
DICKENS, TX
Stormy Manns bears down on a wild one at  
a benefit ranch bronc ride. Proceeds from  
the event went to an Ashland, KS, ranch  
family that fell on hard times.

p h ot o g r a p h e r :   Scott Slusher
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helmet, crouching in position and steadying himself to grab 

hold of the horns of a wild ram.

                               

                              • • • • • • • • • •

For thousands of years, desert bighorns thrived on the 

West Texas landscape. You can see their importance to early 

Native Americans reflected in rock art drawings. In fact, the 

bighorn is the most abundant rock art design in the region.

Until the late 1800s, biologists estimate 1,500 desert 

bighorns dwelled in 16 West Texas mountain ranges. But  

by the mid-1940s, just 35 of them were left, and Texas’ last 

native desert bighorn likely died on a remote mountain  

in the early 1960s.

The sheep population started declining when railroad 

companies came to bore lines through the Texas Hill 

Country. To feed work crews numbering in the thousands, 

they employed contract hunters with instructions to bring  

in as much meat as possible.

The sheep herds nearest the rail lines were obliterated. 

But in a few years, the work crews moved on, so the sheep 

likely would have recovered from overhunting. However, the 

railroads brought with them another problem: They made 

new lands accessible to ranching.

Ranchers brought domestic goats and sheep from 

Six desert bighorns tore across the talus as the chopper 

thudded in low behind them. A cascade of rocks slid out 

below them. Like a steer loosed from its pen, the first 

ram bucked over a serrated rim and disappeared into a fold 

in the mountain. The others followed. The helicopter pitched 

and spun like a mechanical bull, dropping its nose before 

shooting forth into the chasm.

Strapped to a camera and hanging out the side of another 

bird, I watched through the viewfinder as we rounded the rim.

“Froy, where we at with rams?” came the net gunner’s 

voice over my headset. Froylan Hernandez, Texas Parks and 

Wildlife’s Desert Bighorn Sheep Program Leader, was running 

the operation from base camp.

The mission: Capture 80 or more desert bighorns from  

a flourishing herd on Elephant Mountain and transport them 

65 miles southeast to Black Gap, just outside Big Bend 

National Park, in order to bolster the stagnating herd there.

“All rams are a go,” Froy’s voice crackled. “Still have 

holes in all classes.”

The barrel of a net gun poked out from the side of the 

chopper and leveled. The lead ram came to a stone face, 

slowing to pick his way across, and the others bunched up 

behind him. The net swooped down like a bird of prey.

Both choppers dropped and I was in full sprint with the 

camera. The mugger, Garrett Bradshaw, was still in his flight 
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ELEPHANT MOUNTAIN, TEXAS
Pilot Blake Malo lifts off to capture the  

next desert bighorn.
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European lineages, which had, over thousands of years, 

developed immunity to certain sheep-borne pathogens. 

While they showed no signs of sickness, they carried 

diseases into the territory that are, to this day, deadly  

to wild sheep.

So as ranching operations expanded, domestic and wild 

animals naturally came into contact with one another, and 

Texas’ wild sheep populations went through a series of  

catastrophic die-offs.

                               

                              • • • • • • • • • •

Garrett fought to bind the ram’s powerful legs, and once 

that was done he slipped a blindfold from his coat pocket. 

Panting and grunting, he worked the blindfold over the ram’s 

eyes, and as if spellbound by some ancient magic, the ram 

went calm. His muscles relaxed, his breathing slowed, and 

Garrett picked himself up to bind the next ram.

It was the closest I’ve ever been to a living wild sheep. 

Sure, I’d been hunting them with a bow ever since I was of 

age, so my hands have held a number of dead rams. I’ve even 

had some very close encounters with sheep when they didn’t 

know I was there.

But here on the flanks of Elephant Mountain, I was 

touching the sides of living sheep, the haunches, the bridges 

of noses. I felt the life coursing beneath their coats and listened 

to their breath, felt it pass over my hand, even caught wind of it.

Garrett strung the two rams together and the pilot and 

net gunner returned with another sheep dangling from the 

belly of the bird. He clipped on his two rams and the chopper 

lifted off toward base camp.

opposite: Even blindfolded and bound with straps, the powerful climbing  
body of a 5-year-old ram is a lot to handle. this page: It takes precision 
piloting to maneuver a chain of sheep safely over mountain terrain and  
set them down gently.

