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FROM THE CEO

N E A L  W I L K I N S

Ranching for Ocelots?

For East Foundation’s cattle herd, one 
of the measures we track is weaning 
rates– this is a percentage that 
represents number of calves weaned 
per cow exposed. This basic measure 
of reproductive success is one of our 
Key Performance Indicators (KPI), and, 
along with weaning weights and other 
measures, helps us track performance. 
We have had some recent progress 
in these KPIs. Recent rainfall and 
improvements in range conditions 
can account for some of this progress, 
but also important factors are the 
hard work of good herd management, 
stockmanship, and animal husbandry.

Like livestock managers, wildlife 
managers also tend to look at 
reproductive success as an indicator of 
performance. This was on our mind in 
March when a research team captured 
two new female ocelots at El Sauz. One 
of them was pregnant. The pregnant 
cat, fitted with a GPS collar, soon 
concentrated her movements around 
a den site. All evidence is that she had 
kittens. With only about 80 ocelots 
known in the US, the reproductive 
success of even a single ocelot is good 
news. 

Graduate scientists like Jason Lombardi 
and Max Sergeyev are working under 
the leadership of Dr. Mike Tewes of 
the Caesar Kleberg Wildlife Research 
Institute to monitor populations size, 
reproduction, survival rates, habitat 
use, and other factors necessary to 
help conserve and recover ocelots 
across private ranchlands. With about 
35 of these ocelots known to be in, 
or around, the East Foundation’s El 
Sauz Ranch, it is important for us to 
understand what it takes to help this 
species recover. 

ECOLOGICAL FAIRY TALES
I traveled to Kingsville one evening last 
month to the Annual Faculty Lecture for 
Texas A&M University-Kingsville. Having 
sat through what I think is more-than-
my-fair-share of academic lectures, I 
would ordinarily lean toward finding a 
way out of such an event – but not this 
time. The lecture, delivered this year 
by Dr. Michael Tewes, carries some 
prestige and is an honor bestowed on 
an accomplished professor. Mike Tewes 
is a friend, so I might have gone to the 
lecture just because of that – but what 
really cinched it was the topic that Dr. 
Tewes presented. Tewes’ lecture was a 
35-year perspective on the Conservation 
Status of Endangered Ocelots.

Because of his vast on-the-ground 
experience with ocelots (and other wild 
cats), Mike does not need to rely on 
abstract concepts to get his point across. 
This is just another way of saying that he 
made his topic interesting and he got to 
the point. Throughout the last 35 years, 
Dr. Tewes has been on the front lines 
of ocelot research and conservation. 
In the process he has developed some 
professional opinions that deserve to 
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Cows and calves on the San Antonio Viejo Ranch 
in early 2019.© Wyman Meinzer
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PROJECT PROFILE

Scat Sampling for Cats in  
South Texas

Genetic monitoring can help answer 
tough questions about wildlife 
populations. Scats (animal fecal 
droppings) are a noninvasive source of 
DNA that can be efficiently sampled over 
large areas compared to other sampling 
methods, particularly for carnivores 
that are elusive and difficult to capture. 
Our objectives were to determine 
the feasibility of sampling scat along 
unpaved ranch roads to detect and 
estimate abundance of ocelots and 
bobcats in South Texas because 
ranching and wildlife go together.

What we did:

• Collected carnivore scats from 21 
miles of unpaved roads for 14 days 
during spring 2016 and 10 days 
during winter 2017 on the East 
Foundation’s El Sauz Ranch

• Used mitochondrial DNA 
sequencing to determine the 
species that deposited the scat

• Deployed 28 camera stations during 
spring 2016 and winter 2017 in the 
area to detect wild cats

What we found:

• We collected 172 scats during our 
road surveys and identified 154 scats 
to species

 o 81 coyote scats

 o 72 bobcat scats

 o 1 badger scat

 o 0 ocelot scats

• We captured six photos of ocelots 
during our study period, confirming 
that ocelots occupied the area 
during scat collections

• Unpaved road surveys yielded an 
average of 3.5 bobcat scats per day, 
which was double the amount of 
bobcat photos per day
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be heard. I won’t try to summarize them 
here, except to just give two direct 
quotes from Tewes:

“Ocelot conservation has been ineffective 
and feckless over the past quarter 
century.”

