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L - R Dr. Loren Lutz and Walt Powell look on as Myron 
Doornbos receives special award from Sheep Society for 
Outstanding Service. 

T.C 
I• 

ANOTHER SMASHING SUCCESS 

By George Taylorson 
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you were the loser. This year's banquet was held at T&J's 
restaurant in one of the nicest rooms we have had for the banquet. 
A no-host social hour was held before the banquet allowing 
everyone present to get better acquainted and thus set the mood 
for a fun filled evening. 

Myron Doornbos, past president of the Southern Council of 
Conservation Clubs, was our guest M.C. with our own Dr. Loren Lutz 
sharing the duties - a wonderful meal of filet mignon with all the 
trimmings was served to the enjoyment of all. Our annual dinner 
raffle was held with many happy winners. 

Special awards of plaques for their outstanding contribution 
to the Sheep Society were made to Judge Kenneth Williams and Glen 
Sudmeier. 

Then it came time for what was to be the highlight of the 
evening, our entertainment. Under the guidance of Glen Sudmeier, 
musician Gary Roberts, with the assistance of Dave Remender and 
their beautiful wives, put together a fabulous evening of song and 
slides. Gary Roberts wrote a number of original songs relating to 
the Bighorn Sheep, the desert and those who love the desert. 
Beautifully coordinated with the music was a slide presentation of 
desert photographs that few of us will not forget for a long time. 

The second half of the entertainment was a salute to several 
of our members, Glen Sudmeier, Ron Vickrey, Vern Bleich, and Les 
Coombes. Again, Gary Roberts blended original songs with a very 
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L - R Gary Roberts and Dave Remender 
entertain Sheep Society members. 

L-R Marvin Wood) Marguerite 
Carpenter, & Steve Hill pose 
for the camera. 

Glen Sudmeier and Les Coombes 
of the Fish & Game dept. plan 
upcoming projects. 
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L-R Sharry Lusk, and Dr. & 
Mrs. Lutz enjoying the happy 
hour. 

Friends and members enjoy
ing the food and entertain
ment. 

Our V.P. George Kerr gets it 
all on record. 



original slide presentation and lots of humor in his special 
salute to these special people. 

To conclude the evening, Roberts gave a special salute to 
Chuck Kerr, a very special past member, who is now building 
guzzlers in the great beyond for the great Sheepherder. 

Everyone had a wonderful time and are already making plans 
for next year. A big thank you to Ron and Shirley Vickery who 
spent so much of their time making all the plans and arrangements 
for this wonderful evening. A great time was had by all. 

UNBELIEVABLE, BUT TRUE 

A Bighorn Ram recently released in the Whipple mountains was 
seen in the Old Woman mountains four days after his signal was 
received and he was known to be in the Whipple mountains. His ear 
tag number was verified on both occasions. 

On the next flight, his signal was again received in the 
Whipple mountains. This is a one way trip of 40 airline miles. 
That is what you can say is, really moving. 

LES COOMBES TO BECOME FEARLESS LEADER 
RV Vern r. RlPich 

Les Coombes has now replaced me as Project Leader on the 
Habitat Development Crew. To those of you who so enthusiastically 
supported the Project while it was under my supervision, I want to 
extend a hearty "Thank You!" To those of you who will be new to 
the project this season, I want to say "Welcome!" 

Over the past seven years, the Department of Fish and Game 
with the support of hundreds of volunteers such as yourselves, has 
been able to accomplish a great deal for the benefit of desert 
wildlife. Your support was appreciated and I am very pleased to 
have been associated with you and the entire volunteer program. 
Please give Les the support he needs to see this program continue 
to be successful. I will still be around and will look forward to 
working with you whenever I can. 

Again, thank you, and keep up the great work you are doing! 



Stand by for lift off. A Bighorn sheep about 
to be lifted to its new home. 

44 BIGHORN SHEEP MOVED IN LAST STEP OF RELOCATION PROJECT 

Forty-four desert bighorn sheep are becoming accustomed to new 
surroundings in the Sheephole and Whipple Mountains of San 
Bernardino County. 

A capture operation July 22 - 25, the third and final stage 
of a plan to reestablish the Nelson bighorn sheep on historic wild 
sheeplands in San Bernardino County, was accomplished by 
Department of Fish and Game biologists and a dedicated group of 
volunteers who worked in rugged Mojave Desert terrain. 

A total of 23 adult females, 12 adult males and 10 lambs were 
captured, 26 were taken from the Old Dad Peak location southeast 
of the town of Baker and 19 from the Marble Mountains located 35 
miles south of Old Dad Peak. 

DFG biologist, Vernon Bleich, who headed the three capture 
projects, said a conscious effort was made to capture animals at 
an approximate 3:1 female-to-male ratio to encourage lamb 
reproduction at the new sites. 

Bleich said 16 sheep captured at Old Dad Peak were 
transported to Sheephole Mountains, 24 miles east of Twentynine 
Palms. The remaining nine Old Dad sheep plus 19 animals captured 
at Marble Mountains were taken to the Whipple Mountains, just west 
of Lake Havasu. 

Only one adult sheep was injured during capture operations at 
Old Dad Peak and no sheep have died as a result of the capture 
effort. Field surgery was performed on the injured bighorn by DFG 
veterinarians and it was transported to department facilities in 
Sacramento for rehabilitation. 

Two helicopters were used to herd the sheep into nets and 
then transport them by a litter to the base camp where biologists 
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gave each animal a medical examination and antibiotics prior to 
loading into specially designed containers to be transported to 
the new locations. 

Fifty-three people were involved in the capture operations 
including volunteers from the Sacramento Safari Club, the Society 
for the Conservation of Bighorn Sheep, the Foundation for North 
American Wild Sheep and personnel from the Bureau of Land 
Management, the U.S. N9.vy and the U.S. Marine Corps. 

Bleich said two helicopters provided by Landells Aviation of 
Desert Hot Springs, clocked 35 hours of flying time at a total 
cost of $15,900. 

