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ening relationships, all in a fun & relaxing environ-
ment.   Did I mention we will be auctioning a 2yr old 
bull from the legendary Caprock Canyon bison herd?  
The winning bidder will be leaving Bandera with a big 
smile on their face.  We hope to see you there. Regis-
ter here: https://texasbison.org/
 TBA Forum Website (Tribe)

In between our face-to-face conference meetings, we 
have created another way for TBA members to commu-
nicate with other TBA members – the online TBA Fo-
rum website.  This forum is a way for TBA members to 
ask fellow members questions, share successes, request 
information, sell & buy bison, etc.   If you are a TBA 
member, you can get involved by visiting this website: 
https://texas-bison-association.tribe.so/
 Fall Conference

Our 2021 Fall Conference in Bryan / College Sta-
tion was very successful, with over 60 people in atten-
dance and included 2 ranch visits.   We are currently 
planning our 2022 Fall Conference and will be coming 
out with details soon.   Details will come out first on 
the TBA Forum website, followed by an announce-
ment in the Bison Briefs newsletter.  

 As we on the board were spending countless hours 
putting together this edition of the Bison Journal and 
planning the upcoming Spring Conference, we felt a 
sincere gratitude to former TBA presidents and board 
members that have made the TBA the great organiza-
tion that it is today.  We also appreciate the numerous 
members that have been so active in the TBA for 
many years, giving their time and money to an organi-
zation they love to help bison thrive in Texas. I would 
also like to thank my fellow board members for their 
huge time investment in creating this edition of the 
Bison Journal.  We hope you enjoy reading it.

As a conclusion to this letter, I want to reiterate that 
we on the TBA board are here to serve the TBA mem-
bers, so please let us know what we can do to help you 
be more successful bison ranchers.  As ranchers, we 
work like it depends on us and pray like it depends on 
God.   I hope to see you at the next TBA Conference.

From the President

I am honored and 
humbled to serve as 
the current Presi-
dent of the Texas 
Bison Association. 
The TBA Board’s 

top priorities are to make certain that the TBA pro-
vides the highest level of value to each of our mem-
bers and sponsor partners; and, to provide education, 
to provide assistance, and to foster relationships that 
will result in raising the healthiest bison possible.   

In the 2022 / 2023 Texas Bison Journal we believe 
you will find articles that will feed your passion for 
bison.  This past September, I had the pleasure of 
attending BisonFest in the town of Quitaque and vis-
iting Caprock Canyon to see the official bison herd of 
Texas.  I encourage you to visit the herd this fall and 
attend BisonFest 2022.  In this edition you will hear 
more about the wonderful story behind this legendary 
herd, and about its creation by Charles & Mary Ann 
Goodnight, and from Donald Beard who is the current 
caretaker of the Caprock herd.   Additional articles 
include discussions on bison health, caring for orphan 
calves and bison handling facilities.  

As I have traveled around Texas and talked with 
fellow bison ranchers, prospective bison ranchers 
and those fond of our national mammal, it galvanized 
my belief that we need ways for the TBA community 
to easily gather and connect.  Our semi-annual con-
ferences and the TBA members only forum website 
(Tribe) allow us to be accessible to one another and to 
network, and to learn from each other.  
Spring Conference

The TBA 2022 Spring Conference will be held in 
the “Cowboy Capital of the World”, Bandera, TX June 
3rd – 5th.   The fabulous Flying L Ranch Resort will be 
the host site for our Saturday conference which will 
be preceded by a Friday evening social event at TBA 
members Ann & Russell Hevenor’s bison ranch in 
Bandera.   The conference will provide a great oppor-
tunity to gain knowledge while building and strength-

Grillin’ & Chillin’
Greetings from my back porch while grilling bison burgers

Howdy Texas Bison Association members and fellow bison enthusiasts!

https://texasbison.org/
https://texas-bison-association.tribe.so/
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The Texas Bison Association 
works to promote and preserve Texas bison 
through leadership, education and building 
public awareness for the bison ranching and 
meat industry. Founded in 1994, the  Tex-
as Bison Association provides assistance 
in raising and producing bison among our 
membership. TBA also promotes the  

nutritional health aspects of the North American Bison to consumers. 
The TBA welcomes anyone with an interest in the preservation,  
promotion and production of the North American Bison. 
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At one time, 30 to 60 million bison roamed the 
North American plains. Early Spanish explorers in 
Texas, including the Coronado expedition, said they 
were as numerous as “fish in the sea.” 

The vast herds weren’t in danger of extermination 
until professional hide hunters arrived on the plains. 
With their superior weaponry, they could kill over 
100 bison at a time.  Thus began the “great slaughter.” 
From 1874 to 1878, hunters decimated the great 
southern bison herd. Estimates from 1888 were that 
less than 1,000 head of bison remained in North 
America. 

Towards the end of the great slaughter, a handful of 
people worried about the fate of the bison and began 
the difficult task of saving them. These people took 
on the care of orphaned calves and started their own 
herds. 

Mary Ann Goodnight urged her husband Charles 
to capture some orphan calves from the southern herd 
in 1878. The Goodnights raised the bison calves on 
the JA Ranch as the nucleus of the Goodnight Herd, 
which soon grew to over 200 head. 

The descendants of these animals now constitute 
the Texas State Bison Herd. The Goodnight Herd and 
four other herds provided the foundation stock for 
virtually all bison in North America today. 

Genetic testing by the Texas Parks and Wildlife 
Department discovered a rare genetic marker 
revealing that the herd was perhaps the last remaining 
group of southern plains bison. 

The JA Ranch donated the herd to Texas Parks 
and Wildlife. The state moved the herd to Caprock 
Canyons State Park in 1997. Unique not only in 
its historical importance but also in its rare genetic 
makeup, the herd is now the Official Bison Herd of 
the state of Texas. 

In January 2022 the Texas Bison Association was 
able to purchase a 1.5yr old bull from the Caprock 
Canyon herd and will offer this bull for auction during 
the June Spring Conference in Bandera. 

In January, this bull was provided with vaccinations 
and weighed 718lbs.   Since January he has been 
hosted at Central Texas Buffalo Ranch, owned by 
TBA President Ed Mountain.   We are looking forward 
to this magnificent bull to finding a new home with an 
excited TBA member.  

We hope you enjoyed the overview of the Caprock 
Canyon bison and will join us in Bandera to learn 
more about this legendary herd.  Until then, we hope 
you enjoy these pictures of the Caprock Canyon bison 
bull that will find a new home in June. 

Caprock Canyon Legendary 
Bison Herd 
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treating the bison herd at the Lucky B Bison Ranch for 
about 10 years.  Dr. Glade emphasized the importance 
of fecal testing and demonstrated how basic testing can 
be completed at home by TBA members. TBA member 
ranchers, Joe Adams, Joe Graham, Sidney Blankenship 
and Donald Beard, shared their strategies on how 
they treat, or don’t treat, their bison for parasites.  It 
magnified the art and the science of bison health and 
demonstrated there is not a one size fits all solution to 
bison health. Also related to bison health, TBA Board 
Member, Steve Unger showcased his Pneu-Dart dart 
rifle and discussed the role his rifle plays in providing 
timely injections to his herd. Amy Alexander of Vital 
Wildlife explained the benefits of the bison handling 
solutions provided by Vital Wildlife, including alleys, 
squeeze chutes, and panels.   

The Chris Batten Agency (CBA) & Nationwide 
discussed the importance of having proper insurance 

This was an action packed TBA meeting.  With 
60 people in attendance, there was great energy, 
compelling presentations and awesome Q&A 
opportunities.  Not to mention this conference provided 
TWO ranch visits.  As one attendee told me, “this was a 
great meeting with a lot of meat on the bone”.  A large 
part of the success of this meeting is attributed to the 
hosts of the conference, Joe Graham of the Wildhorse 
Ranch along with Beverly Brown and Donnis Baggett 
of the Lucky B Bison Ranch.  I would also lik e to 
thank our TBA Sponsors; Harper Cattle (Gold), Chris 
Batten Agency (Silver), Pneu-Dart (Silver), Vital 
Wildlife (Bronze), Buffalo Wool and Herd Wear 
(Conference).  Without their financial partnership, it 
would be difficult to hold meetings like this one.    

 A great presentation on bison health and parasite 
control was given by Dr. Michael Glade, Veterinarian 
and owner of Boonville Animal Hospital, who has been 

2021 TBA Fall Conference Summary
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 Yes 26
 No
Would you like additional information?
 Yes 17
 No 8
Was the presentation on Insurance Needs and 

available Protections informative and applicable to 
your operation?

 Yes 20
 No 5

Lucky B Bison Ranch 

Was the visit to the ranch and tour helpful and 
provide useful information?

