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ABSTRACT 

Fluctuations 1n abundance and distribution of pronghorn 

antelope in Texas were documented from the late Pleistocene 

to 1976. During pristine times pronghorn ranged over at 

least two-thirds of the state. They did not occur in the 

eastern coniferous forest and apparently ranged marginally 

in 'the Hill Country of the central Edwards Plateau. Prong

horn populations underwent sporadic fluctuations caused by 

changes in the condition of their range; this was influ

enced by local weather conditions, particularly in the arid 

Trans-Pecos Region. 

Between 1800 and 1850, populations along the Gulf Coast 

were displaced by sheep and cattle introduced earlier by 

Spanish colonists. From 1850 to 1880 antelope abundance and 

distribution were further reduced in South Texas, primarily 

because of overgrazing and competition from large numbers 

of domestic sheep. Settlement in East and Central Texas 

also reduced the antelope range to some extent during this 

time period. 

The greatest reduction in antelope distribution and 

abundance occurred from 1880 to 1924. From original pris

tine population levels of hundreds of thousands of animals, 

the total number of antelope left in Texas numbered approxi

mately 2,400 animals, located in scattered herds in the 
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western one-third of the state. This drastic reduction in 

numbers has been attributed to overgrazing by domestic live

stock, fencing of the range, indiscriminate hunting with 

modern firearms, and extensive cultivation of former prong

horn habitat. During this period, die-offs occurred due to 

the restriction of movement by fencing during periods of 

drought and severe winters. 

In 1903 the hunting season was closed for antelope 

throughout the state. Between 1925 and 1945 a transplanting 

program was initiated to restore antelope to suitable areas 

in their former range, and antelope herds increased to 

approximately 8,000 in 1945. During this period, however, 

intensive farming of row crops such as corn, cotton and 

wheat was accelerated in West Texas. From 1945 to 1976 

antelope populations fluctuated locally with weather condi

tions but appeared stabilized over most of their range. 

Currently antelope are restricted to West Texas with 

a small remnant herd occurring in South Texas. The largest 

herds occur in the Trans-Pecos Region and on the extreme 

western edge of the Edwards Plateau where suitable habitat 

exists on large ranches left in native pasture, 

viii 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Since the initial exploration and early settlement of 

Texas, a large body of historical data has accumulated; by 

reviewing this data a fairly coherent picture of the chang

ing patterns of the state's wildlife can be obtained. 

Spanish and French explorers of the seventeenth and 

eighteenth centuries kept journals of their travels that 

mentioned the animals and plants they encountered in a par

ticular region. Accounts referring to wildlife increased 

significantly as the actual settlement of the state pro

gressed. The pioneers who moved onto the vast plains of the 

state relied on the game species such as buffalo, antelope, 

deer, and smaller animals for food. Historical records for 

this period contain numerous detailed accounts of the 

buffalo, primarily because it was the most significant 

animal in terms of size and nurr~ers. In contrast, references 

to the pronghorn antelope (Antilocapra americana Ord.), an 

animal closely associated with the buffalo and with a his

toric range in Texas just as extensive, are comparatively 

scarce. 

Although biological studies of Texas pronghorn have 

been conducted during the last thirty years (Buechner 1950; 

Hailey 1975), the past abundance and distribution of this 
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species has received only cursory examination (Nelson 1925; 

Buechner 1950). It was felt that an indepth study of the 

history of pronghorn correlated with man's influences would 

benefit the present understanding of this animal. 

Historical wildlife research is not without: precedent 

2 

in the literature. Roe (1951) ~n an exhaustive study of the 

American Bison, based his work on the premise that "the 

first task is to ascertain and classify the historical ev~

dence; and not until that has been done can biological inves

tigation proceed with much profit." Stelfox (1971) wrote a 

history of changes in abundance and distribution of bighorn 

sheep in the Canadian Rockies between 1800 and 1970. His

torical analyses of vegetation changes in Texas and their 

effects on some wildlife species were made by Malin (1953) 

and Inglis (1964). A historical perspective on the land use 

and vegetation on eastern Oregon rangeland (Shinn 1976) 

assessed changes with tl1e management objective of gaining 

data for restorative land management. Basic procedures of 

historical data collection used in wildlife and vegetation 

studies were examined and modified to better fulfill the 

present research objectives. 