In all, approximately $88,000 in department funds were used 
to complete the four-day project. Bleich estimated the $2,000 
per-sheep-captured price tag to be the lowest cost yet for a 
capture operation. 

Although the just-completed relocation project is the last 
one planned for the San Bernardino Mojave Desert area, other 
bighorn sheep transplants are planned for the future. 

Bleich said the translocation of sheep from the San Gabriel 
Hcun-::ains in Los Angeles County to Ve:n tm:a County bighorn habitat 
is planned for December of this year, and bighorns in the Baxter 
Pass area of Inyo County may be moved to Lee Vining Canyon in Mono 
County in March of 1986. Twenty-five to 30 animals will likely be 
relocated during each operation. 

In all, 80 animals have been taken from Old Dad Peak and 55 
from the Marble Mountains since the Habitat Management Plan for 
the Sheephole Mountains and the Sikes Act project for the Whipple 
Mountains were begun in July, 1983 as part of a statewide plan to 
reestablish the Nelson bighorn sheep - classified as a fully 
protected animal by the state Fish and Game Commission - in their 
historic ranges. 

Nevertheless, the Old Dad Peak and Marble Mountains 
populations appear to have actually increased since the project 
began, Bleich said. 

"They have demonstrated an incredible ability to rebuild 
their numbers," he said. "Just prior to our first capture effort 
in July of 1983, we counted 83 sheep in the Marbles. In April of 
1985, after we had removed 36 sheep over a period of time, we 
counted 150 animals in the same area." 

Bleich was equally encouraged by the resiliency of the Old 
Dad Peak population. 

'\In July of 1981, we counted 58 sheep at the Old Dad Peak 
location. After the capture and relocation of 53 of them, we 
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counted 181 animals in April of 1985, and a year earlier, in April 
of 1984, 204 sheep were counted at the Old Dad Peak location.'' 

Bleich assigned three possible reasons for the dramatic 
increase in bighorn numbers at the two capture sites. He said a 
series of good forage production years along with habitat 
improvement projects in the form of water catchment devices, 
contributed to the increased survival rates. 

It also appears that extremely high recruitment was a 
by-product of the capture project itself. 

Bleich explained that removing animals from the Old Dad Peak 
and Marble Mountain areas resulted in improved lamb survival by 
eliminating the need for young sheep to compete for forage and 
water with adult bighorns as would have been the case otherwise. 

DFG biologists estimate there are approximately 4,000 desert 
bighorn sheep in the state, divided into three races - the Nelson, 
the California and the Peninsula. 

Sheep waiting to be moved. 

MARK YOUR CALENDAR NOW 

One of the primary functions of the Bighorn Sheep Society is 
to build and maintain Big Game Guzzlers for the sheep so as to 
provide them with water when the desert, in its natural state, is 
unable to provide the necessary water. 

The way this is done, is to have a group of interested and 
concerned citizens that want to make a real contribution to 
wildlife, get together and have some fun in the desert. 

You don't have to be a member of the organization (though it 
would be nice), just interested in helping. All you have to do is 
show up at one of the following projects and be willing to help 
wherever needed. This makes for a wonderful weekend out on the 
desert and at the same time, doing something worthwhile for the 
Bighorn Sheep, one of the most magnificant animals in the world, 
which is protected here in California. We don't want to lose 
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these animals in our deserts so we need your help. Mark your 
calendar now and plan on a wonderful weekend by making a 
contribution to our wildlife. 

For your map to the campsite, call Leilani Park at the 
Department of Fish and Game and tell her which project you want a 
map (213) 590-5158. If you want more information, call Dr. Loren 
Lutz at (818) 797-1287. 

Project Date 

Jan. 11-12, 1986 

Feb. 1-2, 1986 

March 8-9, 1986 

March 15-16, 1986 
or March 22-23, 1986 
depending on weather 

April 12-13~ 1986 

May 3-4, 1986 

July 3,4,5,6, 1986 

Site Location 

Coxcomb Mts. 

Woods Mts. 

Goodale Campout 

San Gabriel Mts. 

T ",.. "" ~ ; ""'n n~ ~- -n 
-------- _ _._-..,,,,., • ._;!:"'~L& 

Location Open 

Old Woman Mts. 

Ac ti vi ty Type 

BGG Maintenance 

Spring Improvement 
and Burro Fence 

Site seeing and fun 
campout of sheep, elk 
and deer. 

Sheep Census 

t1a r\l~-i n W()(Y(] s BGG 
(New Installation) 

BGG Maintenance 

Sheep Census 

HOW TO PREPARE FOR YOUR TRIP TO A WORK PROJECT 
By John Doll 

You should come with enough fresh water to cover your needs 
for Friday, Saturday and Sunday. 

Those of you who have never been on a Water Hole Project 
should know that the roads leading to most projects are marked by 
the Department of Fish and Game with arrows painted on paper 
plates or on small wooden signs attached to stakes 2 or 3 feet 
high. These plates or signs usually have the initials DFG along 
with the arrow and are placed wherever the road turns. These 
signs could be placed miles apart so, you and your co-pilot should 
keep a sharp eye out. 

Those of you arriving on Friday night and did not eat along 
. the way should bring something easy and quick to eat. We usually 
turn in early because Saturday is a big day. 
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Saturday morning we are usually awakened early, (around 
6:00). Breakfast should be eaten quickly. Your back pack should 
contain your lunch. You may carry a small ice chest if you'd 
like. But, remember, you may have to carry it up and down the 
desert trail from 1/2 mile to 3 miles or more. 

Your back pack should contain: 

Lunch 
Pair of Gloves 
Canteen of water 
Small First Aid Kit 
Toilet Paper 
Matches 

Compass 
Whistle 
Hat or Scarf 
Sun Glasses 
Chap Stick 

The compass and whis.tle are just a precaution. We are all 
usually trucked up and back all together as a group. 