 Yes 27
 No 0
Was the panel of Bison ranchers helpful and 

provide useful applications for your circumstances?
 Yes 25
 No 1
 Which rancher’s strategy most closely reflects your 

strategy and practice?
 Joe Adams 2
 Joe Graham 7
 Sidney Blankenship 2
 Donald Beard 4
 Donnis/Beverly 1
 No Bison Yet 4
Overall, how would you rate this TBA Fall Meeting?
 A (90 – 100% useful) 24
 B (80 – 89% useful) 1
 C (70- 79% useful) 0
 D (y’all just wasted my time) 0
Summary of feedback from conference attendees, 

what did you enjoy most: 
Excellent atmosphere, far better than at a hotel 

venue, more meetings in this area, it was a great 
experience, enjoyed the food and information, first-
time attending and I learned a lot, presentations and 
food, great networking atmosphere, great weekend, 
both ranches looked great, good job getting them 
ready for the conference, hosts were friendly, 
ambience and food were amazing, love the building 
of the community and opportunity to obtain contact 
information, really liked the roundtable discussions 
held by experienced bison ranchers, hearing about was 
is successful and not was very informative, well put 
together, practical and valuable info, really enjoyed 
tours through the facilities, thanks for the range of 
issues covered, especially for Lucky B and Wildhorse.

coverage for your ranch property and bison.  During 
the Q&A portion of the discussion, a TBA member and 
bison rancher revealed he recently had a bull shot and 
killed and received compensation from Nationwide for 
the shooting. The perpetrator is still at large.  

Dr. James Derr of Texas A&M and some of his 
students gave an insightful presentation and discussion 
on how they have identified the albino gene.  It was 
exciting to see so many young people involved in 
several bison studies underway at Texas A&M. 

Certainly one of the highlights of the meeting was 
the walk thru of the handling facilities at both the 
Wildhorse Ranch and the Lucky B Bison. Based on 
feedback, many of the new TBA members, especially 
those new to bison ranching, found the handling 
facilities walk through to be incredibly valuable.  

We would like to conclude once again by thanking 
our meeting hosts, sponsors and attendees for 
participating in a great 2021 Fall Meeting.  I would 
like to call out our TBA Board Members, Lauren 
Dobson, Ron Miskin, Tony Braddock, Tom Stamp, 
Steve Unger and Joe Adams for all their hard work in 
putting this conference together.   The Vice President 
of the TBA, Ron Miskin, prepared amazing lunch and 
dinner meals at both ranches.  Thank you Ron!

We hope to see y’all at future TBA Conferences. 

2021 Fall Meeting – attendee Survey Results

We conducted a post – Spring Meeting survey of 
the approximately 60 attendees, below is a sample of 
the 27 responses we received

Wild Horse Ranch:

Was the visit to the ranch and tour helpful and 
provide useful information?

 Yes 27
 No 0
Was the Private Herds & Regenerating Bison 

Legacy interesting?
 Yes 25 
 No 2
Would you be interested in more information?
 Yes 22
 No 3
Did the Bison Health presentation (Parasites, 

General) provide useful information?
 Yes 26
 No 1
Was the presentation on Bison DNA and the Albino 

gene informative?
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we have some healthy babies born in the spring and 
early summer here.”

This spring the project may welcome as many as 
eight new babies into the herd.

In 2020, the Conservancy made it a priority to 
return a number of buffalo back to Indigenous nations. 
The Conservancy works with the Tanka Fund, which 
financially supports the transfer. Both organizations 
work with local nonprofits or tribal governments on 
the transfer: So far, 12 nations have received buffalos 
through this partnership.

“The buffalo helped to maintain the health of the 
prairies and the grasslands because they’ve been there 
traditionally, and the grazing behavior is important to 
promote natural biodiversity,” Suzanne Scott, state 
director for the Nature Conservancy in Texas, said. 
“They’re critical to the health of a variety of species 
and plants.”

Before colonization, millions of buffalo roamed 
the Great Plains. They were important to many 
Indigenous nations for cultural and practical reasons, 
providing food, leather, and fur.

In Texas, hundreds of thousands of buffalo 
were slaughtered in the 1870s and 1880s so the 
transcontinental railroad could be completed, virtually 
exterminating them from the state. The only buffalo 
that remained were protected on government property 
or private ranches.

“I felt so much healing and strength from being 
with the buffalo,” Contreras said. “If I feel this way, 
I know many other people that are part of the buffalo 

The Texas Band of Lipan Apache recently 
welcomed several bison home to their native lands in 
Waelder, Texas (Photo/Courtesy Claire Everett/The 
Nature Conservancy)

Lucille Contreras made her way back into her 
home after spending the morning with the recently 
rematriated buffalo in early February. Five buffalo 
were returned to Lipan Apache lands in Texas through 
a program by the Nature Conservancy that has given 
270 bison back to Indigenous nations throughout the 
country.

“It feels like the prophecies of our ancestors are 
being fulfilled by the rematriation of our relatives and 
reconnecting with each other as Indigenous people 
here in Texas,” Contreras said. “It feels like answers to 
prayers.”

The five buffalo joined the herd of four that call 
the Texas Tribal Buffalo Project home in Waelder, 
about 80 miles east of San Antonio. When the buffalo 
were introduced to one another, they were initially 
separated to ensure that the two herds would come 
together harmoniously and there would be no conflict. 
The buffalo almost immediately broke through the 
barrier separating them and created a herd of nine.

Want more Native News? Get the free daily 
newsletter today.

“We currently have… one bull and eight females,” 
Contreras said. “Every day I spend time with these 
bison. I can tell you, I see a lot of low bellies on the 
females. It’s so exciting. Such a blessing. Praying that 

Five Buffalo Returned to Lipan Apache LandsFive Buffalo Returned to Lipan Apache Lands

The Texas Band of Lipan Apache 
recently welcomed several bison home 
to their native lands in Waelder, Texas. 
(Photo/Courtesy Claire Everett/The 
Nature Conservancy).

https://nam12.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fbit.ly%2FNNONewsButton&data=04%7C01%7C%7C60b66c928cd24cd54caa08da07c5d66f%7C84df9e7fe9f640afb435aaaaaaaaaaaa%7C1%7C0%7C637830843542307326%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000&sdata=Yl0JrLcvrBulaKUwhqTE36aYVp%2BA4WdCyTJS%2BydNiEE%3D&reserved=0
https://nam12.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fbit.ly%2FNNONewsButton&data=04%7C01%7C%7C60b66c928cd24cd54caa08da07c5d66f%7C84df9e7fe9f640afb435aaaaaaaaaaaa%7C1%7C0%7C637830843542307326%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000&sdata=Yl0JrLcvrBulaKUwhqTE36aYVp%2BA4WdCyTJS%2BydNiEE%3D&reserved=0
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“Our programs are not specifically for the Lipan 
Apache, but also to include other Texas Indigenous 
groups who have similar experiences,” Contreras said. 
“The Lipan Apache consists of many various bands 
and clans, but we are still one nation growing together 
in our unity.”

With lots of prayers and offerings, Contreras chose 
77 acres in Waelder, where the herd of buffalo now 
roams. The goal of the Texas Tribal Buffalo Project is 
to heal intergenerational trauma by helping Indigenous 
people of Texas reconnect with the buffalo. The 
project invites any Indigenous person from Texas to 
come and visit with the buffalo.

“We always welcome and invite folks to come 
out here and visit and spend time with the buffalo,” 
Contreras said. “That’s truly the best medicine I feel. 
These bison are the number-one stewards of the land, 
and we can learn a lot from them.”

The Nature Conservancy has more than 6,000 bison 
that roam 113,000 acres of land in ten different states. 
It is the largest private buffalo herd in the country. To 
ensure the lands the buffalo reside on remain healthy, the 
buffalo herds have to be managed, and surplus buffalo 
are sold. The profits from the sale of 1,500 buffalo a year 
go back into local conservation efforts and the operating 
budget for local chapters of the Conservancy.
This article was first published by Native News 
Online. Used with permission.

nation back home, here in Texas, could benefit from 
reconnecting with the buffalo as well.”

Before becoming the founder and CEO of the 
Texas Tribal Buffalo Project, Contreras worked in the 
information technology sector for 27 years. During the 
pandemic, she didn’t feel safe at work, and worried 
about catching COVID-19. So she left her job to 
pursue a new passion.

For six years, Contreras lived on Oglala Lakota 
lands in Porcupine, South Dakota, and there she 
connected with the Knife Chief Buffalo Nation 
Society, a nonprofit that is “committed to caring 
for members of the buffalo nation as relatives and 
learning from them.” This is where she learned, 
from caretaker Edward Iron Cloud III, how to care 
for and maintain a buffalo herd. For three years, an 
application for a U.S. Department of Agriculture 
“Beginning Farmer and Rancher” loan sat on her desk 
before she finally submitted it.

