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TheSheepHerdsandTheirBasqueHerdersonBearCreek
ByJackGoebel

Author’snote:IamwritingwhatIrecallfrom72yearsago,andallmistakesorerrorsoffactsareentirelymine,butjustasI
rememberthem.Also,ImetanumberofBasquementhroughtheyears,andIamsurethatIwillspellalltheirnamesincorrectly,
butIwillwritethemasIheardthemandrememberedthematthattime.)

PartII

(ContinuedfromWinter2017Newsletter)

 Trailing the Sheep

T
hesheepspentthewintersomewhereontheirwinterrange,oftenthebreaksoftheSnakeortheImnahaRiver.
TheBasqueoperationrevolvedaroundCherryCreekandDeadHorseSprings.Inadditiontothebandsofewes,

thesheepmenownedasmallherdoframs,althoughwecalledthembucks.Theyhadabout500asIremember,and
werekeptinpasturesmanymilesfromwheretheewesspentthesummer.Thebuckswerewellfedandfattenedup
fortheirwinter’swork.SometimearoundthefirstofJanuary,allofthebuckswouldbedrivenhomeandmixedin
withtheewesinanticipationofmanylambscomingsometimeinApril.

InthemonthsofJuly,August,andearlySeptember,duringwhichtimeIlivedand
workedwiththesheepinthehighmountains,thosesummermonthswerelikeavacation
fortheherders.Theyoftentoldofthereallylong,hard,miserableworktheyhadduringthe
lambingseason.Thelambscameinlatespringwhentheweatherwasoftencoldandrainy.
Theherderssleptlittleduringthelambingnights,oftenchasingoffnearbycoyotes,helping
youngeweswiththeirfirstlambs,andfeedingtheewesarichandnutritioussupplement
called“peacake,”whichwasshippeduptheSnakeRiveronthemailboattoalanding
downriverfromthemouthoftheImnahaRiver,andthenbymuleovertoCherryCreek.
Itfattenedtheewesandhelpedthemproducemoremilk.Theyalsohadtocatcheachlamb
and“mark”it.Thatmeantasharppocketknifecutoffthetailsandthetesticles.
SometimeinlateMayitwastimetohitthetrail.Someofthespringtrailswerenotorious.

OntheIdahosideoftheriver,thetrailwasalong,hardtwenty-four-mileslog.Oursheep
haditeasier,trailingouttoSledSpringswheretheshearingplantwassetup.Herethewoolgrownduringthepast
twelvemonthswasshornandpackedintobigwoolsacks.Theshearingwasdonebyprofessionalsheepshearers,often
fromNewZealand.Thebestonescouldshearalmost300sheepperday.Itwasbent-over,back-breakingwork.
TheBasquesplannedonthesaleofthewoolinJunetopayalloftheiroperatingexpenses,andthesaleofthelambs

inSeptembertomaketheirprofitfortheyear.Butthis“profit”includedthe“wages”ofthethreeBasqueownerswho
hadjustworkedtwelvemonthstoearnit.Also,theyownedthehomeranchthatprovidedsomehayfortheirmules
andhorses,andtheirsummergrazingwasrentedfromtheU.S.ForestService.Theyalwayshiredafulltimecamp
tenderwhohelpedwitheverythingfrombringinginsuppliesfromtowntoputtingshoesonthemules.

JackGoebelat
StandleyGuardStation
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Branding

Whensheepwerebranded,therewerenored-hotironsrestinginsmallfires,nocowboys(norevensheepherders)
sittingontwohorseswithropesonfrontandbackfeetstretchingoutasheep.Instead,thebrandswerepainted

on.Mostconsistedofasimplecircle.TheBasquesusedblackpaint,thoughtheDonahuebrothersusedgreenpaint.
Asthesheeplefttheshearingarea—aftershearing,theewes’woolwasasshortaiteverwouldbe,sothiswasa
goodtimetopaintonabrand—theywereforcedoutthroughanarrowchutewhereamansatwiththebranding
can.Itwasusuallyjustasoupcanwithholesinthebottomtoallowairout.Hehadanearbypanorcanofpaint
anddippedtheopenendofthecanintothepaintandquicklypresseditontothesheep’sshortwool.IrecallGus
paintingablackcircleaboutthesizeofasoupcanontherightshoulderofeachsheep(onlyadultswerebranded
becausethelambsstayedclosetotheirewes).Thiswasallthatwasnecessarybecausethesheepwereusuallyina
bunch,soyoucouldspotthebrandataglance.