You'll need to bring your dinner for Saturday night. We 
usually make a community bon-fire and sometimes we have 
sing-alongs. 

The goal is to finish the water project between 2:30 p.m. and 
4:30 p.m. on Saturday. If the project is not completed, then the 
Department of Fish and Game may ask for a handful of volunteers to 
return to the site on Sunday. We must say, that this rarely 
happens. 

We usually eat breakfast at camp on Sunday morning then 
everyone pulls out whenever they are ready to head home. 

You should always come prepared with comfortable walking 
shoes or boots. Tennis shoes are O.K. Thongs or sandals are NOT 
O.K. Dress with layers of clothes that may be peeled off or put 
on as the weather changes during the day. Shorts if you'd like, 
under your jeans. A tank top or tee type shirt under your long 
sleeved shirt. Always bring a jacket along. The desert is very 
unpredictable. When the winds come up, it can get quite "chilly", 
even in the summer months. 

Remember that you should always stay on the trail as marked 
for us by the Department of Fish and Game. 

If you should decide to take a walk away from the group, be 
sure to notify one of the DFG biologists in charge where you are 
going and how long you intend to be gone! 
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Vern Bleich (DFG) with horns of Bighorn sheep found 
near water site. (See following article) 

PANORAMA SPORTSMENS CLUB REPORTS 

On October 12 and 13, the Panorama Sportsmens Club visited 
their recent adoptee, The Old Dad Mountains. They report that 
John Hrnjak, the team captain, teamed up with Andy Pauli, DFG, 
while John Doll and Vern Bleigh of DFG worked together. Evelyn 
Doll and Josephine Padilla worked at camoflaging the Chuck Kerr 
tanks so that they would blend in wich the nacural cerrain. They 
reported that the tanks were 50% full of water and that everything 
was in good working order. 

Vern Bleich and John Doll checked out the Kelso tanks and 
found them to be full. They also checked out Miral Springs and 
found everything was full. John and Vern found some sheep skulls 
in the Kelso area. It was reported that these sheep died of 
natural causes. (See picture) 

John Hrnjak and Andy Pauli checked the Old Dad's North and 
South and found them to have water in them. Petrograph Springs 
was found to have water and everything there was in good shape. 

It was reported that there appeared to be heavy sheep usage 
at the above mentioned water sites. One member of the DFG stated 
that we are near a saturation point of sheep in some areas and the 
need is greater than ever to start making more transplants to 
areas in need of sheep. 

In that it has been a long time since many parts of our sheep 
ranges have had rain, the food available is becoming sparce. This 
creates an added stress on the sheep, even though drinking water 
is available at our guzzlers. 

Editor's Note: We are still in need of able bodies of all ages, 
both male and female who would like to assist in the monitoring of 
our sheep ranges and the water sites in these ranges. If you can 
help, please drop a line to Don Jones at 23921 Via El Racia, 
Mission Viejo, CA 92691. We need your help. 

-9-



SO YOU WANT TO SEE SOME REAL LIVE BIGHORN SHEEP IN THE WILD! 
By George Taylorson 

How often have you said, "I've never seen a Bighorn Sheep in 
the Wild" or "I've gone on all these work projects but never I 
have seen any Bighorn Sheep." Well, you will now have a chance to 
see them in the wild. In fact, I'm told some elk and even deer 
will be thrown in just for good measure. 

A special weekend trip has been planned, for you and your 
family as well as your friends. You will want to tell everyone 
about it and invite them to go along. This trip will be to the 
High Sierra's in the Spring. Les Coombes of DFG feels certain 
you will be able to view some sheep, elk and deer. 

The date to mark on your calendar is March 8th and 9th, 1986. 
If you would like a map and you want to make reservations, call 
Leilani Park, (DFG) (213) 590-5158 and request directions for the 
GOODALE Campout March 8th and 9th. See you there! 

SOMETHING NEW 

The Sheepherder recently received the following letter from a 
friend. It is a tremendous idea that all could benefit from. 
Next time you need to send a gift etc., try this one on for size. 

Dear Sirs: 

It has been my practice for the past several years to 
commemorate the birthdays of my grandchildren by alloting a sum of 
money to a conservation project. This has their enthusiastic 
support and they nominate worthy causes for consideration. This 
year your project was nominated by one of my California grandsons, 
Bob Gastineau who learned about it from Steven Hill. 
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Ranging in age from eleven to twenty-seven years of age, all 
of my fourteen grandchildren have become aware of the necessity 
for preserving our environment and protecting our wildlife. 

We have a copy of your April 1985 publication and are 
impressed with the amount of time and effort that your group is 
expending in the protection of the Bighorn Sheep. I hope that the 
enclosed check will help you efforts. Could you apply $350.00 to 
your project and send me the hard cover book by Loren Lutz that is 
described in your April issue? I am certain that the troops will 
be more than pleased to see the results of your work. 

I am enclosing addressed postcards. Will someone please jot 
a brief message pertaining to your efforts and send the cards on? 
Although I send them birthday letters announcing the selection, 
they have come to treasure the personal touch from someone who is 
working hard to preserve their environment. They have been 
inspired to involve themselves in local issues. 

Keep up the good work! We all appreciate it! 

Yours very truly, 

Clarice Mattson 

Editor's Note: 

The Society would like to thank Mrs. Mattson for the donation and 
the reminder that challenging young people remains the surest way 
to bring out the best in them. 

Recent Bighorn sheep transplant photos. 
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JUST HOW MANY SHEEP ARE THERE? 
By George Taylorson 

The following is an estimated count of Big Horn Sheep by 
Mountain ranges. This is the latest revised figures as of June, 
1985 so reports Dick Weaver of the Department of fish and Game. 