When addressing whether past 
efforts have achieved effective ocelot 
conservation: 

“We must discard the ecological fairy 
tales and conservation charades.” 

If you are interested in reading for 
yourself Dr. Mike Tewes’ 35-year 
perspective, you can find it here:

https://www.ckwri.tamuk.edu/sites/
default/files/37th_annual_faculty_
lecture_-_michael_tewes.pdf

Going forward, Tewes concludes 
that ranchers are essential for ocelot 
recovery; but moreover, he concludes 
that ocelot recovery requires that 
ranchers take leadership. 

Seems like lots of work to be done here.

The elusive bobcat makes its home on the East 
Foundation Ranches.

© Wyman Meinzer
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R A C H E L  F E R N

Distribution of individual bobcats identified by 
microsatellite genotyping analysis of scat samples. 
We identified 20 individual bobcats, identified by 
number, including 12 females and eight males on the 
East Foundation’s El Sauz Ranch in Kenedy and Willacy 
counties, Texas in 2017.

Rachel is a Texas native originally 
from Fort Worth. She began 
college as a musical theatre 
major and it took a full year into 
her time as an undergraduate at 
Texas State University to realize 
her calling to the natural sciences. 
In love with all things ‘birds’, 
she quickly involved herself in 
undergraduate research mapping 
urban Western kingbird nesting 
in San Marcos. Her interest only 
broadened and upon graduating 
she began her master’s in marine 
biology at Texas A&M University-
Corpus Christi. Here, her research 
encompassed broad topics from 
ecotoxicity of oil spill dispersants 
to larval crustaceans, oyster reef 
restoration, Texas bay scallop 
aquaculture, to breeding success 
of terns and skimmers on restored 
marsh and spoil islands. From 
there she took an opportunity 
with Florida Atlantic University 
as the senior avian biologist 
monitoring wading bird colonies 
in Lake Okeechobee and the 
Everglades in south, central 
Florida.

Texas called her back and she 
returned for her PhD at Texas 
A&M University working with 

What this means:

• Road-based scat sampling was an 
efficient way to obtain DNA from 
bobcats

 o Sampling time was about four 
hours per day with one observer 
and utility vehicle

 o The frequency of encounter for 
bobcat scat was 5.8 miles per 
scat

• Lack of ocelot detections, despite 
their presence, suggests that ocelots 
do not use unpaved roads for scat 
marking and that road-based scat 
sampling was not effective for 
ocelots

• Future research should explore the 
use of scat-detecting dogs to aid in 
locating ocelot scats and latrine sites

Partners: Caesar Kleberg Wildlife 
Research Institute at Texas A&M 
University-Kingsville and Welder 
Wildlife Foundation; Daniel R. Taylor 
is the lead author on this manuscript.

East Foundation on advancing 
techniques in species distribution 
models for birds in a managed 
rangeland setting. The breadth 
of data available through the 
East Foundation’s long-term 
monitoring program was crucial 
in developing novel techniques 
to predict the presence and 
absence of the bird and bat 
species of south Texas. The 
data were so comprehensive, it 
allowed for proper calibration 
of remotely-sensed vegetation 
indices that may substantially 
reduce processing time and 
field-collection efforts in the 
future. These new approaches 
produce more accurate and 
cost-effective models that 
help inform management of 
species distributions under 
various grazing regimes, land-
management practices, and 
climatic changes.

In her own words:

“The opportunities provided 
to me by East Foundation 
not only exposed me to new 
challenges and settings, but 
also shaped my perspective of 
ecological sustainability in a 
managed rangeland. My work and 
experiences with East Foundation 
on the San Antonio Viejo Ranch 
gave me the belief and hope that 
ranch operations that benefit 
people can also benefit the wild 
species that share that space.”
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RANCHER RESOURCES

Innovations in Water Technology 
Over Time — Transitioning From 
Wind to Solar
Technology innovation has been a 
hallmark of water production for 
thousands of years. For example, people 
have harnessed the wind since early 
recorded history. Wind propelled boats 
along the Nile River as early as 5,000 
B.C., and helped Persians pump water 
and grind grain between 500 and 900 
B.C. The use of windmills spread from 
Persia to the surrounding areas in the 
Middle East and were used extensively 
in food production. Eventually, around 
1,000 A.D., wind power spread north 
to European countries such as The 
Netherlands, which adapted windmills to 
drain lowlands in the Rhine River Delta.