An understanding of changes in range and abundance of 

a species with as wide anhistorical distribution and as 

immense numbersaspronghorn, would be incomplete without 

knowledge of the major influencing factors. In Texas, the 
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primary factors were hunting, farming and the livestock 
~---·--

~ndu~~y. Meat hunting had been going on for thousands of 

years in Texas. Since the last ice age approximately 12,000 

years ago, man had used various weapons to kill game, includ-

ing antelope, for subsistence. However, it was only in the 

last hundred years that man had weapons capable of 

exterminating millions of animals in a relatively short time. 

Many species became extinct, while others, such as the 

buffalo and antelope, were driven close to extinction before 

their destruction was halted. This was the first time on 

the North American continent that man had both the tools and ;· 

a rationale (meat for eastern markets and subjugation of the 

Plains Indians) to completely destroy native wildlife by 

hunting. 

Before the extensive hunting began, however, European 

man had already had an influence on wildlife through his 

domestic animals. The livestock industry, with roots in 

Spanish colonial settlements during the eighteenth century, 

grew to be one of the major Texas resources in the nineteenth 

century and it still dominates the economy of the state today. 

The effects of overstocking antelope range with domestic 

sheep, goats, and cattle became apparent in the mid- to late 

1800's~ Habitat _JLe_s:truction and decrease in antelope range -----
were the immediate results. But the livestock industry also 

stimulated new ranching practices that had more subtle but 
-~-· 

j 
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far-reaching effects on pronghorn. Because pro~qhorn were 

evolved on the open prairies, they became adept at jumpinq 

laterally, but did not develop vertical jumpinq behavior, 

thus barbed wire and wire net fencinq blocked daily movement 

and altered seasonal movement patterns. Dividinq the open 

range into pastures concentrated both domestic and wild 

animals on ranqes that continued to deteriorate under heavy 

grazinq pressure. The presence of livestock altered the 

historic land use patterns and influenced the attitude of 

many landowners toward the wildlife species that co-existed 

or competed with domestic animals for natural resources. 

Texas remains one of the leading agricultural states 

with a wide range of farm products such as cotton, corn, 

wheat and more recently grain sorghum. Crop raising was 
. 

part of life at the Spanish missions in the eighteenth cen-

tury and one of the activities of settlers in East and 

Central Texas during th~ 1800's. Today farming is big busi-

ness, contributinq significantly to the state's economy and 

havinq a major impact on land use patterns throughout the 

former pronghorn range. 

As a result of these influences and the constant pres-

sure of expandinq human populations, pronghorn numbers 

declined to al.a.I'Jt\ingly low levels in early 1900's. Their 
··- ~- ... -

range was severely reduced and reproduction was low. Based 

on public awareness and the concern of a few landowners, a 
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new attitude toward wildlife emerged, and efforts to increase 

pronghorn herd sizes and expand their range were initiated. 

Using scientific research and the help of strict law enforce

ment, management programs were implemented resulting in an 

increase in numbers and wider distribution of pronghorn in 

Texas. 



CHAPTER II 

METHODS 

Documentation of the past occurrence of pronghorn in 

Texas entailed establishing its distribution and investi

gating man's influences during successive time periods. To 

accomplish this, an extensive survey was made of the litera

ture concerning the exploration and settlement of Texas. 

The primary source of information for this phase of the 

research was material in the Southwest Collection, Texas 

Tech University. This is a regional repository for histori

cal information pertaining to West Texas and the near South

west. The source information used included personal diaries, 

biographical data, maps, books, photographs and old news

papers (Table 1). 

Since much of the research involved historical accounts 

that dealt primarily with factors other than those of a 

scientific nature, certain criteria were established to 

evaluate the natural history content of any given source. 

