Pretty Critters and Ranch Life

Part of the Ranch is dealing with unseemly critters. There is a time of tolerance and keeping them at bay – in city terms keeping them away from the living areas and the calving areas and the sheep corrals.

Each year on our foray into ranch country in Montana I talk with the hunters – one board member and two close friends, all of whom have weathered some tough storms with me and me with them. We talk about the upcoming adventure of going to the ranch

The conversation is about how long it will take to get there – a strait through drive of 13.5 hours if this writer has any influence. As the time of departure nears and we talk via the air waves, there is excitement, dreaming of the biggest trophy of the year and who has the biggest trophy from the past and all that testosterone nonsense.

We talk about whose rifle shoots the farthest and what ammunition to use and who has hand loads and who has store bought ammo. We reminisce about “many shots ridge,” the “two for one shot,” “dead horse gap,” “many horns canyon,” “no shoot em basin’” the missed trophy, the cleanest shot, the green horn friend who blanched after the take and all that stuff.

One of the brothers always talks about a varmint rifle. We use our hunting rifles to terrorize the varmints who decimated the neighbor’s sheep herd and who tore apart Betty’s lamb and generally keep things on edge, on occasion.

The varmint terrorizor always mentions the 22-250. He mentions about the trajectory, the loads and speed of the bullet, the shots from a borrowed rifle in the past. Then of course we talk about the longest shot on a varmint (measured with witness – I hold witnessed and measured distance shot – 525-545 meters – one shot, 15 degree weather, 30 mph wind and no smoke from the writer. The measure was on two sides of a triangle – A2 + B2 = C2)

The fact of life on the ranch is for the most part that if a predator, mainly the coyote, comes too close to the ranch or the young animals it is either terrorized by the rifle shot or eliminated by the rifle shot – depending on the hit or miss factor + distance and speed of the varmint.

Betty tells of the day one of the sheep came walking into the ranch complex by the corral with its intestines hanging out. It had been ripped in the belly by the “romantically characterized, wily coyote.”

We, as trusted friends are given license to open up on the varmints as we see them. Most of the time they are at a distance going full speed in some other direction than coming toward us. Occasionally they play wily and hide in the brush or lay still on a hay mow. When we see them, we launch from the trucks, and open fire. When we miss there is usually a lot of dust or we see and hear the after burners of the coyote cut in. It is amazing the increased speed which is motivated by 160gr bullet @3400fps looking to end the days of terror for the herd.
The other predator which is mostly a nuisance and aggravation to the rancher is the rattle snake. Occasionally a cowboy/rancher-owner tells of high level, adrenalin leap with feet completely off the ground and some instant hyper-ventilating.

Dennis killed two rattlers on his ranch while fixing fence. One they killed when his dad was on his knees setting a fence post down in the breaks. He had gotten down to set the post and adjust some thing or another, looked to his left, saw a rattler coiled two feet from his face, hissing with the tongue, rattling the tail – what happened next was a feat which only the outdoorsman or rancher can appreciate. 

Dad, 66 yrs old and not very agile, exploded out of the kneeling position, launched through the air 15 feet down the hill, and while in the launch from the pad yelled, “SNaaaaaake!”
You probably don’t believe the story about the 15 foot launch from kneeling position, with no time to set up the opportunity to leap. Well, I’ve made the leap and few others have done the same. We are here to tell you; this is not an exaggeration. Only those who have faced this predator within about two feet understand the terror and the response to kill without taking time to discuss the death penalty and whether or not the preservationists will sign the permit to deal with such an event.
The snake missed his face by inches. Dennis came with the shovel and with some shifty moving removed the head. I heard the story on that same day – Sunday – in the evening when I went to introduce myself. “Do you want to see the skin?” So, we moseyed down to the barn. 62 ½ inches with out the head and rattles was the exact measure.

It’s what is called, “short changing time” on the ranch. Dad talked about it the next day, and was in quiet a jovial mood about the “almost.”

Next Sunday during fixin fence time there was another, but not so uncomfortable dispatching of a rattler. This one was lying in the sand and was quickly dispatched into snake heaven. It was 67 ½ inches without the head and tail.

Rummaging around in John’s barns looking for tools and other stuff to use in taking care of the animals I found a flat tin of fairly large dimensions, so being of the curious set, I opened the lid and controlled the “launch from the pad syndrome.” It was filled with rattles from dispatched rattlers and probably contained some interesting stories of “almost got me” stuff.
Three years ago after the, horse dying and rolling over on Dale incident, the coyotes were running rampant on the ranch and terrorizing John’s stuff and generally creating an alarming nuisance. 

So a fact of ranch life is that John called the government hunter to come and dispatch the family of pretty, romantically characterized in music, nasty killers. In two weeks the gov’ment hunter sent in to coyote heaven (for the children) 7 of the critters.

They are pretty and a delight to watch as they hop in the fields to catch the mice and generally play. But there are times in ranch life when they are thinned out. They are allowed to live on the ranch as they add to the way of life and conversations about dinner in the evening.

But there comes a time when the boss says, enough is enough; meaning, the population of nasty critters needs to be reduced. It is most always the course to eliminate the rattler. The den on the side of the mountain is left alone and the den in the monster rocks is left alone.
The predators are always there. No one looses sleep about their presence but all agree to the need – generally – reduce their numbers.

Dennis has some really cool sheep dogs. When they see a coyote, the female runs the coyote away from the sheep and the male runs it into the next county or runs it down and kills it. Last fall, two of the dogs were on John’s property after having run a coyote three miles away from the herd.

We dispatched one of the critters later in the day after the dogs went home.

As a way of life predators are part of the ranch.

When they come close to the herd the owner eliminates them.

When their population increases a gov’ment hunter is contacted to do his thing.

There are always predators on the ranch – you just have to be alert. 

No one winces at the death of a predator.

Most, admire the skill or luck of connecting with one and “putting it out of its misery.”

Death is not a delight, but the knowledge of another varmint eliminated brings smiles.
Death/elimination of the varmint is a responsibility of the rancher or workers on the ranch


-I can’t resist – read Ephesians 4/11-16 and Titus 3/10 – oops and John 10.

Have fun with the application of this article.

Read the NT to find the varmints in the church and around the “ranch.”

PS – It’s not a shame to be sent into highly energized, full blown launch from the presence of the critter. It’s a God given response. Most agree - death to predators. Only those who don’t work the ranch, vehemently oppose this.
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