In the 1850’s, Daniel Halladay and John 
Burnham established the U.S. Wind 
Engine Company. They manufactured 
the Halladay Windmill specifically 
designed to pump ground water in the 
American west. The invention of steel 
blades in the late 1880s made windmills 
more efficient and affordable. Over the 
next 100 years more than six million 
windmills were erected across the 
United States.

In the Wild Horse Desert region of deep 
south Texas; where surface water is 
scarce, windmills have provided a means 
to capture groundwater and sustain 
life for people, livestock, and wildlife 
alike. With names that tell a story like 
Leoncitos, San Eduardo, and Cabeza de 
Toro, they have become landmarks and 
part of the culture with some producing 
in the same location for nearly 100 
years. 

Windmills still provide water to 
significant portions of our ranches. 
For years they have been the 
only option in remote areas of 
the San Antonio Viejo or Buena 
Vista ranches where electricity is 
not available. With the passage of 
time these windmills have become 
increasingly difficult to operate 
as the skills needed to maintain 
them have slowly faded from 
the workforce. Few options are 
available to replace windmills as it 
is cost prohibitive to run miles of 
electric lines for a small number 
of electric pumps. With the recent 

T O D D  S N E LG R O V E

expansion in technology for solar panels, 
solar powered pumps offer an intriguing 
option for replacing windmills. Until 
recently, solar powered water wells have 
not been cost effective. 

Much of the cost in a solar system 10 
to 15 years ago was not the pump and 
motor but rather the solar panels. 
They were expensive to manufacture 
and inefficient meaning you needed 

more panels to generate the power 
demands of the pump. Technology 
advancements in manufacturing have 
driven the price down significantly. 
In addition, they are more efficient 
and capable of producing electricity 
on overcast days or in partial shade. 
Innovations such as this have enabled 
us to start replacing older, high-
maintenance windmills with solar 
solutions.

Solar powered technology is evolved 
to the point to where we can even use 
solar powered pumps in high volume 
applications. For example, in 2016 on 
our Coloraditas Grazing Research and 
Demonstration Area we developed 
two high-volume solar wells. 

The Halladay Windmill was built to swivel to face 
changing winds and its angled blades to adjusted its 
speed mechanically, responding to the power and 
direction of the wind without the help of people.

Windmills not only provide water, they are used as 
landmarks throughout the East Foundation Ranches.

© Wyman Meinzer

Solar panels are used to create high-volume solar wells 
that can reliably handle peak demand.
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Utilizing a network of pressurized 
water lines, we were able to retire 
four windmills and add two additional 
troughs where we had poor water 
distribution. Since installing, these 
systems have proven to be capable of 
handling peak demand and reliable. 

With the success of this project we 
now evaluate maintenance records 
of windmills on an annual basis, 

identify those that are becoming cost-
prohibitive to maintain, and develop 
plans for replacing them with solar 
powered systems. As has been done for 
centuries before us, we will continue 
to be innovative in the way we manage 
our water resources. Evaluating new 
technologies and utilizing those that 
work best for us.

EDUCATION EXPORT

A Successful Semester with Our 
Land Stewardship Ambassadors
T I N A  B U F O R D

That is a wrap! Land Stewardship 
Ambassador’s inaugural class has 
graduated! East Foundation created the 
Land Stewardship Ambassador program 
in a partnership with the Witte Museum. 
Our goal is to increase awareness of land 
stewardship principals, promote civil 
engagement in today’s youth and inspire 
students to take action. 