ESTIMATED BIGHORN POPULATIONS 
BY MOUNTAIN RANGES 

Revised 6/85 

Mountain Range 

MONO COUNTY 

White Mountains 

INYO COUNTY 

Inyo Mountains 
Last Chance Mountains 
Dry Mountains 
Nopah Range 
Cosco Range 
Slate Range 
Nelson Range 
Argus Range 
Deep Springs 

Death Valley and Vicinity 
Funeral Mountains 
Black Mountains 
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Current Estimate 

100 

40 
85 

so 
Transient 
Transient 
Transient 

0 
0 

35 
60 



Grapevine Mountains 
Cottonwood Mountains 
Panamint Mountains 

Sub-total (Death Valley Area) 

Sierra Nevada Range* 
Langly 
Williamson 
Baxter 
Wheeler 

Sub-total (Sierra Nevada) 

SAN BERNARDINO COUNTY 

Avawatz Mountains 
Cady Moun ta ins 
Castle Peaks, Hart Mt., Piute Range 
Chemehuevi Mountains 

394 

285 

Clark Mountain (Helicopter Count 9/12/84) 
Clipper Mountains 
Granite Mountains (near Amboy) 
Hackberry Mountain 
Kelso Mountain-Old Dad Feak 
Kingston Mountains 
Marble Mountains 
New York Mountains 
Old Dad Mountains 
Old Woman Mountains 
Providence Mountains 
Sacramento Mountains 
San Bernardino Mountains 
Sheep Hole Mountains 
Turtle Mountains 
Woods Mountain 
Dead Mountains 
Newberry 
Whipple Mountains (reintroduced 7/83) 
Eagle Craggs (reintroduced 12/83) 
Bullion Mountains 
Biistol Mountains 
Iron Mountains 
Ivanpah Mountains 
Mescal Range 
Piute Mountains (South of 66) 
Owlshead Mountains 
Ship Mountains 
Van Winkle Mountains 
Vontrigger Hills 
Granite Mountain (Fort Irwin) 
Quail Mountains 
Shadow Mountains (near Baker) 
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50 
105 
144 

30 
32 

193 
30 

35 
25 
25 
20 

150 
40 
40 
21 

250 
80 

200 
30 

5 
45 
50 
60 

115 
12 
80 
12 
30 
15 
25 
25 

Transient 
Transient 
Transient 
Transient 
Transient 
Transient 
Transient 
Transient 
Transient 
Transient 

0 
0 
0 



Stepladder Mountains 
Rodman-Ord Mountain Area 

SAN BERNARDINO AND LOS ANGELES COUNTIES 

San Gabriel Mountain Range 

RIVERSIDE COUNTY 

Joshua Tree National Monument and Vicinit~ 
Little San Bernardino Mountains 
Queen Mountain Area 
Eagle Mountains 
Coxcomb Mountains 
Pinto Mountains (east of Queen Mt.) 

Sub-total (Joshua Tree National 
Monument and Vicinity) 150 

Chuckwalla Mountains 
Granite and Palen Ranges 
Orocopia Mountains & Mecca Hills 
San Jacinto Mountains** 
Maria Mountains 

RIVERSIDE AND SAN DIEGO COUNTY 

Santa Rosa Mountains** 

SAN DIEGO AND IMPERIAL COUNTY** 

Anza Borrego and Vicinity 
Pinto/Inkopah drainage (So of I-8,Imperial Co.) 
Jacumba/Inkopah Mountains 
Vallecito/Pinyon Mountains 
Pinyan Ridge 
San Ysidro Mountains/Coyote Creek 
Sawtooth/Tierra Blanco Mountains 
Coyote Mountains 

Sub-total 

IMPERIAL COUNTY 

Chocolate Mountains 
Pichaco Peaks 

Sub-total (Imperial Co.) 

SISKIYOU COUNTY 

500 

162 

0 
0 

715 

65 
25 
30 
30 

Transient 

10 
15 
80 
60 

0 

350 

20 
85 
60 
35 

300 
Transient 
Transient 

137 
25 

Lava Beds (reintroduced 10/29/71; die-off 7/80) 0 
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MODOC COUNTY* 

Warner Mountains (reintroduced 3/80) 

TOTAL ESTIMATED POPULATION 

Revised 6/85 
* California Bighorn; threatened (Sub-total 326). 
** Peninsular Bighorn; threatened (Sub-total 910). 

BIGHORN SHEEP TO BE TRANSPLANTED TO LOS PADRES 
(DFG News Release) 

41 

As part of an ongoing Department of Fish and Game program to 
reestablish the desert bighorn sheep on former wild sheep range in 
the state, the first of a planned series of relocation efforts to 
reestablish some 100 animals on Los Padres National Forest lands 
will take place in early December, 1985. 

Bighorn sheep once roamed the Los Padres in large numbers. 
However, wild sheep were reportedly last seen in the forest about 
1915. 

DFG wildlife biologist and project leader, Vern Bleich, said 
up to 30 Nelson bighorn sheep are expected to be captured and 
transported from their range in Cattle Canyon in the Angeles 
National Forest, Los Angeles County, and subsequently released 
back into the wild just north of the Sespe Condor Sanctuary in the 
Los Padres located in Ventura County. 
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December's project is a joint effort of the DFG, the U.S. 
Forest Service, the California Conservation Corps, the Foundation 
for North American Wild Sheep and the Society for the Conservation 
of Bighorn Sheep. An estimated expenditure of $35,000 was 
provided for the project by the Los Angeles County Fish and Game 
Commission, the Ventura County Fish and Game Commission and the 
Foundation for North American Wild Sheep. In addition, some 40 
people, many of them volunteers, will be involved in the 
relocation effort. 

Bleich said a 70 by 70 foot drop net will be used to trap the 
animals, attracted to the capture location by an enticing mixture 
of fermented apple pulp and alfalfa, a bighorn sheep delicacy. 

Once the desired number of sheep are visiting the trap site on 
a regular basis, the net will be released and the capture 
completed, an event timed for early December. 

Captured bighorns will then be restrained, secured in a litter 
and transported by helicopter to a nearby base camp for 
processing. After the sheep are innoculated, inspected, 
ear-tagged and some are fitted with radio tracking collars, each 
animal will be loaded into one of four specially designed trailers 
for transportation to the Los Padres staging area. 