In August 2020, she applied for a loan and was 
granted one. Contreras began looking for land to 
purchase on the traditional homelands of the Lipan 
Apache Band. The Lipan Apache Band of Texas are 
not state or federally recognized. They have their own 
officials and enrollment, with 745 members, according 
to their website. The Lipan Apache Band is separate 
from the Lipan Apache Tribe of Texas.

https://nam12.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.texastribalbuffaloproject.org%2F&data=04%7C01%7C%7C60b66c928cd24cd54caa08da07c5d66f%7C84df9e7fe9f640afb435aaaaaaaaaaaa%7C1%7C0%7C637830843542307326%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000&sdata=LvuC4fJ4cjHlJCGBa5Sk553%2BQHOZqwFf2AyVemZA3KY%3D&reserved=0
https://nam12.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.knifechiefbuffalonation.org%2Fabout&data=04%7C01%7C%7C60b66c928cd24cd54caa08da07c5d66f%7C84df9e7fe9f640afb435aaaaaaaaaaaa%7C1%7C0%7C637830843542307326%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000&sdata=bDVBG22P09OwZmwHip7ffrU%2FgYJxJaMCciXzwWf8FnM%3D&reserved=0
https://nam12.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.knifechiefbuffalonation.org%2Fabout&data=04%7C01%7C%7C60b66c928cd24cd54caa08da07c5d66f%7C84df9e7fe9f640afb435aaaaaaaaaaaa%7C1%7C0%7C637830843542307326%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000&sdata=bDVBG22P09OwZmwHip7ffrU%2FgYJxJaMCciXzwWf8FnM%3D&reserved=0
https://nam12.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.farmers.gov%2Fyour-business%2Fbeginning-farmers&data=04%7C01%7C%7C60b66c928cd24cd54caa08da07c5d66f%7C84df9e7fe9f640afb435aaaaaaaaaaaa%7C1%7C0%7C637830843542307326%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000&sdata=bdWYV4CfubCH6BuU4b9PNhbZb9IPTaqWw39xMDi0%2B%2FM%3D&reserved=0
https://nam12.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.lipanapachebandoftexas.com%2F&data=04%7C01%7C%7C60b66c928cd24cd54caa08da07c5d66f%7C84df9e7fe9f640afb435aaaaaaaaaaaa%7C1%7C0%7C637830843542307326%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000&sdata=uCzxn6TVyeJAXOny6oH3jcfCpidkrPXVhIsWT8PGL0c%3D&reserved=0
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initiatives the members would like to see the 
board focus on in 2022.  

To conclude the meeting, TBA board member 
elections took place with Tony Braddock and Steve 
Unger being elected as new board members.   Like 
many TBA members, both Tony and Steve are 
relatively new to raising bison and will be very 
valuable members of the board. The TBA would 
like to thank Paul Gengler and Chris Pogue for their 
dedication, insight and participation while serving 
on the board. We hope to see Paul and Chris at future 
TBA events.

After a great bison dinner, prepared by the Fort 
Worth Radisson, it was time to move on to the annual 
fund-raising auction.  TBA members generously 
donated many fantastic auction items for this fun and 
exciting event.  We had numerous attendees buying 
the donated items, including the nice folks from 
Harper Cattle.  

Because of the superb work of Auctioneer, Dave 
Carter, and the generosity of kind-hearted TBA 
attendees we were able to meet our fund-raising goals 
allowing the TBA to continue its passion of educating 
ranchers and ensuring Texas has a growing number of 
healthy bison herds.

We all owe a debt of gratitude to our sponsor 
partners - Harper Cattle (Gold), Chris Batten 
Agency (Silver) and The Buffalo Wool Company 
(Conference), without them we could not hold 
valuable events like this.

After not holding any in-person TBA meetings in 
2020, it was fantastic to assemble the TBA mem-
bership body once again with an in person gathering 
of people passionate about bison!  We were able to 
ditch the facemask, shake hands, hug old friends and 
meet new friends excited about bison.  We had a good 
turnout with lots of conversation, interaction and 
laughs. Thank you to the speakers for sharing their 
wisdom with the attendees.  Agenda topics included: 

 •  National Bison Association update from Dave 
Carter, NBA Executive Director.  

 •  Jeff Martin provided an update of research 
happening at the Center of Excellence for Bison 
Studies at South Dakota State University.  

 •  Ron Miskin, TBA Vice President, provided a 
demonstration of the new TBA Members Only 
Online Forum website.    We encouraged, and 
continue to encourage, TBA members to use 
this website to communicate with other TBA 
members in between our conferences.   You can 
get involved by going to this website: https://
texas-bison-association.tribe.so/     

 •  Judith McGeary, of the Farm & Ranch Freedom 
Alliance, provided a timely update regarding 
the ongoing challenges of the meat processing 
industry.   

 •  Chris Pogue led a thought-provoking discussion 
around the topic of Bison Marketing.  

 •  The TBA board hosted an interactive discussion 
with the conference attendees about what 

2021 TBA Spring  
Conference Summary 

https://texas-bison-association.tribe.so/
https://texas-bison-association.tribe.so/
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2021 Spring Meeting – attendee Survey Results

We conducted a post – Spring Meeting survey of the approximately 50 attendees,  
below is a sample of the 13 responses we received
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Most of them had two things in common, an 
abandoned calf on their hands and being unprepared 
for this situation. Combining gathered information 
with our own experience and the extensive research I 
have done, I feel that I can offer some good advice on 
how to prepare for and deal with a situation like this.

Some bison producers let their bison calve the 
natural way, that is on their own. They do not venture 
into the calving pastures but just count their calves in 
the fall. There is nothing wrong with this method. The 
cows would rather be left alone and for the most part 
can handle calving all by themselves. By using this 
method you must accept some death loss of calves and 
perhaps even the occasional cow. We like to check our 
herd carefully at least twice a day. We do this mostly 
with the truck and strong binoculars. Watching the 
miracle of birth and those first attempts at standing 
and sucking is truly a wonderful experience.

In the wild, bison are programmed to be survivors. 
The first rule of nature is survival of the fittest. Twins 
are rare in bison and often one of the two is stronger, 
making it dominant at feeding time. A bison cow 
normally only has enough milk for one calf, so both 
are compromised when it comes to competing for 
the limited milk that mom is able to offer. Often 
one calf won’t get quite enough and will begin to 
fall behind, while its sibling grows stronger. It may 
take only a few hours or it might take a few weeks, 
but the usual scenario is that one calf is left behind 
as a meal for the predators. In the confined pastures 
of a ranch, the likely hood of a cow raising twins is 
perhaps somewhat higher than in the wild. From our 
research we have found that most abandoned calves 
are twins. Are twins more common today? I don’t 
know, I suspect that we are discovering more twins for 
a couple of reasons aside from there being more bison. 
Firstly, we producers are checking our herds more 
closely than before, so perhaps we discover the twins 
before the coyotes do. Secondly, we are more careful 
with the bison’s nutrition and health care and this too 
might contribute to more twins.

It should be noted that you should check carefully 
any set of twins. If they consist of one bull calf and 
one heifer calf in a set of twins, then you will have 

By Peter Haase, Buffalo Horn Ranch April 2000, ap-
peared on Bison Producers of Alberta website https://
www.bisoncentre.com/   Re-printed by permission

This spring we were triply blessed with a set of 
triplet bison calves. Actually it was something of 
a mixed blessing getting three heifer calves and 
then being confined to the ranch with the numerous 
feedings. We have some experience working with 
abandoned calves over the past three years with mixed 
results and one of our foundation cows is bottle raised.

The birth of the first recorded bison triplets 
has given us a great deal of publicity in numerous 
newspapers, magazines and on two national television 
networks. Perhaps someday they will even be in the 
Guinness Book of World records. With the publicity 
our babies have also become the poster girls for 
“Brown’s Bison Milk Replacer” a new product that 
is now becoming commercially available. We were 
fortunate in that many experienced bison producers 
were able to give us advice on how to raise these girls 
properly.

The extensive publicity has also led to at least a 
dozen bison producers calling us to ask for advice. 

Dealing with Orphan  
and Abandoned Calves

Meet Reaganne and Dr. Clifford Dorn. Reaganne was 
delivered by caesarian section from a sick mom in 1999. 
She was bottle fed by TBA Member Beverly Brown of the 
Lucky B Bison Ranch in Bryan, Texas.

https://www.bisoncentre.com/
https://www.bisoncentre.com/
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already had a two week old calf. The new mother 
was frantic looking for her calf and the other cow 
was running around with two calves. After about 30 
hours she didn’t want anything to do with this calf 
and abandoned it. We grabbed her at that point, gave 
it colostrum and bottle raised it for three weeks before 
she died of Navel Ill. The colostrum we gave her was 
too late and did nothing for her immune system. The 
mother of this abandoned calf found another heifer 
calving about the time that we grabbed her calf. She 
bonded with the new calf and this calf sucked on his 
‘twin’ mothers all summer. The lesson here is that the 
calf must have colostrum in the first 6 to 12 hours or 
its chances of survival are slim. Another note here, 
we have a five year old bottle raised cow that we 
purchased as a calf. One thing that she really lacks 
is mothering ability. She never licks off her calf, nor 
does she look out for it very well. Fortunately she has 
had two very persistent calves who have done very 
well despite the short comings of their mother. There 
is more to being a mother bison than instinct, there 
must be something learned as well.

Another situation that can occur is when the 
previous calf crop has not been weaned or the weaned 
calves are put back with the cow herd in the spring. 
Last year’s calf will still hang out with the mother and 
when the new calf is born, one of two things might 
occur. The yearling will take up nursing again and 
push away or even kill the new calf. The mother will 
not pay attention to the new calf and walk away with 
its yearling offspring. Or finally the yearling bulls or 
two year old bulls may run the cow away from the 
calf because they are confusing the smells of calving 
with the smells of a cow cycling and try to breed her, 
sometimes killing the calf in the process.