The program is a 10-week course for 
high school students chosen through 
a rigorous review process. We started 
with two cohorts, 30 students total 
meeting simultaneously, half from San 
Antonio and half from Laredo. Each 
week the students were assigned a topic 
related to natural resources and given 
different mediums (readings, videos, and 

podcasts) to understand the subject. 
Weekly curriculum topics include: 

• History of natural resource 
conservation

• Watershed basics and the 
relationship between land 
stewardship and water quality and 
quantity 

•  Principals of wildlife management 
and the conflicts that exist between 
our basic needs and those of wildlife

• The economic engine behind 
managing for food, fiber, water and 
wildlife 

• Human dimensions of land 
stewardship: social attitudes, 
processes and behaviors

• Present policies that influence how 
we manage our natural resources 
along with how to become an 
advocate for our natural resources

• Importance of gender and ethnic 
diversity in those who utilize our 
natural resources and those who 
manage them. 

During each discussion, students were 
asked to identify a quote within the 
mediums assigned and explain its 
relevance to land stewardship and their 
life. 

An exciting component of the program is 
that students from diverse backgrounds 

S E R G I O  VÁ S Q U E Z

Sergio Vásquez is a native Texan. 
He was born in the Rio Grande 
Valley and grew up in Los Fresno. 

Sergio is the Fleet Mechanic for 
East Foundation. He is primarily 
responsible for maintaining and 
repairing a variety of equipment, 
and machinery including vehicles, 
tractors, mowers, trailers, spray 
equipment, power tools, and 
other ranch equipment. 

Prior to joining East Foundation, 
Sergio served in the United States 
Army for 13 years. He attended 
Texas State Technical College for 
an Associate of Applied Science 
in Automotive Technology, 
and St. Philip’s College for an 
Associate of Science in Mechanical 
Engineering. In his spare time, 
Sergio enjoys fishing and cycling. 
He and Matt Robinson, the East 
Foundation’s Security Manager, 
founded the San Antonio Viejo 
Bike Club. 

Graduates of the inaugural Land Stewardship 
Ambassadors class pose at the East Foundation 
Education Pavilion with their completion awards.
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can learn from, and inspire, one 
another to think critically about how 
we care for the land. Following eight 
weeks of discussions both cohorts 
convened during weekend site 
visits to the Witte Museum in San 
Antonio and the San Antonio Viejo 
ranch near Hebbronville. There, both 
groups participated in activities that 
complemented the course curriculum 
along with team-building exercises. 
Concluding the course, students were 
challenged with giving a presentation 
to a public audience on the relevance 

of land stewardship within their 
communities. 

The East Foundation’s education 
program is based on the idea that an 
educated public understands the real 
value of wildlife conservation, along 
with the public benefits of ranching 
and private land stewardship. Our 
partnership with the Witte Museum to 
create Land Stewardship Ambassadors is 
an excellent example of how we take an 
idea and make it a reality.

East Foundation Ranch Manager Gilly Riojas talks to Land 
Stewardship Ambassador students during their visit to 
San Antonio Viejo Ranch.

RANCH REPORT

Calving Season
G I L LY  R I OJ A S

Spring and summer are a busy time for 
ranches across the state. It’s no different 
at the East Foundation Ranches. At the 
beginning of April, we started weaning 
fall herds across our ownerships. We 
worked almost 1,200 cows in 30 days. 

During our weaning season we focus on 
preparing our calves for the next phase 
of their life either as a feeder animal or a 
potential replacement cow. Part of that 
process includes pregnancy checking 
the cow herd. Pregnancy checking 
allows us to check the cows for gestation 
stage and treat them with their annual 
vaccinations and check teeth and horns. 
We also check udders and milk bags, 
and we cull based on age or condition. 
We closed out the breeding season with 

an 86% breed up on mature cows, 82% 
breed up on heifers of second exposure, 
and weaning weights of 517 for the 
steers and 493 for heifers. The cow 
herd is in good shape to get through the 
summer. They’ll be ready to start calving 
again in September.

Weaning is one of my favorite times 
because it is equal to a farmer harvesting 
their crops. Now that we have finished 
up weaning season, we will begin to 
transition to our branding season. We’ll 
work our spring herds and El Sauz over 
the next 45 days. We will work close to 
1,500 spring cows and mark and brand 
all their calves. 

On May 4th the Land Stewardship 
Ambassadors came to the ranch to take 
part in some hands-on activities. I had 
the privilege of getting to talk to the 
class about cattle management. I was 
amazed at how prepared the students 
were and the level of questions that 
they asked about cattle and ranch 
management. 