In addition, before any data could be obtained for compara

tive purposes, certain a priori criteria had to be brought 

into perspective. 

It was essential that the general area where the wild

life sightings were made could be ascertained, relative to 

present-day locations. Correlations using known landmarks 

6 



TABLE 1 

CATEGORIES OF RESEARCH MATERIAL 

Source Number 

Books 154 

Journal Articles 86 

Newspapers 5 

State and Federal Publications 37 

Maps 8 

Theses 9 

Personal Communications 71 

Total 

l/This total does not include question
naires mailed to County Historical Commit
tees. 
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such as rivers and mountains were compared with county maps 

prepared by the Texas Highway Department. Due to the size 

of the state, general locations down to county level were 

considered sufficient. Where possible, sources dealing with 

specific geographic areas were compared with other accounts 

of those areas for the same time period. Based on this 

system of cross-checking and corroboration, it was possible 

to pinpoint localities as well as determine the depth and 

accuracy of any particular source. 

The total amount of natural history information recorded 

by the observers was important. Those observers that recorded 

a large quantity of natural history data usually indicated 

a greater wildlife awareness and these sources were consid

ered to be of greater value than those with sporadic natural 

history observations. Furthermore, if wildlife species 

other than pronghorn were mentioned in detail, it was assumed 

that antelope were not ~eported because they were not common 

in the area at that time. However, the same assumption 

could not be made from historical accounts with few and 

widely scattered references to wildlife species. 

An important factor considered was the time a particular 

narrative was written. Some early visitors to Texas recorded 

their adventures three to five years after their travels, 

reconstructing many of the events solely from memory. Alter

natively, a number of people meticulously maintained diaries 

and journals on a day-to-day basis. 



The training and backgrounds of the pioneers of Texas 

were as varied as the motivating forces that drove them to 

explore and settle the state. Some were experienced mili-

tary men taming the land for settlement, many were adven-

turers trying to make a fortune in a new land, and a few 

were trained scientists sent to observe, collect and docu-

ment information on the new species of plants and animals 

9 

being encountered in the Texas wilderness. In most instances, 

the observations of naturalists were considered more accurate 

than those from people with no scientific training. However, 

reports made by stockmen were also considered relatively 

" accurate because their job demanded familiarity with large 

numbers and locations of range cattle. Their reports were 

particularly important where actual counts of wildlife 

species were given. 

Though finding references to antelope was the pr1mary 

objective in this phase of the research, accounts mentioning 

other wildlife species were important in validating the use 

of these sources to delineate the extent of pronghorn range 

during each time period. Following screening and evaluation 

of a document to determine the extent of useful information, 

pertinent parts were copied into a set of notes. Usually 

only key sentences or paragraphs were transcribed, with care 

being taken not to alter the original context. Literature 

reviewed with no pertinent pronghorn data is shown in 

Appendix A. 
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To gather detailed data at the local level, certain 

counties were selected for intensive research (Fig. 1). 

Nelson's (1925) pronghorn distribution map was used as a 

baseline to determine forty key counties throughout the 

state. Twenty-two counties were along the eastern boundary 

of the pronghorn range as given by Nelson (1925), there

mainder being on the western edge of the Edwards Plateau 

and in the High and Rolling Plains regions of the state. 

Visits were made to each selected county to interview land

owners, game wardens, biologists and other people who might 

have had some knowledge of the wildlife and history of the 

county. Landowners whose families had lived on the same 

land for a long period of time and old-timers who could 

give first hand accounts of wildlife for the area were 

especially valuable data sources. County documents such as 

newspapers and court records were also examined for perti

nent information. 

An additional source of local information was records 

maintained by the Texas Parks and Wildlife Department. Prong

horn census data, hunting data, and sex ratio estimates for 

the West Texas region (including the Trans-Pecos, Permian 

Basin, and the High Plains) were obtained from Departmental 

district, regional, and state offices. Further information 

was extracted from biologists' job progress reports. 



\ 
\ 

-. 
I 

' 
' 

I 

' 

- .·. 