A neighbor once gave me some good advice. He 
said, “If you are in the livestock business, the best 
way to make money is to be there during calving.” 
As bison producers we are often complacent about 
our duties as managers during calving. There are 
many myths and misconceptions that we have all 
heard about bison. They have some truth to them, but 
some I feel are overblown by some producers to sell 
their stock. We have all heard statements like; “you 
just count your calves in the fall”, or “you only have 
to check your cows on Sundays” or “you just have 
to sit on the hill with your binoculars and count all 
your money”. Calving difficulties are rare with bison, 
especially if you manage your genetics and nutrition 
properly.

what is known as a Freemartin. A Freemartin is a 
heifer calf that was twinned with a bull calf. While the 
calves are developing in the uterus there is an excess 
of testosterone in the womb from the bull calf. This 
causes changes in the development of the female. 
Outwardly she may appear to be normal, however her 
reproductive system is not properly developed and in 
at least 98% of the cases in beef, probably similar in 
bison, they are infertile. It would be unethical to sell 
a Freemartin as a breeding animal. The second major 
cause of abandoned calves is with heifers. Mothering 
ability is partially inherited and partially learned. It 
seems that some heifers will walk away from their 
calves, not knowing what to do with them. Other times 
a heifer will clean off her calf and when it comes time 
to suck she will kick at the calf. Perhaps her udder is 
tender or ticklish and the unfamiliar sensation causes 
her to kick her calf away. Cattlemen have been dealing 
with this for years and by putting the mother is a head 
stall they are able to get the calf on the cow. With 
bison this would be much more difficult. As bison 
producers we often brag that calving problems are 
rare which they seem to be. What we do often see are 
mothering problems. I like to say that with bison we 
have fewer problems, but when we have a problem 
it is often more difficult to deal with. From the many 
producers that I have talked to it seems that if the 
heifers have not been in a herd with other cow/ calf 
pairs since weaning their mothering ability is lower.

We had a situation with our second calf ever 
being born. This calf was born at night and in the 
confusion of 60 heifers, all but one without a calf, 
the heifer calf bonded with the one young cow who 

Reaganne in the backyard, where she lived for her first 4 
months.
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herd settles down. You should now 
take the calf back to the farmyard 
and put it into a covered pen or 
stall with fresh, clean bedding. 
Make sure the rails are covered or 
narrow enough so the calf cannot 
get its head through. The first thing 
that we do is to ear tag the calf, 
give it a shot of 1ml of vitamin 
A & D and 1 ml of vitamin E 
and Selenium. To prevent it from 
getting navel ill, we swab the navel 
with a liberal dose of iodine.

The next step of the process is 
to get a warm meal of colostrum 
into the calf. The sooner after birth 
the calf receives this the better are 
its chances of survival. We always 
try feeding with a bottle first. For 
newborn and very young calves 
we find that a 1 litre pop bottle 
with a soft nipple is easier for the 
calf. When the calf gets older you 
can switch to the bigger and firmer 
nipple of beef calf bottle. If your 
calf won’t take that first drink from 

a bottle then you will have to feed it from a stomach 
tube. This can be a tricky process if you have never 
done it before. Get a cattlemen neighbor to help you if 
possible. Most of them have lots of experience at this. 
It may take two people to hold the calf as even young 
bison calves are exceptionally strong. I like to coat the 
tip of the tube with Vaseline to make it slip in easier. 
The tube must go down the left side of the throat into 
the stomach. Insert the tube fully before you begin 
feeding.

There are two types of feeders commonly available. 
The best is a Springer Magrath Fluidfeeder which has 
a bladder shaped bottle and slightly flexible tube. The 
beauty of this unit is that the tube flexes slightly as it 
goes innd is easier to insert. The other good feature 
is that the bottle is at the end of the tube. If you get 
the tube in all the way the bottle will be at the calves 
mouth. If the calf begins to struggle you can let go 
of the bottle and the flow stops immediately. There is 
another style of feeder that is commonly available. It 
consists of a large bag with a rigid stomach tube at the 
end of a long hose. We have found these difficult to 
insert because of the rigid tube. The second problem 
with these is that if the calf begins to struggle the tube 

But calving and mothering problems happen. If you 
are not there to check you must accept the fact that 
you will loose the occasional calf and perhaps even a 
cow now and then. When you discover that you have 
an abandoned calf, you as a responsible livestock 
manager must do something. I heard of one producer 
who dealt with an abandoned calf by knocking it over 
the head and leaving it for the coyotes. He couldn’t 
be bothered with an abandoned calf. I would express 
my opinion on this practice, but this is a family 
magazine and my words would be inappropriate here. 
If you suspect that you might have an abandoned calf, 
prepare to act quickly. The first few hours are crucial. 
Watch it for a while to make sure that the mother isn’t 
coming back to it. We have found that generally if you 
have to grab a calf it is best with two people in a truck. 
Drive slowly between the calf and the herd or distract 
the herd with some feed. One person must then grab 
the calf. The calf will begin to beller which will have 
the whole herd running towards you. It is best to take 
the calf into the cab and turn up the radio. The herd 
will search the area around where the beller came 
from and generally not relate it to the truck. You may 
need to drive around the pasture a few times until the 

Today Reaganne is 22 years old and has become the star of the Lucky B Bison Ranch.
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sell excess colostrum frozen in one litre bags for a few 
dollars. Brown’s Feeds also makes a dried form that 
can be reconstituted in warm water. Thaw the frozen 
colostrum in warm water, do not use the microwave as 
this might destroy some of the antibodies.

After feeding colostrum for the first day or two you 
can switch over to milk replacer. Traditionally lamb’s 
milk replacer was used as it was closer to bison milk 
in its levels of fat and protein than beef milk replacer. 
When the triplets were born we contacted Brown’s 
and they began packaging Bison Milk Replacer for 
general merchandising. Brown’s has been making 
the bison milk replacer for five years and it has been 
shipped to Wood Buffalo National Park. This is being 
used in the Wood Bison Recovery Program, where 
bison calves are kidnapped at birth and bottle raised in 
the hopes of one day building a disease free herd for 
the park. I think that the Brown’s Bison Milk Replacer 
will be a great benefit for the growing bison industry.

We began feeding four times a day giving each 
calf about 1/2 to 1/3 litre at each feeding. After a 
few weeks we slowly increased the feeding volume 
and dropped back to three feedings a day. At about a 
month of age we were feeding two litres twice a day. 
We continued this level of feeding until the heifers 
were four months of age and then slowly working 
up to six litres until they were about six months old. 

Browns had suggested we feed 10% of 
body weight, but we felt that this was 
too much feed. I think that over feeding 
is more likely to cause problems than 
under feeding slightly. The result was 
that the triplet calf that was on our cow 
Nakimu weighed 460 lbs at weaning 
and her two sisters averaged about 370 
lbs. We bottle fed the girls for the entire 
time. This is more natural and it avoids 
the pot bellied look that is often the 
result of pail feeding calves.

Getting the calves onto dry feed was 
a bit of a challenge. Within a few days 
they were nibbling on a few blades of 
grass. By June they were eating quite a 
lot of grass. They had a large play area 
with lots grass to grow up in. I always 
had some grain available for them and 
would put some into their mouths after 
a feeding, but they never really took 
to it. I had tried Brown’s milk frosted 
flakes, oats and Co-op calf pellets. They 

may come out partially before you can stop the flow. 
The fluid may enter the lungs and the calf will drown. 
This happened to us with a weak calf. We found a 
three day old calf in the pasture that was extremely 
weak and seemed to be dehydrated. We grabbed it 
and after trying the bottle with no success we tried 
to administer an electrolyte solution with the tube 
feeder. Partially into the feeding the calf got a burst of 
energy and in the struggle the feeder pulled out. It is 
a sickening sound to hear that gurgle come from the 
calves lungs. You know that in trying to help the calf 
you have drowned it. My recommendation is that if 
you do not have a tube feeder, buy a Magrath feeder. 
If you have one of the bag type feeders, throw it out 
and buy a Magrath feeder and learn how to use it.

Colostrum is the first milk produced by the cow. It 
is highly nutritious and contains the antibodies that 
will build the immunity in the calf until it develops 
it’s own immune system. The calf stomach will only 
accept the antibodies during the first few hours of life. 
It is vital to get one or two litres of colostrum into the 
calf during the first 12 hours. After 24 hours it is just 
about worthless as far as antibodies goes. I would still 
feed it as you have to keep trying. The best colostrum 
for a calf is that of his mother or another cow in your 
herd. Since this is near impossible to obtain you 
should stock up on an alternative. Most dairies will 

Reaganne and TBA Member, Donnis Bagget, cheerfully greet visitors to the 
Lucky B Bison Ranch.
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would occasionally nibble on these, but never really 
ate much. In September we bought a newly weaned 
Appaloosa Filly. We put her in with the heifers. 
The filly was getting some oats which we coated in 
molasses. The girls watched her eat this and then 
began stealing some of these from her. I then began to 
put molasses on their oats and they took to them. We 
then began to decrease the amount of milk replacer 
down to one feeding a day. With this they were 
hungry enough to go onto the grain ration. We then 
slowly decreased the amount of milk replacer until 
they got only a taste. Finally we had them weaned. In 
the future I would try to get the calves onto dry feed 
sooner as it is less labor intensive and less expensive. 
It is probably not cost effective to raise a bull calf on 
milk replacer until it is six months old. These girls 
being the first recorded bison triplet heifers were 
something special and we wanted to do things right 
for them.