These students give me great hope for 
the future of land and natural resource 
management. They will be better 
prepared due to their development at 
such a young age. It was great to get to 
talk with them and it is always great to 
see kids that are so focused and excited 
about their future.

A bird’s-eye view of El Tigre Windmill on the San Antonio Viejo Ranch.
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Upcoming
Events

MAY 5 - 6
Land Stewardship Ambassadors 
at the San Antonio Viejo Ranch. 
Twenty-six high school students 
successfully completed the 
10-session program.

MAY 8
The San Antonio Chapter of The 
Stewards of the Wild luncheon in 
San Antonio.

MAY 16
Lone Star Land Steward Awards in 
Austin.

MAY 28 - 31
13th Biennial Western Association of 
Fish and Wildlife Agencies Deer and 
Elk Workshop in Marfa.

JUNE 5 - 6
Professional Advisors Meeting at the 
San Antonio Viejo Ranch.

JUNE 7 - 11
Texas Bobwhite Brigades in 
Coleman. Andrea Bruno is 
volunteering as a covey leader.

FIELD OPERATIONS REPORT

Teamwork Makes The  
Scheme Work
C H R I S  H U F F

I’ll start this article with the greeting that 
Robert and Lica East would use when 
they would call me at 6:00a.m. 

We sure do need a good rain, don’t we? 

Yes, we are getting dry and the high 
winds we’ve been having isn’t helping 
the situation. Oh well, this is nothing 
new for South Texas ranchers. After all, 
we are situated in the Wild Horse desert. 
The good news is the weather people 
are forecasting a wet May. That will sure 
help things.

TEAM WORK
Matt Robinson, our Security Manager, 
is one of those hardworking employees 
that you wish you had a few more just 
like him. He takes care of his assigned 
duties and then helps everyone else 
accomplish theirs and he is not afraid of 
manual labor.

As Matt mentions in the article after this 
one, his most recent project that he’s 
taken on is assisting the cowboys with 
the capture of wild cattle. He’s been 
working closely with Timo Rodriguez. 
To appreciate this new project of Matt’s, 
you have to understand that Matt speaks 
very little Spanish and Timo speaks no 

English. In any case, they communicate 
with each other whether it’s through 
sign language or just using a couple of 
words that they both understand.

When Matt heard that Timo was having 
problems trapping some wild cattle, he 
placed one of his security cameras at 
the entrance of the water lots and when 
he saw a cow enter the trap, he would 
call Timo. This worked fine for traps that 
were close to the SAVR headquarters 
but Timo didn’t have enough time to 
respond to the traps that were further 
away from headquarters. Matt doesn’t 
like to be outsmarted, especially by a 
cow. Matt went online and came up 
with a trigger mechanism that could be 
activated by using his cell phone. He 
ordered the parts and came up with 
a design for his new high tech catch 
gate. He is now able to see (via remote 

camera) the cow enter a water lot 
past his catch gate and then he dials 
up the appropriate phone number 
and activates the trigger and the gate 
slams shut behind the cow. He now 
calls Timo via cell phone and tells 
Timo, Una vaca - Casa Verde and Timo 
travels to the site and loads up the 
cow. Of course the cows are usually 
not too friendly when Timo arrives.

It’s very refreshing to see individuals 
like Matt and Timo take pride in their 
work and overcome obstacles such 
as language barriers to accomplish 
a common goal like catching cattle. 

Thank you guys for setting the example 
for the rest of us.

Matt and Timo aren’t the only team 
players; Sergio and Rafael repaired the 
Reverse Osmosis system together, Trey 
and Matt constructed a skinning rack at 
El Sauz to assist with nilgai harvests, and 
Matt and Rafael worked together to clear 
up a site for a new Historical Marker.

Security Manager Matt Robinson, always working hard, 
never hardly working. 
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Upcoming
Events

JUNE 11 - 13
Southeastern Wild Turkey Group 
Meeting in Jackson, Tennessee. 
Landon Schofield is scheduled to 
present.

JUNE 18 - 19
Board of Directors Meeting in San 
Antonio.

JULY 11
Texas Wildlife Association 7th 
Annual Private Land Summit in San 
Antonio.