• nAil! .... ,...., 

I 
1, 

• ••• 
• 

., .o.. ... 

• 

I 
1-
1 

I 

I 
I
I 

I~ 
I 

'-~ 
' 

' ' 

- - : - - r - I 

!o>tf-..... ~t)IIP(> OQ<IoiWf, o.JI'IIDo68 I 

1 jl(llrtR I l..UISOfl , a..-
0 ' 

I i 

:- . .-.. 

•• 

• 

• 
·• 

I 

......,, I 

' 
(n•~·~ 

I 

--·· 

• • ,,... 

'\. -~0 

• C o u n t i e s I n t e n s i ve I y 

Researched 

Nelson 
) 
\_./ 

,. \, :·."' \ "' 

.,_. 
• II 

•· . • 

• 

•• •• 

• 
• 

1925 

• •• 

• 
... -. ...... _ ..... , . 

........... 

................. 
' ' -_:.J· 

i ··~ ! 

v . 

... 

' !j 

. , ......... ~ 

I 

' 

' 
\ ........ 

.. :~ \ 
~~~ {. \ 

l' .. 
·~~·· ' I 

-, ( . ~- _, 

.... , 
11 t 1C1 11!1 El Cl Ill Ill Ill Ill tD 1111 .. 11 
_, t..-- ~ t..-. 1..-.r ~ 

ll 

•. 
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Because an attempt to personally visit and research 

data in all 254 counties in Texas was impractical, a wild

life questionnaire (Appendix B) was mailed to the County 

Historical Committee of each county in the state. There 

12 

was a 55 percent return in this survey but responses were 

distributed statewide, and represented all the major geo

graphical regions of Texas. The quality of information on 

the returned questionnaires ranged from detailed informa

tion with reference sources, to a simple checking of appro

priate species. Each questionnaire was evaluated for 

accuracy on the basis of answers given regarding selected 

wildlife species including pronghorn. This survey gave an 

overview of statewide pronghorn distribution as well as pin

pointed localities that warranted more indepth research. 

These county questionnaires were then compared to the data 

collected from other research sources for each location. 

All data obtained from the different phases of the 

research were divided into six time periods. Some areas had 

inadequate data for a given time period. In these instances, 

if pronghorn were recorded in that area at a later stage it 

was assumed they were also there in earlier times. The habi

tat of th~ area and history of land use were also considered 

in these situations before making a final decision. The 

first period extended from prehistoric times to 1800 and 

covered the fossil record and the era of Spanish and French 



13 

explorations into Texas. The second period, from 1800 to 

1850, included the era of political unrest, colonization and 

statehood of Texas. The third time period, 1850-1880, cov

ered the Civil War years, growth and decline of the sheep 

industry, and the birth and growth of the cattle industry. 

The fourth, 1880-1924, was one of radical changes in land 

use patterns and widespread wildlife exploitation. The 

period from 1924 to 1945 included an intensification of 

farming, expansion of industry, and increased game popula

tions throughout the state. During the final period, 1945-

1976, land use patterns became more established, pronghorn 

numbers increased and populations stabilized in most areas. 

Following collection, evaluation, and categorizing by 

periods, the data were posted on state maps corresponding 

to the different time periods. The final distribution maps 

were derived by consolidating all data to estimate pronghorn 

range for each era, based on the presence and relative abun

dance of antelope. Once the distribtion of pronghorn in 

each time period had been established, the concomitant 

sequence of land use during the historic development of 

Texas was reviewed. Those which had a major influence on 

changes in pronghorn range were mapped by time period to 

show the impact of human resource exploitation on pronghorn 

survival and success. 



CHAPTER III 

PLEISTOCENE TIMES TO 1800 

The Fossil Record 

A discussion of the fossil Antilocaprids (pronghorn 

family) would be incomplete without a short summary and 

analysis of Pleistocene extinction and its impact on the 

pronghorn of Texas. The fossil evidence shows that in the 

late Pleistocene, approximately 8,000 to 10,000 years ago, 

a number of large herbivores became extinct with no generic 

replacement. Numerous species of predators and scavengers, 

ecologically dependent on the herbivores, also vanished 

(Martin 1958). Several explanations have been offered to 

account for this phenomenon. Martin and Wright (1967) made 

a case for overkill of large herbivores by early man, while 

others believed climatic changes caused extensive die-offs 

(Guilday 1967; Leopold 1967). At least one researcher 