 Bears

Wedidn’thuntbearsunlesstheywere“problem”animals,meaningonethatwaskillingsheeprightnow!We
hadseveralbearskillsheepovertheyears,anditwasquickandsimpletoendthat.Itwouldbeginwithone

oftheherderscomingtobasecampandtellingusthatabearhadkilledasheepandeatenhalfofitduringthenight.
Alwaysitwasonesheeponlyandhalfeaten.Iwouldsaddleamuleandgetoutthebigthirty-two-poundbeartrap
withteethandafifty-poundsackofsalt.Thesaltwastobalancetheothersideofthesaddlewiththetrap.
Arrivingatthehalf-eatensheepIwouldtakemyaxandfallasmalltree,aboutfiveinchesatthebase,andlimbit

outfortenortwelvefeetandthencutoffthetop.Thetraphadaten-footlogchainattachedtothebaseplate,and
ontheendofthechainwasastrongsteelringaboutfourinchesindiameter.Iwouldslipthisringoverthesmall
endofthepoleandslideittothemiddlesoeachendbalanced.Ifixeditinplacewithonefencestaple.
Thebearmayhavekilledshesheepoutintheopenbutalwaysdraggeditbackintoathicketwhereitwouldeat.

SoIcutseveralsmallpolesabouttenfeetlongandmadeaV-shapedenclosurewithitspointagainstatree.Ithen
pulledtheremaininghalfofthesheepbackintothepointoftheVandplacedthetraprightinfront,towardthe
openend.Thepoleenclosureensuredthatthebearwouldnotapproachfromthesidebutratheroverthetrap.
Withthetrapwasalwaysamuleshoeandabigscrewclamp.Iputtheclampoveronetrapspringandscrewed

itdowntight,thenplacedthemuleshoeoverittoholdthatspringdown.ThenIremovedtheclampandputiton
theotherspring,runningitdowntight.Thetrapwastheneasytoset,theclampremovedandusedtoretrievethe
muleshoefromtheotherspring.Nowthetrapwasdangerousandalthoughwewereeighteenortwentymilesfrom
aroad,wealwaysleftthescrewclampandmuleshoehangingonatreelimbrightoverthetrap.Apersoncouldfree
themselvesthatway,althoughwecheckedthetrapmorningandnight.Ibalancedthetrapringsothepolewouldbe
drugsidewayssonobeareverwentbutafewyardsinthepolethicket.Silversalwayshada.30caliberLugerstrapped
onforthefinish.Ithinkwealwaysgotthebearthefirstnight.Theywerenottrap-shyandjustwalkedrightinto
getthesheepmeat.Iwouldguesswegotaboutthreebearseachsummerthisway.

Cougars

A 
bearmightkillonesheepinthreedays,butacougarwould,andoncedid,kill34sheepinonenightandate
noneofthem.Thiswasmyfirstexperiencewithacougar,andithappenedalmostmyfirstdayatStandleybase

camp.SilversandIwereupearly,discussingthebrokenpolesonthehorsecorral,thesheeptobetreatedfor“hoof
rot,”andthetwonewpostsneededforanewhitchingpost,whenoverthehillfromDobbinBasinwesawTony.He
wasinahurry,andweknewsomethingwaswrong.Hetoldusthatacougarhadgottenintohisbandduringthe
nightandkilledseventeensheep.WewalkeduppastthelookouttowerandcouldseedownintoDobbinBasin.It
seemedlikethereweredeadsheepalloverthehillside.WetoldTonytousehisdogsandgatherthescatteredherd
asbesthecould,andwewouldgetbusy.
FirstwesentMackMathenyouttotheothertwoherdstoletGusandRaymondknowwhatwasgoingon.Then