JULY 11 - 14
Texas Wildlife Association Annual 
Conference in San Antonio. East 
Foundation will staff a booth.

JULY 23
Texas Mutual Annual Safety Meeting 
at the San Antonio Viejo Ranch.

JULY TBD
Oso Bay Wetlands Preserve in 
Corpus Christi. Landon Schofield is 
scheduled to present.

HAND DUG WELLS
We recently had an accident on the 
San Antonio Viejo where a person fell 
into a hand dug well. As a result of this 
event, we worked with our cowboys 
and helicopter contractors to record all 
known hand dug wells in an effort to 
avoid any future accidents by securing 
the wells with fencing and signage in 
English and Spanish to provide notice 
of dangerous conditions and no access 
areas.

SECURITY REPORT

Red Neck Tech
M AT T  R O B I N S O N

The East Foundation has some pastures 
that are very large – some over 5,000 
acres and most with very thick brush 
making it difficult to gather all of the 
cattle. The cowboys feed cubes to train 
the cattle to come to a siren that is 
blown when feeding. Many of the cattle 
are gathered in this manner. Helicopters 
and cowboys on horseback are used to 
push those that do not come to the siren 
to the pens, but there is usually still a 
percentage that is left behind. Trickier 
tactics are required to get the remaining 
cattle. 

All of the East Foundation properties 
are located in arid country. This allows 
the ranch hands to fence off all or most 
of the watering holes in a pasture. One 
watering area gate will be left open to 
draw in the remaining thirsty cows. For 
years, the cowboys have checked for 
cow tracks at the gates of the “water 
traps.” They check to see how many 
cows are coming to the trap and try to 
eventually figure out what time they are 
showing up. Eventually they figure out 
a general time the cows are coming to 
drink, so they know when to hide in the 
vicinity and watch. Many hours were 
spent watching for the cows to come to 
water- sometimes late into the night. 
When the cows finally go in to drink, the 
cowboy would spring from his hiding 
place and shut the gate.

I had a couple of extra security 
cameras and volunteered to help. I 
set up cameras near water trap gates. 
When the cows entered the trap, the 
security camera would send a picture 
immediately to my phone. With this 
picture dated and time stamped, it is 
easy to know when to wait in the area 
to trap the cows. When a picture of a 
cow is sent to my phone, either I will call 
a nearby cowboy to shut them in or go 
do it myself. Then I hope that the next 
picture I receive will look like this.

Although this method was working well, 
after doing this a few nights, I thought 
there still had to be a better way. After 
some internet searching, I found hog 
trappers were using remote triggers to 
shut trap doors on hog traps. After some 
engineering and brainstorming, our team 
came up with a remote control, portable 
gate system. 

Now we can sit at home at night 
watching TV and catch wild cows. When 
the security camera sends a picture of a 
cow entering a water trap, all I have to 
do is call the gate on my phone, which 
causes the trigger to trip and release 
the spring-loaded gate. The gate closes, 
trapping the cows inside. I admit I am 
not much of a cowboy and a bit lazy, but 
I am happy to do my part catching these 
crazy yet smart cows. It is sometimes still 
a chore to get crazy cows out of the trap 
and into the trailer. The real cowboys will 
have to continue to handle that!

Get out and enjoy the outdoors but pay 
attention to your surroundings. As you 
know, there are a lot of things out there 
that can bite, stick and sting you and 
after reading this article you should be 
aware that there could also be some “pit 
falls” out there that could ruin your day.
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EAST FOUNDATION  
DOWNS AND UPS
A research project on coyotes is being 
conducted on San Antonio Viejo that 
requires some coyotes to be radio GPS 
collared. The coyotes are being caught 
by netting them from a helicopter. The 
helicopter aircrew locates the coyote, 
the net gunner deploys the net, and 
the helicopter ground crew grabs the 
netted coyote and detains the coyote 
for the research team to measure, take 
data, and collar the coyote. The coyote 
is then released, a little disoriented, but 
unharmed. Although this story is mostly 
about the helicopter ground crew, Joe 
Gonzalez, it is a testament to the quality 
of people involved in this project and 
East Foundation. 