Bleich said the sheep will rest overnight at the staging area 
and then be placed in a specially constructed holding pen, 
previously assembled at the remote release site. The animals will 
be allowed to calm down for several hours prior to release back 
into the wild at their new home. 

Groups of from 20 to 30 animals may be relocated to Los Padres 
in coming years from both the San Gabriel and San Bernardino 
mountain ranges to help reach the desired 100-sheep population, 
Bleich said. 

If the required number of sheep should fail to appear at the 
trap site, or should inclement weather conditions prevail, the 
capture operation would be postponed pending more favorable 
conditions. 

Historical records indicate that wild sheep once inhabited 
rugged, boulder-strewn mountainous locations throughout the Los 
Padres forest. Illegal hunting, disease from domestic sheep and 
competition with domestic livestock likely led to the elimination 
of many bighorn sheep populations in the state. 

This year's project is number eight in a series of DFG 
operations to expand the state's population of bighorn sheep. 

Transporting animals to former bighorn ranges will reduce the 
number of animals in the Angeles and San Bernardino National 
Forests where some populations are stretched to beyond carrying 
capacity. Removing sheep provides additional habitat for 
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remaining animals, and will help avoid losses due to starvation 
and disease. 

Long-time DFG bighorn sheep specialist Dick Weaver of 
Sacramento said an intensive statewide management plan for the 
bighorn sheep was put into effect by the department in 1972 and by 
1982, biologists reported an estimated population of 3,900. 

At present, biologists estimate there are approximately 4,508 
desert bighorn sheep in the state, divided into three subspecies -
the Nelson, the California and the Peninsula. 

Both the California and the Peninsula are listed "rare" by the 
state and number 326 and 910 animals, respectively. By far the 
most numerous bighorn subspecies in the state is the Nelson with 
3,272 estimated population. 

Rocky Mountain bighorn lamb: The circumstantial 
evidence is mighty compelling 

WHAT'S KILLING THE BIGHORNS? 

By Ted Williams 
Editor's Note: Everyone interested in Bighorn Sheep will find this 

an extremely important article. 

(Reprinted by special permission from the July, 1985 issue of 
Audobon. Audobon is the publication of the national Audobon 
Society.) 

Just when they appear to be thriving, bighorn sheep have this 
maddening tendency to drop dead. It's scary how fast it can 
happen. One month a fine, healthy herd, the next carcasses. As I 
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write, bighorns are expiring in Montana's Beartooth Mountains and 
along the Idaho side of Hells Canyon. In 1983, the population of 
Alberta's Waterton National Park declined by 70 percent. 
Throughout the American West, bighorns are down from perhaps as 
many as two million (in the early nineteenth century) to less than 
40,000. 

This doesn't mean that bighorns are in trouble as a species. 
Overall, they are at least holding their own, but unlike many 
other wild ungulates - elk, mule deer, and whitetails, for example 
- they never recovered from the hideous losses of the past 
century. We should have a lot more bighorns. Why we don't has 
been a mystery until recently. 

The most obvious suspect was a beast rarely contemplated 
without a shudder - the lungworm. Lungworms of various species 
parasitize Dall and Stone sheep (the bighorn's cousins to the 
north), mountain goats, mule deer, white-tailed deer, elk, 
cottontail rabbits, and varying hare, but apparently they kill 
only bighorns. This they do by compromising lung tissue so that 
various pneumonia-causing bacteria can gain beachheads. 

What's beautiful about lungworms is the efficiency of their 
life cycle. Adults, which can be longer than 1.4 inches in 
bighorns, mate in the lungs. From here, first-stage larvae 
migrate to the respiratory passages; then they are coughed into 
the mouth, swallowed, passed unharmed through the digestive tract, 
and eliminated with feces. Along comes a tiny land snail (species 
of at least six genera will do) that is penetrated by the larvae 
whenever it "steps" on them. Inside their snail the young 
lungworms molt twice. A bighorn will eat snails, not because it 
wants them but because they have attached themselves to succulent 
vegetation. 

Back inside the sheep, the older larvae now cut through the 
intestinal lining, enter the blood stream, and drift to the lungs, 
where they attach and grow, eventually causing pale lumps 
sometimes more than an inch in diameter. Slice into one and, amid 
an ooze of what one pathologist chastely describes as "white 
mucoid exudate,'' you will encounter tangles of adults and hundreds 
of thousands of eggs and larvae. One of at least three species of 
lungworm infecting bighorns has evolved the ability to cross the 
placenta and enter the fetal liver. At the birth of their new 
host they move up into the freshly activated lungs. Where 
infections are severe a lamb may contain thirty million 
first-stage larvae. 

Odd that this parasite kills its host or, if one prefers, 
allows bacteria to do it. Many bighorn populations with 
shockingly heavy lungworm infections thrive, but 
lungworm-pneumonia wipes them out regularly enough to raise 
suspicions that something in the system is awry. Such behavior, 
for most natural parasites in most natural situations, makes no 
sense. It is self-defeating, akin to a farmer's butchering his 
breeding stock. 
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So could it be that lungworms are unnatural parasites of 
bighorns? Lungworms occur, without causing much of a problem, in 
domestic sheep and goats. Might they have been introduced to the 
continent from Europe, and might bighorns be lacking in natural 
immunity? Probably not. The species of lungworm infecting 
domestic sheep and goats apparently is not transferred to wild 
sheep, and the best evidence indicates that the progenitors of 
bighorns evolved with their own lungworms in Europe or Asia, then 
brought them into North America when they tripped across the 
Bering land bridge ten to fifteen thousand years ago. This leaves 
the possibility that the pneumonia-causing bacteria are unnatural, 
or at least exist in unnatural concentrations. First, though, a 
short swerve into bighorn taxonomy. 