So as ranching operations 
expanded, domestic and 
wild animals naturally 
came into contact with 
one another, and Texas’ 
wild sheep populations 
went through a series of 
catastrophic die-offs.
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“Three rams coming your way, two class II and one class 

III,” the net gunner said over my headset.

“Bring ’em in,” Froy said.

Our chopper followed closely. I watched through the 

viewfinder as the sheep floated, peaceful in their blindfolds 

and harnesses, until the chain of rams touched down amid  

a score of volunteers. Froy was now checking his clipboard  

to radio the net gunners, now calmly delivering orders on  

the ground, now answering questions from my fellow 

filmmakers Ben Masters and Charles Post, now dropping  

his clipboard to help haul a ram to the table.

Dozens of hands worked quickly, and all at once, at blood 

draws, ear tags, nasal swabs, tonsil swabs, skin biopsies, 

fecal samples, and hair samples. Every piece of data was 

gathered, labeled, and sorted in less than five minutes,  

so as to limit the stress on the animal.

From there, other hands loaded the sheep into horse 

trailers, unharnessing and unstrapping them. The blindfolds 

came off and the oblong pupils shrank to the light.                                            

                                       

                              • • • • • • • • • •

The plagues of disease and die-offs in Texas weren’t 

unique to Texas. North America was once home to as many 

as 2 million wild sheep. Today, the continent’s population 

hovers between 170,000 and 190,000 — just 10% of what it 

was prior to European settlement. But it used to be worse.  

In the 1960s, that number dropped as low as 25,000.

Back in 1958, a time when just about every other 

southwestern state was also hurting for sheep, Texas Parks 

and Wildlife began sheep restoration efforts. In the decades 

that followed until 1997, the state managed to beg and barter 

with other states, receiving 107 animals from Nevada,  

31 from Arizona, six from New Mexico, and two from Utah.

Those seed populations were a start, but they couldn’t 

just be dropped into areas with disease-bearing livestock. 

And in Texas, where there’s relatively little public land 

compared to other sheep-inhabited states, that meant relying 

heavily on private landowners. As it turned out, these were 

the direct descendants of the ranchers who’d unknowingly 

brought domestic livestock into contact with wild sheep in 

the first place.

During six decades of partnerships between Texas Parks 

and Wildlife, Wild Sheep Foundation, and thousands of 

volunteers, those landowners changed their land management 

practices to help make West Texas viable for sheep again.

Today, the 150 animals brought from other states have 

multiplied to 1,500 — the same number biologists believe 

existed in the area prior to European settlement. But that 

doesn’t mean the work is anywhere close to finished. Of the 

16 mountain ranges in West Texas where desert bighorns 

once roamed, only nine currently hold sheep. And the threat 

of disease and rapid die-offs remains.

                               

                              • • • • • • • • • •

I watched through my viewfinder as a handful of horse 

trailers began their slow pull over 65 miles of rough road. 

Ben, Charles, and I jumped in our truck and followed to 

where they stopped, surrounded by craggy desert hills and 

dark cliffs plummeting 1,000 feet into the Rio Grande, just 

north of Big Bend National Park.

The trailers formed a line and one by one backed to the 

release point, where the doors opened and the sheep 

bounded out. The volunteers — most of whom were hunters, 

and most of whom will never have a chance to hunt sheep in 

Texas in their lifetimes — cheered and hollered.

We watched as all 83 sheep ascended a steep, rocky 

mountainside and crested the high ridge above. Silhouetted 

against an orange sky, some of them even looked back before 

The trailers formed a line 
and one by one backed to 
the release point, where  
the doors opened and the 
sheep bounded out.

disappearing one by one into their new home. It was the 

largest sheep relocation in state history.

Biologists and volunteers came in twos and threes to 

shake Froy’s hand and congratulate him for the achievement. 

To each group, he would smile, thank them for their work, 

and say some form of “just another rung on the ladder.”

The crowd dwindled, the sun set, and soon it was just  

us filmmakers and Froy. The stars began to shine in the 

desert dusk. Froy talked about the seven remaining mountain 

ranges without sheep and the work that remained to fill 

them. And then he told us about his dream.

“We keep this going and maybe we can start helping 

others,” he said. “Maybe give back to the states that made 

this possible or maybe pay it forward. Other programs, other 

states, Mexico. Texas is big, but we’re a part of something 

much bigger.”

opposite: The author joins in the race to process a ewe for transport. Body 
heat is an indication of stress, and water from the garden hose helps keep 
her cool. above: A pair of young rams gets the feel of a new mountain range 
beneath their hooves.