Bison are a herd animal and it is important that they 
have social interaction with other bison. If I ever have 
another orphan I will either look for another orphan 
calf to act as a playmate for it or give my calf up to 
someone who does. Another option that I considered 
was getting a diary bull calf to raise with the heifer 
when I only had one. It is also important that they get 

some exercise so running around with them keeps 
their spirits up. I would be careful how much I do this 
as it is easy to get the bison too tame. We find that 
they are difficult to move when they get older as they 
are not afraid of you.

We have a bottle raised cow that we bought as a 
weaned calf. She is a pet that I don’t trust any further 
than I could throw her. She is always being picked on 
by the other cows and recently she put me over the 
fence. I certainly would not want more than a few bottle 
raised bison in my herd, let alone a whole herd of them. 
They are potentially more dangerous than a wild bison. 
They are just as strong and not afraid of you.

We debated on how we would get the girls back 
into the herd. One rancher raised his orphan in with 
his yearling heifers, another put his back in with his 
herd of first calf heifers. They didn’t have problems. 
Another rancher put the calf that was bottle raised 
by their children back into the herd in the fall only to 
have it killed by the herd. Hearing this we decided to 
keep ours separate until we weaned the other calves. 
We did let them have nose to nose contact through a 
page wire fence over the summer and fall.

It was interesting because we first captured Moon 
Shine at about three hours of age. She bonded with 
us and became more human than bison. Moon Beam 

was not abandoned until she 
was about 36 hours old. She had 
already become one of the herd. 
She would never let us just touch 
her unless she was being fed. 
Moon Beam would be over at the 
fence grunting at the other bison 
while Moon Shine could care less 
when they came around. When 
we finally did put them back in 
with the other calves we first let 
them in a pen with about four 
calves. They promptly took them 
on and beat them up. We let them 
in with ten more and they beat up 
the biggest bull calf. Once they 
were in with the whole group of 
60 calves they took everyone on 
they could. Within a few days 
they settled down to being the 
bottom of the pecking order and 
now stay somewhat off to the 
side of the herd. Moon Shine Meet Reggie from the 777 Bison Ranch in South Dakota.  Reggie was an orphan calf 

and was bottle fed. He is now 5 years old and back with the herd.
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must be treated with high doses of antibiotics. Consult 
your vet as soon as you suspect such an illness. Navel 
ill is highly fatal.

Pneumonia is another serious threat to young 
calves especially if they received inadequate 
colostrum. Moon Beam had two serious bouts of it 
in her first month of life. At about four days of age 
she went off her food and refused her bottle. When 
this happens take note as it is often the first sign of 
illness. It may also be that you are feeding her too 
much and if she takes her bottle a few hours latter 
then you should back off on her feeding a bit. We 
noticed first that she did not want her bottle. She was 
breathing very quickly so we took her temperature 
104.8 F. Her sisters temperature for comparison was 
102.5 F. We contacted our vet and he recommended 
3 cc’s of Synergistin for five days. Within hours her 
temperature went down and she began to eat again, 
often finishing her bottle ahead of her sister. At about 
16 days of age Moon Beam was again off her food, 
she was lethargic and didn’t have any spunk. The vet 
recommended that we treat her with 3 cc’s of Nuflor 
for five days. She was up and down, sometimes she 
would eat, sometimes she wouldn’t. After several days 
of not eating much we decided that we would offer 
her the bottle every six hours, if she refused it more 
than once we would tube feed her. We tube fed her 
for several days every 12 hours always offering her 
the bottle every six first. After more than a week of 
this she took her bottle and sucked it dry and never 

still comes up to me with her 
sister in tow. The third triplet 
doesn’t recognize her sisters.

Anytime you have calves 
you might have some 
illness. We are fortunate 
as bison ranchers that we 
have an animal that has a 
strong immune system and 
rarely do we have to treat 
sick bison. Calving on open 
clean pastures in late April 
and May also contributes to 
healthier calves. Abandoned 
calves are at a disadvantage 
because of their situation and 
the lack of bison colostrum. 
It seems to be more likely 
that they are susceptible to 
more illnesses than their siblings in the pasture. The 
following are some of the most common illnesses that 
you might run into:

Scours and Coccidiosis can be a problem for 
calves. Keeping them in a clean dry area will help 
to reduce the chances of this. As a preventative we 
mixed one teaspoon of diatomaceous earth in with 
the milk replacer each day. A charcoal Coccidiosis 
bolus is an effective treatment. An easy way to 
administer this is to grind it up and mix it in with the 
milk replacer. Scours can also be treated by adding 4 
oz of frozen colostrum or 2 tbsp. of dried colostrum 
into milk replacer. This will act as a probiotic to 
protect the stomach from the bacteria. It won›t give 
any antibodies but will coat the stomach. A calf 
with severe diarrhea may become very dehydrated. 
It should be fed one litre of electrolyte solution and 
a few hours later given another litre of the solution 
along with any treatment it might require.

Navel Ill can also be a serious threat to a newborn 
calf. This is commonly caused when bacteria enter the 
body through the navel before it heals up. It is easily 
preventable by swabbing the navel with a generous 
dose of Iodine solution and keeping the calf in a 
clean and dry environment. It may also be caused 
by bacteria entering the body through the digestive 
tract. The symptoms of navel ill include, convulsions, 
arthritis, pneumonia, peritonitis and diarrhea. It is 
most common in calves that have received little or no 
colostrum. As death will often come within 12 hours it 

Reggie being bottle fed by Cody Smith of the 777 Bison Ranch.
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onto the abandoned calf and let the cow try to sniff 
it. If you can get the cow into the corral you might 
have better luck. After she has accepted the calf you 
must separate her and cut the old hide off the calf. 
This is probably easier in the corral, but might still be 
possible in the pasture. This would be the best solution 
for the cow and the calf.

Several weeks before calving you should assemble 
some of the supplies that you might need. These 
would be standard items in a cattlemen’s calving kit 
and should be for every bison producer’s kit. Frozen 
dairy colostrum or dried colostrum, electrolyte 
solution powder, Iodine Solution, Vitamin A & D, 
Selenium & Vitamin E, a Magrath Tube Feeder, milk 
bottle and nipple, Brown’s Bison Milk Replacer and a 
good antibiotic such as Synergistin or Nuflor (consult 
your veterinarian about these). Hopefully you will 
never need these, but if you do, it will likely be late 
in the evening or early Sunday morning when all of 
the stores are closed. I would like wish everyone a 
successful calving season. I hope the information 
here might be helpful to you should you ever be 
unfortunate enough to have an abandoned calf. There 
are skills that every herdsman should have and we as 
responsible bison producers need these just like our 
cattlemen neighbors.

missed a feeding afterwards. Persistence had paid 
off. A word of caution is that you should consult your 
veterinarian about any antibiotic program before you 
start treatment for any serious illness.

In the future I might consider drafting the calf onto 
a Jersey cow. I am told that the rich milk of a Jersey is 
similar to a bison and this calf will do well on it. We are 
raising a few Highland cattle as a hobby and I would 
run the pair with them. This I feel would be the next 
best solution. The calf would receive the next best feed 
and care to what it would receive from it’s own mother 
or another bison cow. What I have been told though is 
that these calves are afraid of other bison because they 
think they are cattle. Some producers have also raised 
their calves on goats. These nannies seem to adopt them 
well, but it becomes a challenge when the calf gets 
bigger than the goat. It is also important to have the 
goat tested for various diseases.

The most important health issue is MCF. This is 
a disease that is carried by sheep and goats and is fatal 
to bison. This is something I definitely do not want 
in my herd and for this reason I would not consider a 
goat to nurse the calf. I have heard of drafting a calf 
onto another bison who has lost her calf. This can be 
done by skinning out the dead calf, paying careful 
attention to keep the navel on the hide. Tie this hide 
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Texas A&M University 
Diagnostic  

Parasitology Lab 
The Parasitology Diagnostic Laboratory within the 

Department of Veterinary Pathobiology at the Texas 
A&M University College of Veterinary Medicine 
and Biomedical Sciences serves anyone, from the 
Texas A&M Veterinary Medical Teaching Hospital 
to producers, including private practitioners, zoos, 
and government or industry. The Diagnostic lab 
has been offering expert knowledge and service for 
nearly 40 years, providing accurate results in a timely 
manner. Our mission is to help our clients determine if 
parasites are a problem for their patients, pets, herds, 
or flocks. Whether it be companion animals, exotics, 
livestock, or wildlife, we offer a wide array of test 
to diagnose parasite infections and infestations and 
determine parasite disease potential for the animals in 
your care.

Since late 2019, the lab is directed by Dr. 
Guilherme (Gui) Verocai, a Clinical Assistant 
Professor at the vet school. Dr. Verocai is a 
veterinarian and board-certified in parasitology, 
with diverse experience in 
diagnostics and research 
in Veterinary Parasitology, 
encompassing companion 
animals, livestock, and wild and 
exotic animals.