postulated that selective hunting by early man increased 

prey species such as bison (and perhaps pronghorn) to the 

point where they out-competed other herbivores (Krantz 1970). 

Guilday (1967:131) offering the surviving bison as evi

dence of heightened environmental stress during the late 

Pleistocene, failed to mention the millions of pronghorn 

that also survived the same environmental changes as the 

bison and maintained large populations under human hunting 

14 
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pressure until the arrival of European man in North Americas 

Archaeological evidence shows that the staple food of early 

man was the mammoth and later the bison. All other animals, 

including antelope, are poorly represented in archaeological 

midden sites (Hester 1967:168}. Whatever the cause of the 

Pleistocene die-offs, the modern pronghorn survived in much 
I v 

the same form as remains today and probably proliferated 

with the resultant depletion of competitive herbivores. 

The family Antilocapridae included at least four genera 

during this period, all of which are now extinct except for 

Antilocapra (Martin and Wright 1967:55). The genera 

Breameryx and Capromeryx were notable because they repre- ,/ 
sented some rare examples of extinct North American Pleisto-

cene artiodactyls that were smaller in size than their 

closest living relative (Martin and Wright 1967:53). Why 

these smaller representatives of the family disappeared 

leaving only the living pronghorn antelope is not known. 

The fossil remains of the ancestral forms of the modern 

pronghorn have been found widely distributed throughout 

Texas (Fig. 2). The size of these early forms ranged from 

the diminutive Capromeryx mininus to the four-horned 

Tetrameryx which was heavier bodied than present-day prong-

horn. Counties in which fossil antelope have been found 

include Lubbock (Meade 1942; Dalquest 1967}, Dallas (Lull 

1921), Hemphill (Hesse 1935), Knox (Hibbard and Dalquest 

1960), Brazos (Peterson 1946), and Bee (Sellards 1940). 
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pronghorn and deer, and archaeological sites from which 
fossil pronghorn were excavated in Texas. 
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This fossil record offers substantial paleontological 

evidence for the wide distribution of several extinct forms 

of pronghorn during the late Pliocene and throughout the 

Pleistocene. The findings in Brazos County (Peterson 1946) 

and Bee County (Sellards 1940) indicate that at least one 

genus of extinct pronghorn occupied range during the Pleis

tocene that extended farther east than the historic range 

established for living pronghorn. 

In summary, many herbivores including several genera of 

pronghorn, became extinct during the period of the late 

Pleistocene. However, environmental conditions following 

this evidently favored the extant species allowing it to 

flourish. The combination of environmental conditions and 

reduced competition from extincted herbivores permitted 

both the pronghorn and the bison to attain large numbers on 

the Great Plains. Based on the fossil record, the distribu

tion of pronghorn in Texas was not significantly different 

in 1800 to that of the late Pleistocene with the exception 

of a small area along the Rio Grande in south Texas8 Though 

population numbers may have fluctuated with local weather 

conditions, the total number of pronghorn in Texas toward 

the end of this period were probably stable, in equilibrium 

with range resources. 
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?ronshorn and the American Indian 

In addition to the fossil record, Indian picture 

writings give some indication of pronghorn distribution in 

Texas before the arrival of European man. The early inhabi-

tants of the state left graphic records of their life style 

and the country in which they lived by carving or painting 

figures and symbols onto rock walls (Jackson 1938:402). 

Although more picture writings have been found in the Trans-

Pecos and the Edwards Plateau than elsewhere in the state, 

the relative number of writings depicting pronghorn would 

indicate that they were at least common in those areas 

(Jackson 1938:402). 

In addition to indicating the occurrence of pronghorn 

in particular areas, Indian picture writing also reflects 

a high degree of familiarity with antelope habits. A 

pronghorn pictograph found in Val Verde (Fig. 3) has a 