Joe Gonzalez is a unique individual, as 
exhibited by a story told to me by Dr. 
John Tomacek. Recently, the helicopter 
crew was chasing a coyote attempting 
to deploy the net. The net was fired, 
but the coyote escaped just before Joe 
arrived. Joe continued pursuit of the 
coyote on his four-wheeler. Just as the 
coyote entered a thorny brush thicket, 
Joe jumped from his four-wheeler and 
dove head first into the thicket right 
behind the coyote. All that could be 
seen was Joe’s lower body sticking out 
of the brush. After a few seconds, Joe 
backed out holding a biting, snapping, 
and growling coyote by the scruff of the 
neck. He said, “Would somebody please 
get a rope on this !@#$ coyote?” Well… 
that’s Joe.

The following is the information I 
gathered after a coyote-trapping 
incident. I wasn’t there, so some of the 
information may not be exact, but I feel 
it is very close to what actually occurred.

The coyote team was deployed in a 
remote area of the San Antonio Viejo to 
catch and collar coyotes. The helicopter 
crew saw a coyote run into a thick, 
brushy area. Joe slowly worked his way 
into the thicket on his four-wheeler in 
hopes of flushing the coyote into the 
open. As the helicopter flew over, Ryan 
Barfield, the net gunner, noticed Joe’s 
four-wheeler was starting to fall into a 

hole that was covered with vegetation. 
Ryan said Joe fell into the hole, four-
wheeler and all. It turns out that the hole 
was an old hand-dug water well that 
nobody knew existed. Joe and the four-
wheeler fell over 35 feet to the bottom 
of the well. It was unknown at the time, 
but two large boulders caved in on top of 
Joe also. 

Charles Short, the helicopter pilot, 
relayed to the researchers on the 
ground that Joe had fallen in a well 
and to go try and help him. The first 
researchers to reach the well site 
looked into the well to see if Joe was 
alive. Joe is known for his colorful 
cowboy language. It was very clear 
from his choice of adjectives that he 
was alive and he wanted out of the 
well. Since the well was so deep, it was 
going to take ropes to get him out. 
Charles and Ryan jumped back into 
the helicopter to fly to headquarters 
to find some ropes. 

Dr. Tomacek remembered that he 
had some rope and chains in his truck, 
parked nearby. He sent researchers 
to get what they could. They rigged 
a harness-seat and lowered it to Joe, 
who was able to sit in the harness. Joe 
was able to walk up the wall of the well 
as a UTV slowly pulled him up and, 
eventually, out of the well. Joe was 
bleeding badly from his head and one 
of his arms. He was quite bruised up as 
well. 

One of the researchers is a veterinarian 
and had some first aid knowledge. 
They sat Joe down to further assess 
his injuries. In the meantime, Charles 
and Ryan came swooping back. They 
decided the quickest way to get Joe to 
the hospital was in the helicopter and 42 
minutes later were landing next to the 
Halo landing pad at the Alice hospital. 

Back at the accident site, another 
possible problem had been found: there 
were at least five rattlesnakes at the 
bottom of the well. So, Joe was also 
looked over for snake bites. Luckily, he 
was not bitten, just quite banged up. 

Joe and I talked on the phone later. 

Although I knew he was hurting, he was 
in good spirits and ready to get back to 
work. Joe and I decided that, although 
we would never want this to happen to 
anyone, it was lucky it was him. With his 
years of hard outdoor work, his fitness 
level and, most of all, his hard head, he 
was able to survive what might have 
killed someone else. 

I would like to commend everyone 
involved for their handling of this 
incident. Everyone was calm, efficient, 
and professional and I am proud to be 
associated with such quality people. 
Below is a list of the Joe Gonzalez rescue 
team.

Air Crew

Charles Short - Pilot 
Ryan Barfield - Net Gunner

Research Team

Dr. John Tomacek 
Justin French 
Zach Johnson 
Dr. Carlos Gonzalez 
Jaime Cooper 
Matt Hewitt 
Dr. Dana Karelus 
Hannah McKenzie 
Dr. Walt Cook 
Chase Nunez 
Logan Thomas 
Kelly Head

We are thankful for all of the folks who 
worked together to make sure Joe was 
able to receive the medical attention he 
needed.

Weeks later Joe was back to work and in good spirits at a 
deer capture at El Sauz.