Bison Focus

In 2016 the director of the 
Parasitology Diagnostic Lab at 
the time, Dr. Thomas Craig, was 
approached by bison producers 
about parasites in captive bison, 
due to the increase in death loss 
caused by internal parasites like 
Haemonchus. The Parasitology 
Diagnostic Lab soon began 
accepting samples directly from 
bison producers to determine 
the number of Trichostrongyle-
type eggs per gram (EPG) in a 

sample then preforming Coprocultures to hatch out the 
strongyle eggs to establish the type and percentage of 
gastrointestinal worms (i.e., Haemonchus, Ostertagia, 
Cooperia, etc.) infecting their herds. Since then, the 
Parasitology Diagnostic Lab has continued to work 
closely with over 70 different bison producers all over 
Texas and Southern United States to help slow the rate 
of death loss and resistance to dewormers. However, 
we have received samples from as far as Hawaii. Our 
team goes above and beyond for bison producers 
not only determining level of parasitism, but by also 
discussing management strategies based on EPG, fecal 
egg count reduction test (FECRT) and the selection of 
dewormers based on production history. It is important 
for producers to keep records of the type of dewormer 
given, when it was administered, and how often for 
the most effective management strategy. It is also 
important to regularly check the parasite level in the 
herd throughout the year to get a better understanding 
of the herds health. 
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Above and beyond 

The Diagnostic 
Parasitology 
Lab at Texas 
A&M University 
is dedicated to 
serving the bison 
community and 
actively attends 
the Texas Bison 
Association 
Conferences 
to talk with 
producers and 
learn more about 
the management 
strategies of 
bison. Joe 
Luksovsky, who has worked in the Diagnostic Lab for 
over 13 years, is an official Texas Bison Association 
(TBA) member and was recognized as a ‘Friend of 
the Herd’ by the association for his tireless work in 
diagnostic parasitology. In fact, from 2017 to 2021 
the Parasitology Diagnostic Lab analyzed 4,593 bison 
fecal samples, 2,900 (63.1%) of which were from 
Texas, and has helped over 70 different producers in 
the United States, 40 of which are located in Texas. 

Figure 1. shows the percentage of  samples 
submitted in Texas for analysis from 2017 to 2021, 
compared to the number of samples submitted in the 
rest of the United States. 

Parasites in Bison and the Tests Offered

Fecal Testing

There are many parasites that commonly infect a 
bison at one time. Some of the most economically 
important parasites for bison producers are the 
gastrointestinal nematodes. A general and safe 
assumption is that every grazing animal will harbor 
a number of these parasites at any given time. 
Clinical signs associated with the most common 
gastrointestinal nematodes in bison, and other 
livestock species, are poor body condition and 
performance, rough/dull hair coat, and diarrhea. 
Though these signs can help a producer identify 
individuals in a herd that need to be checked for 
parasites, it is not recommended to deworm an 
animal based only on their outward signs. In fact, 
often animals will show little to no clinical signs, 
yet still carry high levels of infection. Therefore, it 
is important to test your herd throughout the year for 
these gastrointestinal worms. These worms produce 
eggs that are similar in appearance and therefore 
cannot be identified by their eggs. When analyzing 
a sample, eggs are grouped together and identified 
as Trichostrongyle-type. These gastrointestinal 
worms are most commonly Haemonchus, Cooperia, 
Ostertagia, Oesophagostomum, and Trichostrongylus. 

The most commonly performed fecal test for 
quantifying Trichostrongyle-type eggs for cattle 
and bison is the Wisconsin. This fecal egg count 
(FEC) exam uses a double centrifugal technique that 
concentrates the eggs for a more accurate count. This 

exam will give the producer the 
number of strongyle-like eggs 
per gram (EPG) in the fecal 
sample, which can then be used 
to make management decisions. 
Figure 2 next page shows the 
average EPG from 2017 to 2021 
in the different regions of Texas. 

Along with the EPG number, 
a Wisconsin will also be able 
to identify Coccidia (Eimeria), 
whipworm (Trichuris), 
tapeworm (Moniezia), 
Nematodirus, Strongyloides 
and other parasitic species that 
have identifiable stages shed 
in feces. A fecal egg count 
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done using a composite of 
animals. Making composites 
with animals similar in age 
and development will give 
a better representation and 
should be made up of 10-
15 animals per composite. 
This test requires at least 10 
grams of feces for individual 
samples and at least 5 grams 
per animal in a composite. 
The process of hatching the 
eggs does require roughly 
2 weeks before the sample 
can be analyzed. According 
to the archival data from the 
Parasitology Diagnostic Lab 
from 2017 to 2021, of the 

4,593 samples analyzed in the United States 3,464 
(75.42%) of the total samples either had Coprocultures 
set up individually or were a part of a composite 
set. The most commonly observed species in bison 
Coprocultures are Haemonchus, Ostertagia, and 
Cooperia. 

FlukeFinder

Liver flukes (Fasciola hepatica) are another 
production-limiting parasite and is the leading cause 
of liver condemnation in cattle and bison, among 
other livestock species. The liver fluke has an indirect 
life cycle, which means it has to first go through 
a snail intermediate host in order to complete its 
development. Immature liver flukes develop in and 
on vegetation near water. Therefore, herds that graze 
near ponds or on pastures that have marshy areas are 
at greater risk of infection by liver flukes. Liver flukes 
have a patchy distribution across the United States, 
in part because of their complex life cycle, but it is 
common in eastern and central Texas, and along the 
Gulf Coast. However, due to animal movement within 
Texas and across states, we have diagnosed liver fluke 
in bison from the Panhandle. The FlukeFinder test 
is a qualitative technique used to detect heavier eggs 
that do not float as well in regular fecal testing, most 
commonly being liver flukes. From 2017-2021 the 
Diagnostic Lab analyzed 503 individual bison samples 
or composites for flukes, with 100 (19.88%) of these 
testing positive for flukes, being the vast majority 
from Texas bison. Though little research has been 
conducted on the sheading of liver fluke eggs in bison, 

reduction test (FECRT) can determine a dewormers 
level of efficiency by comparing the EPG of a group 
of animals before a dewormer is given (day 0) and 
roughly 2 weeks after the dewormer was administered 
(~day 14). An effective dewormer should be able to 
lower the number of EPG by 90%, according to the 
World Association for the Advancement of Veterinary 
Parasitology.  

Coprocultures

The Coproculture test is a quantitative technique 
that hatches the Trichostrongyle-type eggs for genus-
level identification of the larvae. Like mentioned 
above, many gastrointestinal worms have eggs similar 
in appearance, therefore, accurate identification is 
only possible at the third larval stage. Gastrointestinal 
nematodes vary between species in the level of 
impact they have on an animal’s health. For instance, 
Haemonchus feeds on the blood of the animal and 
can cause anemia or even death in young animals and 
are therefore of great concern. However, though not 
a blood feeder, Ostertagia is also an economically 
important parasite due to its ability to cause an 
increase in the abomasal pH, which then impairs 
protein digestion. Coprocultures are also important 
in determining resistance of an individual species. 
Combined with the FECRT, producers can better 
understand which gastrointestinal nematodes are 
effectively being controlled by the dewormer. This 
test is highly specialized but gives the producer 
more specific information about what type of 
intestinal worms are infecting a herd. Though it can 
be performed on individual animals, it can also be 
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to determine each species it belongs. From 2017 to 
2021, the Diagnostic Lab received the abomasum of 
10 bison for worm counts, but we often perform this 
test through for a variety of livestock species coming 
through the Anatomic Pathology service and Large 
Animal Teaching Hospital.

Future Bison Parasitology Study

Kaylee Kipp is a first year Ph.D. student at Texas 
A&M University in the College of Veterinary 
Medicine and Biomedical Science in the Department 
of Pathobiology, working in Dr. Verocai’s Parasitology 
Research and Diagnostic Lab. There Kaylee has 
worked closely with Joe Luksovsky, furthering her 
knowledge in parasites effecting bison as well as 
management strategies unique to bison production. 

Born and raised in Texas, Kaylee earned her 
bachelor’s in Animal Science in 2018 and her Masters 
in Agricultural Sciences in 2020 at Texas A&M 
University-Commerce. During her Masters, Kaylee 
became interested in parasites in large ruminants and 
decided to do her Masters’ thesis on the effectiveness 
of anthelmintics in weaned beef calves to look at 
potential resistance and combination deworming 

it has largely been documented in cattle that fluke eggs 
are intermittently shed. This test does require at least 5 
grams of feces for analysis.  

Baermann

Lungworms (Dictyocaulus) are mainly found in 
wild bison; however, we have recently diagnosed them 
in privately owned bison from Texas and Oklahoma. 
While little is known on the impact of lungworms in 
bison health, this parasite causes relevant impact in 
cattle through subclinical and clinical disease. The 
Baermann test is used to retrieve lung worm larvae 
from a fecal sample. This technique will suspend the 
fecal sample in water overnight to allow the larvae 
to move out of the feces. Due to the larvae not able 
to swim against the gravity in the water, the larvae 
will collect at the bottom of a test tube where is will 
then be collected and analyzed. This test requires 
5 grams of feces to preform and will take at least 2 
days to process. From 2017 to 2021, the Diagnostic 
Lab was asked to analyze 214 samples or composites 
of ranched bison for lungworms, of those samples, 
39 (1.63%) were positive of Dictyocaulus larvae. 
Through years of diagnostic service and collaboration 
with US Fish and Wildlife Service, prevalence across 
wild bison herds is much higher.