large heart symbol in the middle portion of the body possi-

bly signifying that antelope had good endurance and heart 

action associated with running (Jackson 1938:402; Fewkes 

1910:583). 

The Indian depended on antelope and deer for food dur-

ing periods of buffalo scarcity. The following describes 

a pronghorn hunt conducted by the Lipan Apache tribe in 1866 

in the Trans-Pecos. 

All who could ride, including women and children, 
helped to surround a herd of antelope that were 



Fig. 3. Indian pictographs of pronghorn found ln 
the Trans-Pecos. 
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grazing unsuspecting in a natural basin. Those who did 
not have weapons took up positions from which they 
could drive back the antelope as they headed for the 
safety of hilly country. When everyone was in position 
a group of warriors rode into the basin and began to 
shoot the antelope, while the other hunters rode around 
the herd in ever-decreasing circles. The frantic ani
mals would dash first to one side of the circle, to be 
met by a hail of arrows, then would turn and try to 
escape in some other direction, only to be met again 
by arrows. The hunt continued until all the antelope 
had been killed or had escaped; quite a few did find 
their way to freedom during the excitement of the chase. 
(Dennis and Dennis 1925:99) 

A "surround'' type hunt was also practiced by the Kiowa 

Indians who occasionally ranged into the Panhandle of Texas 

(Newcombe 1961:197). These usually occurred in the winter 

when the pronghorn congregated into herds, or at times when 

there was an extreme shortage of bison. Under the direction 

of the medicine man, mounted hunters formed a large semi-

circle on the prairie and slowly closed in toward the women 

and others who completed the circle. Animals within the 

circle were captured by hands or roped, for no shooting was 

allowed in the surrounded area. Animals that broke through, 

however, were shot. Another common Kiowa method of hunting 

pronghorn was to impound them in a corral of upright logs 

by driving the animals into a tunnel formed with two con-

verging lines of blanket-covered scarecrow posts. Pronghorn 

were also trapped by constructing concealed pitfalls along 

their trails (Newcombe 1961:197). 

The Comanche tribe also used a surround to hunt prong-

horn. These hunts were again usually under the direction of 
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a medicine man who would try to block the escape of the game 

by crossing certain sticks decorated with antelope hooves. 

When the herd had been surrounded, he could supposedly kill 

a particular pronghorn by simply pointing a stick at it 

(Mails 1972:89). The Shoshone, a northern plains tribe, 

taught their sons to kill pronghorn by running the animal 

until it dropped from exhaustion (Mails 1972:528). 

Meat from wildlife species such as pronghorn and bison 

were also important to the Plains Indians to be used for 

barter. Spanish dodurnents indicate that the nomadic eastern 

Apaches, who did not raise crops, made annual summer pil

grimages to the pueblos of New !vlexico to trade with them. 

Zaldivar, as a member of the Onate expedition, mentioned in 

1598 that he had met Plains Indians "corning from trading 

with the Picuries and Taos, populous pueblos of this part of 

New Mexico, where they sell meat, hides, tallow, suet and 

salt in exchange for coLton blankets, pottery, maize and 

some small green stones which they use" (Bolton 1916:226). 

The archaeological and historical records indicate some 

utilization and even a degree of dependence of the native 

Americans on pronghorn, but they were relatively inefficient 

hunters. Even the surround type of hunt probably was not 

very efficient and certainly did not act as a limiting fac

tor on the Texas antelope populations. When European man 

introduced horses onto the North American continent, he 
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gave the Indian the necessary mobility to hunt the plains 

animals such as the pronghorn and the bison more efficiently. 

However, nowhere in the literature was there evidence of 

Indians killing large numbers of pronghorn at one time even 

after they had acquired horses. 

Early European Settlement in Texas 

The fossil record and the primitive picture writing of 

native Indian tribes were the only evidence of pronghorn 

distribution and abundance before the arrival of European 