The Bighorn Sheep, Ovis canadensis, is generally separated 
into five races: Nelson's, Peninsular, Mexican (all called desert 
bighorns), California and Rocky Mountain. For practical purposes, 
however, such exercise is idle and misleading. Moved north, 
deserts take on most of the characteristics of Rocky Mountain 
bighorns. Their sleek coats varnish, weight increases, horns 
thicken at the base - not in so many generations but in the 
transplanted individuals themselves. Probably because their 
habitat is too dry to support many land snails, desert bighorns 
are generally lungworm fr~e. Therefore, if luagworm were the 
beginning and end of the problem, one might expect desert bighorns 
to be surging back into their historical range. They are not. 
They, too, tend to die suddenly and spectacularly - from pneumonia 
as well as a host of other maladies such as bluetongue, soremouth, 
mange (caused by a mite) and chronic sinusitis (caused by the 
nasal botfly). These also afflict, less seriously, domestic 
sheep, to which bighorns are so closely related that wild rams 
commonly sneak down from the crags to successfully breed fat, 
herded ewes. (Such genetic pollution so incensed one Arizona 
herder that he shot the wild sires.) 

Of course none of this proves that domestic sheep visit 
pestilence upon bighorns, but the circumstantial evidence is 
mighty compelling. There are exceptions (especially in 
overpopulated herds), but in most places in which bighorns are 
doing badly, livestock - usually sheep - have been muscling in. 
And in most places in which they are doing well, livestock -
particularly sheep - are conspicuously absent. The Hells ilinyon 
dieoff is likely the result of a domestic flock's being left to 
fend for itself during the winter of 1983-84. (When a wayfarer 
discovered moldering domestics, long dead from exposure, the 
absentee herder railed against the U.S. Forest Service for not 
advising him he had a problem.) Consider also the loss of an 
apparently lungworm-free bighorn herd in California's Lava Beds 
National Monument. Briefly, here's what happened: 

1971: The ililifornia Department of Fish and Game obtains 
ten California bighorns from British Columbia. Intending 
to build seed stock for transfer, it places the animals in 
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Lava Beds on 1,100 acres of prime, fenced-in habitat 
abutting Modoc National Forest. 

1972: The Forest Service permits domestic sheep to be grazed near 
the enclosure. 

1973: The bighorn herd grows. 

1974: Seven bighorns die of bluetongue. 

1975: Six bighorns die of soremouth. 

1976: The herd recovers and grows. 

1977: Veterinarian Ted Kistner of Oregon State University warns 
that domestic sheep at Lava Beds are critically endangering 
California's bighorn program. The Forest Service refuses 
to alter the grazing allotment. 

1979: The Lava Beds bighorn population reaches forth-two. 

February 1980: 

June 1980: 

First week 
of July 1980: 

July 7, 1980: 

August 1980: 

The first trap-a'nd-transfer effort, sloppily 
executed, kills six bighorns. Four others are 
caught and stocked in nearby range. 

In violation of an agreement with the Forest 
Service, which established a buffer zone of about 
half a mile, a local sheepman moves his flock up 
against the bighorn fence. The forest Service 
refuses to act. 

Park Service personnel observe nose-to-nose contact 
between domestics and bighorns. 

The first bighorn mortality is observed. About 
this time the local Forest Service range manager 
announces that under no circumstances will he 
alter this or any other grazing allotment merely 
to benefit bighorn sheep. 

All Lava Beds bighorns are dead of pneumonia. 

"We respected Dr. Kistner's knowledge and advice," recalls 
James A. Blaisdell, who used to represent the National Park 
Service in the multi-agency management of the Lava Beds bighorns. 
"Yet the animals had already survived bluetongue and soremouth; 
perhaps we thought they could survive anything. But we must 
admit, painfully, Dr. Kistner was right. In my heart, I feel that 
there was no need to lose the Lava Beds herd of bighorns. All 
they needed was a little space and freedom from domestic animals.'' 

Thickening the plot is equally compelling evidence that 
livestock, feral and domestic, cause fatal disease in bighorns by 
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means other than the direct transfer of pathogens. They denude 
forage and push bighorns into higher, poorer range. "If the 
nutritional plane is reduced, immunity is reduced," declares 
Kistner. "If there are domestic sheep in an area and bighorns 
decide to move in, usually it's not that stressful. If bighorns 
are in a given area and you put domestic sheep or cattle on them, 
then that stresses the living heck out of them." 

Not only are the bighorns suddenly more susceptible to 
disease, they are in closer contact with each other, so disease 
can spread more easily. The crowded, stressed herd grazes in its 
own droppings. The droppings create lush, new vegetation 
attractive to both snails and bighorns. More lungworms get into 
more snails. Animals that might have fought off ever-present 
pneumonia bacteria despite worm-ravaged lungs now lag behind the 
herd, coughing violently, losing weight, dying. It is a vicious, 
downward spiral. 

The mere presence of domestic sheep, cattle, horses, or 
burros can stress bighorns. Bighorns just plain don't like them, 
and they stay away even when there's plenty of food and water for 
everybody. In desert-bighorn country feral burros (proliferating 
under the passionate protection of animal-rights groups) will 
denude the choice vegetation around water supplies by stomping and 
roLLing on it. Then-after drinking their fiii, they'll drive.away 
thirsty bighorns. 

State Fish and Game departments seem to have learned their 
lesson from Lava Beds and countless similar fiascoes. No longer 
will they stock bighorn sheep in areas where they might contract 
diseases from domestics. A bighorn, particularly a bighorn in 
hand, simply is too valuable (Oregon figures it costs $3,500 to 
replace just one). 

The Forest Service and the Bureau of Land Management, charged 
with regulating private grazing on public land, seem not to have 
learned their lesson, at least not fully. Their motto, saxs Loren 
Lutz, president of the Bighorn Sheep Society, has been: 'By 
golly, we are going to graze livestock wherever we can." The 
agencies allow themselves to be intimidated by the sheep industry 
which rambles on about no absolute proof of disease transfer. 
Often·they resist attempts to graze domestic sheep near bighorns, 
but where domestics are entrenched in former bighorn habitat, they 
balk at clearing them out. 