A recent study of our group lead by Hannah Danks, 
a second-year vet student at TAMU, shows that the 
lungworms we find in bison do not belong to the same 
species of lungworm found in cattle, which has been 
the assumption. We are excited to work further on 
this lungworm, which may be one of the original and 
unique parasites of bison. 

Organ Worm Count

Producers experiencing death loss potentially due 
to parasitism can send in the abomasum and portion 
of the intestines, with ice packs to avoid deterioration 
of tissues and parasites. This technique allows us 
to detect and determine the worm burden of that 
animal postmortem. Usually, the barber pole worm, 
Haemonchus, is the main suspect. This sedimentation-
like technique will identify and quantify the adult 
gastrointestinal worms in the organ to better determine 
if death of the animal is related to parasitism. 
Ideally, the most accurate way of quantifying the 
parasite burden of an organ is to have the entire 
organ (i.e., the abomasum) and will often take 2-3 
days for processing. This is because we will check a 
number of individual worms under the microscope 
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of the studies that will be included in the upcoming 
project are going to evaluate what we know about 
parasites in bison and what has been largely assumed 
based on our knowledge of cattle parasites. After 
receiving her Ph.D., Kaylee hopes to work in industry 
or a diagnostic lab where she can continue helping 
famers and producers with monitoring herd health and 
controlling parasite populations. 

If you are a bison producer that is interested in 
being a part of the upcoming project over parasites in 
bison, Email KKipp@tamu.edu for more information. 

For more information about the Parasitology 
Diagnostic Lab or about how to send samples of your 
bison or any other animal, visit our website at https://
vetmed.tamu.edu/parasitology-lab/ 
Contact the Lab by phone: 979-845-5180 or by email: 
parasitologydx@cvm.tamu.edu 

strategies. Once joining Dr. Verocai’s lab, Kaylee has 
been eager to learn more about parasites effecting 
bison and the management practices needed to control 
parasite populations, maintain production of the 
animal, and slow the rate of resistance to commonly 
used dewormers. 

Kaylee Kipp will be conducting her PhD project 
over parasitism in ranched and wild bison. While 
relatively well-studied in small ruminants and cattle, 
the information on the impact caused by internal 
parasites in ranched and wild bison is scarce. This 
upcoming study will encompass many aspects of bison 
management and parasitism. Some of these objectives 
will be to assess the prevalence of resistance to 
dewormers in intestinal worms in ranched bison, 
conduct surveys of management practices, as well as 
use modern molecular diagnostic tests to inform on 
more targeted management recommendations. Many 

mailto:KKipp@tamu.edu
https://vetmed.tamu.edu/parasitology-lab/
https://vetmed.tamu.edu/parasitology-lab/
mailto:parasitologydx@cvm.tamu.edu
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American bison (Bison bison) are an iconic species 
that has a history and legacy intertwined with the 
plains of North America. Their historical range is 
believed to have spanned about one-third of the 
entire content of North America, which extended 
north into Canada (predominantly wood buffalo 
range) and south down into Mexico (Hornaday, 1886; 
Sanderson et al., 2008)large-scale recovery efforts. We 
highlight 5 attributes of a recent range-wide vision-
setting exercise for ecological recovery of the North 
American bison (Bison bison. During the late 1800’s 
a severe population bottleneck reduced the population 
size of American bison by over 99.9% in less than 100 
years (Coder, 1975; Dary, 1989).

By the mid 1880’s only a few hundred bison 
existed, and they were dispersed in as few as six 
populations. The majority of these bison were owned 
by five private cattlemen. Charles Goodnight was 
one of these five private ranchers who helped protect 
American bison from extinction by starting his own 
small herd from five wild-caught orphaned calves 
(Coder, 1975; Dary, 1989). Goodnight’s bison are 
considered phenotypically distinct when compared to 
bison that were found primarily in northern regions 
and are believed to be the only remaining examples of 
the great Southern Plains bison herd, representing the 
last remaining examples of the southern extension of 
plains bison (Haley, 1949). 

Three of Goodnight’s bulls were sent to establish 
the original Yellowstone National Park (YNP) bison 
herd in 1902 since there was only 20-25 wild adult 
bison remaining in the YNP area. The remaining 
bison in the Goodnight herd in Texas grew to around 
200-250 bison in the 1920’s. After Goodnight’s 
death in 1929 the bison herd ownership changed 
frequently but the herd remained in the same area 
of Texas. Throughout the 1970’s the herd fluctuated 
between 40-100 bison. The last remaining 36 bison 
would be used to create the Texas State Bison Herd 
(TSBH) after being relocated to Caprock Canyons 
State Park in 1997 (Sweptson, 2001). Since then, the 
herd has been managed as a closed population and 
is now under the control of Texas Parks and Wildlife 
Department (TPWD). Therefore, until 2005 all the 

bison at Caprock Canyons State Park are believed to 
be direct descendants of the Goodnight herd.

Despite all efforts and outstanding husbandry during 
the first five years, the TSBH herd failed to thrive. 
The herd had a low recruitment of calves due to high 
abortion rates and low birth rates. Table 1 offers the calf 
recruitment for the 1997-2003 calving years, showing 
that in seven years the census size only went up by 
one individual per year. Thus, the average age of the 
herd increased from its establishment in 1997 while 
the census population size remained small, due to low 
recruitment of calves into the herd (Table 2). This is a 
classic example of what conservation biologists call an 
extinction vortex with very little chance of long-term 
survival if this herd remained as a closed population.  

Table 1. Calf recruitment and herd losses for 
the TSBH for the 1997-2003 calving years

 Losses
Year Calf Births Calves Adults

1997 NA 3 5

1998 1 3 2

1999 11 6 2

2000 4 1 1

2001 10 3 0

2002 5 4 1

2003 11 3 1

Totals 42 23 12

Charles Goodnight’s Legacy: The Texas State Charles Goodnight’s Legacy: The Texas State 
Bison Herd at Caprock Canyons State ParkBison Herd at Caprock Canyons State Park

Lauren K. Dobson, Donald Beard, and James N. Derr

Charles Goodnight’s Legacy: The Texas State 
Bison Herd at Caprock Canyons State Park

Lauren K. Dobson, Donald Beard, and James N. Derr Photo provided by Sam Stroupe
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buffalo and other plains bison herds (Douglas et 
al., 2010; Halbert et al., 2004a; Halbert & Derr, 
2007; Ward, 2000)especially from interspecies 
hybridization, is a significant threat to species 
conservation worldwide. In this study, 11 US federal 
bison populations were comprehensively examined for 
evidence of both mitochondrial and nuclear domestic 
cattle (Bos taurus.

TSBH at Caprock Canyons State Park has come to 
represent one of the more historically and genetically 
valuable bison populations in North America, 
however their future was in question due to loss of 
genetic diversity and what appeared to be inbreeding 
depression. Dr. Halbert and Derr’s genetic evaluation 
of the TSBH in 2004, determined that the future of 
this historically important herd was in question and 
the population seemed to be well into an extinction 
vortex with a 99% chance of becoming extinct in the 
next 41 years (Halbert et al., 2004a). 

Drastic action was needed to prevent the loss of 
this historic bison herd. A breeding and management 
strategy were developed to bring in new genetic 
diversity to rescue this historic bison herd. The ideal 
situation would have been to bring bulls from YNP, 
since it was approximately 100 years from the time 
Goodnight had sent his bulls to help re-establish YNP, 
but the brucellosis status of the YNP herd would not 
permit the addition of YNP animals.  Therefore, the 
next best option was to bring in bulls from the Castle 
Rock (CR) herd on the Vermejo Park Ranch in New 
Mexico.  The CR herd has been isolated since its 
founding in the late 1940’s from YNP bison. Two 
2-year-old Castle Rock (CR) bulls from the Vermejo 
Park Ranch in New Mexico were introduced in the 
TSBH in 2005 with the anticipation of improving the 
genetic health of TSBH by enhancing genetic diversity 
and increasing productivity, calf recruitment and 
animal survival. 

This re-evaluation of the genetic diversity of the 
TSBH ten years after the addition of the CR bulls is 
to determine the genetic contributions of the CR bulls 
and to develop management recommendations for 
the future. The goals of this study are to re-evaluate 
the genetic health of the TSBH after the addition 
of CR bulls into the breeding program. This was 
accomplished by whole herd parentage evaluation 
to determine reproductive success, by evaluating the 
current genetic diversity of the TSBH and average age 
of the herd, and to generate a complete pedigree of the 
TSBH from the founding animals through 2013.

In 2004, Dr.’s Natalie Halbert and James Derr 
(Texas A&M University) found that the TSBH 
had significantly lower genetic diversity and 
heterozygosity values in comparison with other public 
bison herds (Halbert et al., 2004a) These genetic 
diversity levels were believed to be associated with 
inbreeding depression, which lead to the high abortion 
rates, low calving levels and sperm abnormalities 
evident by the low recruitment of calves into the 
herd. Our earlier genetic studies determined that this 
herd contains unique bison mitochondrial haplotypes 
and distinct nuclear alleles when compared to wood 

Table 2. Census size, average age and  
genetic diversity (defined as average 

 observed heterozygosity and alleles per 
locus) of TSBH from 1997-2013.

