the future of agriculture, 
ñHe never seems to tire of sharing his 
knowledge.ò

Don attended the University of Idaho 
from 1947 to 1951, and received one of 
the ýrst General Agriculture BS degrees 

from the University. In no way did his 
ties with education and the University 
of Idaho diminish after he graduated. In 
fact, they grew stronger. Tomer Butte 
has been referred to as ñthe living 
classroom,ò stemming from Donôs 
enthusiasm and support for research 
and educational programs hosted on 
Tomer Butte. ñVoles, moles, mice, and 
spiders,ò I can see the smile forming 
as Don continues, ñbutterþies, frogs, 
salamanders, ýsh, and soil sampling...ò 
There have been at least 14 different re-
search projects on Tomer Butte. Every 
year, 100 students from the University 
of Idahoôs College of Natural Resource 
come to the Butte for a ýeld trip. Donôs 
enjoyment of each and every research 
project and ýeld trip is evident. 

Tomer Butte supports some rare and 