SilversaskedthefireguardtogetWadeHallonthephone.WadewasthelocalU.S.ForestServicerangerandknew
exactlywhattodo.Hecalledtherenownedcougarhunter,AlfredZollman,inJoseph.
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Thebountyoncougarswassixtydollars,andMr.Zollmanwaskillingaboutfortyeachyear,onaverage,along
theSnakeRiverrim.Hesaidthatafteracougarhadfedduringthenightandhisdog“jumped”it,thecougarnever
wentveryfarbeforetreeingorstopping.HecarriedanarmySpringfield.30-06riflebutsaidthathealmostalways
shotcougarswithaColtWoodsman.22pistol.Henevershotforthehead,though,becauseatreedcougarwould
comeoffthelimbscratching,clawing,andthrashing,andhurtanovereagerdogthatrushedin.Instead,heputone
shotintothecougar’sribsandwaitedforthelungstofillwithbloodandforthecattoslipslowlyfromthetreeand
droplimptotheground.Hisdogcouldthenbiteandworrythecatwithoutdanger.Whilehuntinghewould“camp
out”forthreedays,buildingafireunderatreeandcookingcougarmeatforhimandthedog.Thistimewhenhe
wascalled,Mr.Zollmanrelayedbackthathewouldcomeassoonashecould.
Bythatafternoontheothertwoherderswerepresentwithatotaloftwelvedogs.Weinspectedallthedeadsheep.

Theywereeachkilledwithonebiterightbehindthehead.Thecougarbitdownontheneck,killedthesheep,and
wentontothenext.Withtheherdscatteredinthedark,itwasjustlikeacatplayingwithmice.Clearly,itkilledany
sheepthattriedtorunorevenmove.
WemovedthesheepoverintoLakeBasinandhadpeoplesittingonbothridgesallnight,butwhendawncamewe

countedtwenty-twomoredeadsheep.Busycougar.Itwasnotafraidofusorourdogs.Ithinkitkilledthirty-four
moresheepbeforeAlZollmancameridingup,trailedbyhisonebigdog.Whenhelookeddownintothebasin,he
guessedwherethecatwasspendingtheday.Hetookthedogdowntheridgeandbyafternoonhereturnedwith
thescalp.
Thistimehehadnotbeenabletousehispistolonthecougarbecausehere,abovetreeline,therewerenotmany

bigpineswhereacougarwouldtree,sothelargetomhadbackedintoashelteratthebaseofahugecliffandwaited
forthedog.AlhadfinisheditofffromadistancewithhisSpringfieldrifle.Iaskedhowbigitwasandhesaid,“Two
armyrifleslong.”(TwoyearslaterIhuntedwithAlandmydogwithtwoofhis.WechasedcougarsfromBearCreek
overintotheMinam,butthesnowwaswaistdeepandwequit.Inoticedheworehipboots,likeIwouldusewhile
duckhunting.)

Coyotes

T
hecoyotesweremore“pervasive”thaneitherthebearsorthecougars.Theywereeverywhereallthetime.The
sheepmenhunted,trapped,poisoned,andshotthemwhenevertheycould.IftheyweretrappedbeforeJanuary,

theirhidescouldbesold.Inthedayswhenwehadthesheep,therewasathree-dollarbountyonapairofcoyote
ears.Whenthecamptenderwasnotbusyotherwise,hetooktimetokillsomecoyotesusingapoisonguncalleda
game-getter.Thesewereplacedalongatrail,andtreatedwithsomebait,andifthecoyotebitonone,a.38caliber
cartridgeshotadoseofcyanideintoitsmouth.TheherdersdidnotgetmuchsleepinAprilonCherryCreek,with
over3,000eweshavinglambs24hoursofthedayandcoyotesjustwaitingovereverynearbyridgeforafreemeal.