One eminent bighorn authority suggests that the buffer zone 
between bighorns and domestics ought to be at least one mile. 
Kistner thinks that's not enough. "Accidents," he writes, 
"inevitably occur, whether it be that the herdsman errs on a 
boundary or animals are lost that inevitably trespass in the wrong 
direction. Greater distance minimizes the potential of 
devastating errors. It also reduces the potential of deliberate 
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trespass." But the Forest Service and BLM have no standard 
minimum buffer zone. It's all up to the local range manager. 
Sometimes you get a knowledgeable one, sometimes not. 

Squarely in the latter category, according to those who would 
restore bighorns, is the manager for Modoc National Forest. "He 
hasn't learned a damned thing as far as I'm concerned," remarks 
Lutz. "The sheepherder still has that lease in there. I don't 
think we need that kind of insensitivity." Now that the area has 
been made safe for domestics again by the elimination of bighorns, 
the bighorns apparently will not return. The Forest Service seems 
disinclined to guarantee a buffer zone, and without that guarantee 
the California Department of Fish and Game will not restock. 

The BLM has been equally inconsistent: tough and progressive 
here, timid and insensitive there. On balance, though, wild 
grazers of BLM lands have been losing ground. One Idaho wildlife 
manager puts it this way: "Basically, under this (Reagan) 
administration they have turned the management of BLM lands over 
to the ranchers. It's very frustrating, believe me." 

In southwest Idaho, the BLM wants to convert prime bighorn 
habitat to cattle pasturage by running a nineteen-mile watering 
pipeline through the proposed Jacks Creek Wilderness Area. 
Bighorns will be badly stressed, and cattle are known to carry 
both bluetongue and soremouth. Environmental activist and range 
conservation authority Bill Meiners, who knows the BLM because it 
used to employ him, is worried. "In the past," says he, "BLM's 
policy has been that the canyon would be for the bighorns and at 
least a mile back from the rim the livestock pressure would be 
kept out. But what we're finding is that due to pressure from the 
livestock industry BLM is leaving this position." 

The dieoffs, recent understanding of sheep diseases, and a 
growing interest in reintroduction have spawned a myth about 
bighorns, a dangerous myth that clouds the vision of their 
advocates as well as those who covet the sparse grass that 
sustains them. The myth is that the bighorn sheep can prosper 
only on virgin grasslands in pristine wilderness, that it is a 
creature so delicate that it may not be worth the effort. 
Wildlife biologist Ray Demarchi of the British Colombia Wildlife 
Management Branch of the Ministry of Environment hates to hear 
such talk and says it is "ridiculous." "They're sensitive," he 
claims. "They're fragile. But they are certainly not absolute 
evolutionary disasters that can't cope with environmental factors. 
If they couldn't stand some overgrazing, they'd have been wiped 
out long before." 

As it stands now, there's an epidemic of overgrazing, and 
still our remnant bighorns hang on. Looking around the West, Lutz 
reckons they actually are increasing, albeit at the pace of 
lungworm larvae traveling by land snail. What's eating Lutz and 
other lovers of bighorn sheep is not the possibility of losing 
them. It is the realization that America could have so many more 
so much faster. 
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Les Coombes of DFG keeping everyone up to date. 

LES COOMBES REPORTS FOR THE MONTH OF OCTOBER 

Routine maintenance was conducted at Camp Cady Wildlife Area. 
Eighteen big game guzzlers were inspected and pellet transects 
read and cleared at each of them. Minor maintenance was performed 
when required at several of the guzzlers. Nine springs and four 
small game guzzlers were insp~c~2d with s2ve~al springs receiviug 
some maintenance. Project personnel assisted in site selection 
and construction of elk traps for the upcoming capture in Owens 
Valley. Assistance was given in procurement materials and 
equipment for the upcoming sheep capture in the San Gabriel 
Mountains. A bear trap was transported from Bishop to Chino Fish 
and Wildlife Base. Three meetings were attended with members of 
the Volunteer Desert Water and Wildlife Survey to organize and 
combine information and materials for the area captain's desert 
water packets. A meeting with the Bureau of Reclamation 
concerning rock quarry mitigation and the monthly tailgate safety 
and planning meeting were also attended. During this report 
period, volunteers contributed 53 man-days of labor and 3,080 
vehicle miles to the project. 

Feeding and Watering 

a. Development 

1. Sycamore Spring in the New York Mountains was inspected 
for improvement possibilities. 

2. Marl Spring in the New York Mountains was inspected for 
improvement possibilities. 

b. Maintenance 

1. Old Woman Statue BGG was inspected and the pellet 
transects read and cleared. It is functioning normally 
and the tanks are 40% full. 
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2. Sheep Camp BGG was inspected and the pellet transects 
read and cleared. It is functioning normally and the 
tanks are 70% full. 

3. Kelso Peak BGG was inspected and the pellet transects 
read and cleared. It is functioning normally and the 
tanks are 100% full. Extremely heavy sheep use at this 
site with two class IV rams found dead at guzzler. 

4. Porcupine Tank BGG BGG was inspected and the pellet 
transects read and cleared. It is functioning normally 
and the tanks are 100% full. Minor repairs to the 2" 
pipeline will be needed in the near future. Three ram 
skeletons were found within a mile of the guzzler. 

5. Old Dad Peak BGG was inspected and the pellet transects 
read and cleared. It is functioning normally and the 
tanks are 1% full. Unit needs a leak check after first 
heavy rains. 

6. Vermin Tank BGG was inspected and the pellet transects 
read and cleared. It is functioning normally and the 
tanks are 15% full. Extremely heavy sheep use at this 
unit with a dead ram found below the drinker. 

7. Chuck Kerr BGG was inspected and found to be working 
normally. The tanks were repainted and pellet transects 
should be installed. Tanks are 50% full. 