Year
Census 

Size
Average 

Age

Average  
Observed  

Heterozygosity

Average 
Alleles 

Per  
Locus

1997 36 3.56 0.4851 3

1998 32 4.5 NA NA

1999 31 5.35 NA NA

2000 33 5.73 NA NA

2001 40 6.2 0.399 2.5

2009 62 5.78 0.4503 3.35

2010 74 5.58 0.4551 3.42

2011 79 4.73 NA NA

2012 80 4.66 NA NA

2013 79 4.12 0.4387 3.46
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genetic diversity, indicating that the genetic health of 
this herd is improving.

A complete pedigree was generated using 
molecular technologies (microsatellite genotyping) to 
determine parentage from the founding animals of the 
TSBH to the 2013 calf crop (Figure 1). This pedigree 
can be used by park managers to track the breeding 
success of animals within the herd and used to make 
breeding decisions. Animals in maroon at the top of 
the pedigree are the founding animals of the TSBH, 
while the CR bulls are in dark green rectangles and 
denoted as VC1995 and VC1999. To monitor the 
offspring of these outside bulls F1 (first cross with 
Castle Rock bulls), F2 (offspring of a F1 animal), and 
F3’s (offspring of F2 animal) are distinguished by 
their prospective shade in the legend. This is to ensure 
that the original CR bulls and their offspring are 
successfully breeding. 

After the introduction of the two new CR bulls, 
yearly parentage testing, and a long-term management 
plan was established to monitor the genetic structure 
of this herd. Based on this re-analysis of genetic 
diversity in the TSBH, we documented a significant 
improvement of genetic health and improved calf 
recruitment of this historically important herd.

With the addition of the 2 CR bull there was a 
decrease in the average age of the herd and average 
inbreeding within the herd. While at the same time 
the average alleles per locus and heterozygosity were 
significantly increased when comparing the 2004 and 
2009 TSBH samples. With the relatively low effective 
population size and low recruitment into the herd 
reported by Halbert et al. in 2004, the TSBH was 
headed into an extinction vortex due to random loss of 
genetic diversity. The success of the outside bulls to 
increase the genetic health of the TSBH over 10 years 
has been documented with this re-analysis. However, 
even with these improvements the TSBH is still in 
danger of low levels of heterozygosity. 

 With this re-analysis, a new management strategy 
was suggested to Texas Parks and Wildlife to consider 
the removal of the original CR bulls from the breeding 
population and to import two new two-year old CR 
bulls to serve as sires. The original CR bulls were 
only used for two breeding years which allowed them 
to produce offspring and help improve the genetic 
health of the herd and also make sure their genetics 
was not over represented in the herd into the future. 
Candidates from Vermejo Park Ranch CR herd were 

All bison that existed in the TSBH between 1997 
and 2013 were genotyped for 26 polymorphic nuclear 
markers previously published for use in evaluating 
parentage and interpopulation dynamics among bison 
herds (Halbert et al., 2004b; Schnabel et al., 2000)178 
bison from two private ranches and 107 domestic 
cattle from five different breeds. The number of alleles 
per locus ranged from five to 16 in bison and from five 
to 13 in cattle. On average, expected heterozygosity, 
polymorphism information content (PIC. Levels of 
genetic diversity (defined as observed heterozygosity 
and alleles per locus) were assessed for samples 
from the TSBH using these 26 polymorphic nuclear 
markers. These values were compared with published 
genetic diversities in the TSBH (years 1997-2001) 
and subsequent years (2009-2013; Table 2). Before 
the addition of the two CR bulls in 2005 (years 
1997-2001) the average observed heterozygosity and 
alleles per locus were 39.90% and 2.5, respectively 
(Table 2). First available genetic diversity data after 
the addition of the two CR bulls was in 2009. At 
that time genetic diversity for the herd increased to 
45.03% heterozygosity and to 3.35 alleles per locus, 
showing evidence of significant increase in both 
genetic diversity (P < 0.05) and alleles per locus (P < 
.001). For the 2013 TSBH samples the only significant 
increase in genetic health when compared to the 
2004 reported genetic diversity, was for the average 
alleles per locus (P < .001). In addition, the increasing 
average age of animals in the herd from 1997-2001, as 
identified by, had decreased due to the contributions 
of the 2 CR bulls in 2006 and 2007 (years 2009-2013) 
(Table 2).

Parentage analysis (where offspring-parent matches 
were determined with strict level of confidence) and 
calving records from TSBH were used to construct a 
calving year table to evaluate the breeding success of 
the CR bulls (CR1995 and CR1999; Table 3). In the 
two years the CR bulls were used (2006 and 2007) 
they added 21 offspring into the herd, which was more 
than the previous 5 years combined. It is evident that 
with the addition of the CR bulls the average genetic 
diversity was increased for the calf crops in 2006 
(60.68%) and 2007 (60.66%) compared to the other 
calving years (Table 3), showing that the calves that 
the 2 CR bulls were able to produce would increase 
the overall health of the herd, as shown in Table 2. 
The sire success of the CR bulls is evident in the 
decrease of average age of the herd and increase in 
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Table 3. Calf crop by year (1998-2013) with sire counts for TSBH sires and average heterozygosity 
and alleles per locus for each calving year.

Calving Year

Sire ID 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013
Number of
Offsping

Sired

1009 (#15) 4 4

1012 (#18) 1 1

1014 (#21) 3 3

1016 (#26) 6 1 6

1020 (#32) 1 1

1021 (#34) 1 8 10 1

1025 (#40) 19

1031 (#47) 1 1

102 (#43) 5 6 1 12

1026 (#42) 1 1

1034 (#50) 3 1 4

1039 (#55) 2 2

1045 (VC 1995) 12 12

1046 VC 1999) 9 9

95 2 1 6 8

61 3 3 6

68 (AA) 9 2 11

80 1 1

48 (71) 3 3

75 1 1

79 1 1

45 1 1

60 4 4

63 1 1

74 1 1

89 1 1 2

97 1 1

9F 1 1

9H 1 1

118 1 1

Calf #’s By Year 1 4 3 7 2 8 10 5 12 10 6 21 6 10 16

Average  
Heterozygosity 
by calving year

0.3846 0.2846 0.4615 0.4308 0.3077 0.399 0.4161 0.3154 0.6068 0.6066 0.6066 0.4604 0.3731 0.4562 0.4447

Average Alleles 
per Locus by  
calving year

1.38 1.88 1.96 2.19 1.31 2.12 2.19 1.81 2.65 3.08 2.69 3.08 2.38 2.81 3.12
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Figure 1. Pedigree of TSBH from founding animals to 2013 calf crop.

Table 4. Genetic Diversity Comparison of TSBH to 8 federal bison herds.

Population Sample size Loci typed Observed Heterozygosity Average Alleles Per Locus

Badlands National Park 328 26 0.5924 4.46

Fort Niobrara NWR 178 26 0.6071 4.42

National Bison Range 179 26 0.6318 4.92

Theodore Roosevelt NP - North 309 26 0.5716 3.62

Theodore Roosevelt NP - South 368 26 0.5851 4.35

Wind Cave NP 345 26 0.6426 4.81

Wichita Mountains NWR 37 26 0.564 4.12

Yellowstone National Park 505 26 0.6025 4.62

TSBH 2004 NH 40 26 0.399 2.5

TSBH 2009 64 26 0.4548 3.35

TSBH 2013 79 26 0.4387 3.46
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in the collection of genetic samples and conducted 
research at the DNA Technologies Laboratory – Texas 
A&M University over the last 25 years since this State 
Park herd was established.
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chosen and genetically evaluated before their addition 
into the TSBH in 2013. 

TPWD in 2014 put into place the next step of their 
ecological restoration project at Caprock Canyons 
State Park by re-introducing bison onto 12,000 acres 
in the park. This landscape has been without bovid 
grazers for over 40 years and will provide the needed 
nutritional requirements to eventually phase out 
supplemental feeding of the TSBH. The reintroduction 
of bison into this natural habitat is providing 
opportunities for visitors of Caprock Canyons State 
Park to view bison as Charles Goodnight did in the 
1880’s.

Plans are in place to continue monitoring genetic 
diversity and sire success in this herd over the next 
decade as the census size of this herd increases. 
TSBH is both historically and genetically important 
for the long-term conservation of American bison. 
Enlightened stewardship of this herd using empirical 
genetic information is setting a clear example for 
how to best manage significant species in closed 
populations. 

Today the TSBH is healthy and thriving due to 
the management practices directed by TPWD and 
represents one of the only bison herds that has existed 
on the same general landscape since antiquity. The 
Southern Plains bison herd and Charles Goodnight’s 
legacy that started with only five bison calves is still 
alive and can be seen at Caprock Canyons State Park 
just outside of Quitaque, Texas.
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Calling All Members
We are always looking for new articles, photos, stories, or tips

Please send them to:

info@texasbison.org

We Want your feedback!

For information and others requests,

Please contact us at info@texasbison.org or

via our website at www.texasbison.org
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