Camp Tenders

T
hebusiestmanandmaybethemostimportantwasthecamptender.ThefirstsummeritwasMackMatheny,
buthedrownedinthespringtryingtocrosstheSnakeRiverinfloodtime.WhileatStandley,thecamptender

wouldsaddlesixoreightmulesabouteverytwoweeksandmakeatriptotown.Well,almosttotown.Silverswould
usethetelephoneintheForestServicecabintoordersuppliesfromShellsMercantile.Thestorewouldboxupthe
suppliesandbringthemouttothebarnofGlenHawkinsonBearCreek.Thecamptenderwouldtimehistripdown
withthepackstringsohecouldloadthemulestherethefollowingdayandheadback.Ifthesuppliesdidnotfillall
thepacksaddles,hejustputonsomefifty-poundsacksofsaltsoallmulescarriedtwohundredpounds.Theymade
thetwenty-miletripbacktobasecampinhalfaday.
WayneWilsonsaidhishorseandmulesmadealmostsixmilesanhourcomingdownempty.Myoldgraymare

seemedtoaverageabouthalfthat,orthreemilesanhour.Waynesaidmyhorsecouldwalkalldayintheshadeof
thesametree.Butshewasverycalmandtrustworthy,somuchsothatonawarmeveningIwouldgotosleepwhile
ridingalongbehindthepackstring.IwenttosleeponeeveningaboutBlazeCampwhileridingtheoldmareand
didn’twakeupuntilwewerebackwiththesheepatStandley.Ihadsleptforfourteenmiles.
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WallowaWagonRoad&TollBridge

A.C.SmithinformsusthatonSaturday,M.B.Reesandhimself,with15inall,willbeginworkonthewagonroad
fromIndianValley[Elgin]toWallowaValley,whichwilltakeaboutamonth.–Mountain Sentinel,June15,1872

OnSaturday,June22of1872wemetthemanofthemountains,A.C.SmithatthemouthoftheMinamRiver[site
ofSmith’sbridge,whichwasunderconstruction],wherehewasencamped.ByfordingtheMinam—atributary
oftheWallowa—atitsmouth,wewereallowedtheprivilegeofclimbingoneofthesteepestmountainsidesitwas
everourfortunetoattempt…Beforeenteringthevalleyandwhileyetonthebrowofoneofthegreatestmountains
[probablytoday’sSmithMountain],wehadthepleasureofwitnessingoneofthegrandestsightsimaginable.There,
hundredsoffeetbelowus,laythegreatWallowaValley,runningalittleeastofnorthbywestofsouth;initscenter
meanderedthepurestofmountainstreams[theWallowaRiver],runningattherateofabouttwelvemilesanhour,
andskirtedwithtimberusualtolowlandsingreatabundance.–Mountain Sentinel,July6,1872

ThegreatbarriertothesettlementoftheWallowa,oneofthefinestagriculturalandstockraisingcountriesonthe
PacificSlope,hasatlastbeenovercome.ThebridgeacrossthegreatWallowaRiverwascompletedandthrownopento
travelonthe22ndofthepresentmonth[February],andthethousandsofmenwhoareheadinginthatdirectionwill
rapidlyfillupandimprove,andthusmaketheWallowaValleyoneofthedesirableplacesinwhichtoliveanywhere
tobefoundbetweentheRockyandCascademountains.Thegradesarestillinneedofsomeimprovements,andas
soonasspringfairlyopensalargeforcewillbesettowork,whichintheshortspaceofafewweekswillmakethis
oneofthefinestmountainroadsanywhereinEasternOregon.

–A.C.Smith,inalettertotheMountain Sentinel

datedFebruary26,1873,publishedMarch8,1873