8. Weavernoy BGG was inspected and the pellet transects read 
and cleared. It is functioning normally and the tanks 
are 90% full. 

9. Nopah BGG was inspected and the pellet transects read and 
cleared. It is functioning normally and the tanks are 
90% full. 

10. El Si BGG was inspected and the pellet transects read and 
cleared. It is functioning normally and the tanks are 
60% full. 

11. Clipper BGG was inspected and the pellet transects read 
and cleared. It is functioning normally and the tanks 
are 25% full. 

12. Red Cave Rocks BGG was inspected and the pellet transects 
read and cleared. It is functioning normally and the 
tanks are 30% full. 

13. Smith Spring BGG was inspected and the pellet transects 
read and cleared. It is functioning normally and the 
tanks are 100% full. 
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14. Chemehuevi BGG was inspected and the pellet transects 
read and cleared. It is functioning normally and the 
tanks are 100% full. 

15. North I-40 BGG was inspected and the pellet transects 
read and cleared. It is functioning normally and the 
tanks were not checked. 

16. Big Gees BGG was inspected and the pellet transects read 
and cleared. It is functioning normally and the tanks 
are 35% full. 

17. Cady BGG was inspected and the pellet transects read and 
cleared. This unit is dry and needs water hauled in as 
soon as possible. 

18. South I-40 BGG was inspected and the pellet transects 
read and cleared. This unit is still not functioning and 
needs to be checked after heavy rains for leaks. 

19. Marl Springs in the Marl Mountains was inspected and will 
require future work. 

20. Jackson Spring in the Marl Mountains could not be located 
·1 _ _ .._ _ ·- _ L ~ -~- -1 _ ___ _ _ _ .C -, .! __ -! _ ...l-! __ -4-,....,,..... 
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sheep use in the area ~earched. 
,._,_,..,. .... .... i-..,...._,,......,~ ~,.., 
l-1.JI..\.....A.-- 'i,,,,16..&"-.!-'-- _._....., 

21. Petroglyph Spring in the Old Dad Peak area was inspected 
and dug out. 

22. Dove Spring in the New York Mountains was inspected and 
found in good order. 

23. Patton Spring in the New York Mountains was inspected and 
found in good order. 

24. Keystone Spring in the New York Mountains was inspected 
and found in good order. 

25. Lecyr Well in the New York Mountains was inspected and 
found in good order. 

26. Marl Spring in the New York Mountains was inspected and 
found in need of major repairs. 

27. Four small game guzzlers in San Bernardino County were 
inspected with two needing major repairs. 

28. During the above efforts, members of the Volunteer Desert 
Water and Wildlife Survey contributed 29 man-days of 
labor and 2,380 vehicle miles to the project. 
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Bighorn sheep shortly after capture. 

SAN GABRIEL BIGHORN SHEEP FIND NEW HOME IN LOS PADRES 

Twenty-one bighorn sheep are roaming through rocky new 
surroundings in the Los Padres National Forest today. 

Beginning Tuesday, December 2, the combined efforts of 
numerous agencies and individuals under the direction of project 
leader Vern Bleich of the state Department of Fish and Game, five 
ram and 16 ewe Nelson bighorn sheep were successfully captured, 
transported and released into historic sheep habitat in Ventura 
County--all within a 16 hour period. 

Bleich said 22 sheep were captured in the San Gabriel 
Mountain's Cattle Canyon of the Angeles National Forest, Los 
Angeles County, Tuesday, and released the following afternoon in a 
rugged, rock filled canyon just north of the Sespe Condor 
Sanctuary. 

Approximately 60 people, many of them unpaid volunteers, were 
involved in the capture effort that began at day break, Tuesday. 

At 9:30 a.m., once the animals had been enticed to a spot 
under a large drop net laced with a mixture of fermented apple 
pulp and alfalfa for bait, the net was dropped and 22 sheep--five 
rams, 17 ewes--were trapped. 

Bleich said the animals were then strapped securely in a 
litter and air lifted a short distance to the project processing 
and base camp by helicopter in groups of two and three animals at 
a time. All except for one magnificent 160-pound five-year-old 
ram with an outstanding rack of horns--he had exclusive 
accommodations for one, for the trip to the processing center. 

At the processing center the animals were inoculated for 
protection against diseases and infection. Each sheep was also 
injected with vitamins, had blood samples and temperature taken 
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and was affixed with an ear tag prior to being loaded aboard a 
specially designed trailor for ground transportation to the Los 
Padres National Forest. 

At sunrise the following day all 22 sheep, each loaded into a 
special holding crate, were again air lifted. This time from a 
base station in Lockwood Valley to their new home in the rugged 
Los Padres National Forest back country. 

Following their release from a temporary holding pen shortly 
after 2 p.m., Wednesday, it was discovered that one animal, a ewe, 
was apparently suffering from stress caused by the capture 
operation. She was easily recaptured by Bleich who had her 
transported back to the base station for emergency treatment 
before shipment to U.C. Davis veterinary facility near Sacramento 
for rest and recuperation. Once the ewe's strength has 
sufficiently returned, she will be released once again. 

The project, a joint effort of the state Department of Fish 
and Game, the U.S. Forest Service, the California Conservation 
Corps, the Foundation for North American Wild Sheep and the 
Society for the Conservation of Bighorn Sheep, had an estimated 
$67,000 price tag, Bleich said. 

....,. 1 

Ly- i!i.Sf1 Funds were provided by the Los Aiigeles 
Commission, the Ventura County Fish and Game Commission and the 
Foundation for North American Wild Sheep. 

Bleich said additional groups of from 20 to 30 sheep each, may 
be relocated to the Los Padres in coming years until a desired 
100-animal population is established. 

Current estimated statewide population is 4,500 bighorn sheep. 

Sheep being carefully weighed 
before release. -27-

Sheep ready to be released into 
new home. 



A careful examination and health 
records are kept on each sheep. 

Sheep are crated and ready for 
release in new area. 
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