explorers in Texas. After Spanish and French explorers 

began traveling through the area, however, written descrip

tions of the natural history of the land appeared in 

journals and diaries. 

One of the earliest references to pronghorn in Texas 

was by the Frenchman Joutel in a journal he maintained on 

La Salle's voyage to the Gulf Coast, 1684-87 (Stiles 1906). 

In searching for the mouth of the Mississippi, La Salle 

sailed along the Texas coast and eventually established a 

fort in the Lavaca Bay area. The following observations 

were made by the ship's crew along the coast between 

Galveston Bay and Lavaca Bay " .•. the sight of abundance 

of goats and bullocks, differing in shape from ours and 

running along the coast." Coming ashore before reaching 

Lavaca Bay, Joutel and a small company of men encountered 
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II 
• • • great lakes of salt water, little grass, and the 

tracks of goats on the sand and saw herds of them, but could 

not come near them" (Stiles 1906:72). 

Most historians agree that the bullocks were buffalo 

but there has been no speculation about the identity of the 

"goats." I consider Joutel's description that they were 

"different in shape" from domestic goats, and the fact that 

no domestic livestock were in this portion of New Spain at 

the time, indicative that the "goats" were probably prong

horn. The fact that the animals were sympatric with buffalo 

would also tend to support this supposition8 

A number of Spanish expeditions were made into south 

and east Texas during the 17th and 18th centuries (Bolton 

1916; Casteneda 1936; Tous 1930; Hatcher 1932). On one of 

these, the Aguayo expedition of 1722, the chronicler 

reported "wild goats" in the northern part of what is now 

Frio County in south TeAas. These were more than likely 

pronghorn since they occurred on a flat prairie area 

(Buckley 1911). Although recorded sightings of pronghorn 

for this period are scarce, several documents refer to the 

larger and more visible buffalo which shared the Texas 

prairies with the pronghorn. The Bonilla and Humanas expe

dition (1594) and the Zaldivar expedition (1598) encountered 

large herds of buffalo on the open plains in the Texas Pan

handle near the Canadian River but no mention is made of 

pronghorn (Castaneda 1936-1939, Vol. 1:185). 
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The references to wild goats or pronghorn from later 

periods indicate that the eastern boundary of pronghorn 

range occurred on the coastal plain possibly as far north 

as Brazoria County; it certainly included Jackson and Mata

gorda counties. Pronghorn occurred throughout the open 

prairies of South Texas, the Rolling Plains and High Plains. 

Areas that were not extensively explored during this period, 

and consequently have little natural history information, 

are the Cross-timbers (Fig. 4) and the the prairie regions 

north and east of the Edwards Plateau. However, accounts of 

wildlife in these areas in later time periods mention prong

horn as being common, so their presence during this era can 

be safely assumed. 

The Edwards Plateau 1s one region that was well docu

mented by travelers using the trail from San Antonio to 

El Paso. A sampling of journals that detail the fauna and 

flora of this area failed to uncover any mention of prong

horn or of wild goats. Also, research of the literature on 

subsequent time periods did not produce any references to 

pronghorn except in those counties where the hill country 

timber interfaced with the prairie. In a diary of Nicholas 

de La Flora, the author mentioned encounters with bear and 

buffalo in 1767 in what is now Kimble County .but ma1e no 

mention of pronghorn (Kinnaird 1958:184). Apparently the 

earliest historic pronghorn range did not include the in

terior region of the Edwards Plateau. 

/ 
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The exact northeastern limit of the pronghorn range 

above the coast could not be determined from the sources 

examined. In East Texas the Spaniards established a series 

of missions from the Neches River east, and the French main

tained a settlement at Natchitochis in Louisiana. Despite 

this, accounts of the country immediately west of these 

missions are sparse and have little natural history value. 

Based on later sources and the well timbered habitat of East 

Texas, the limit of pronghorn range is thought to have 

occurred along a north-south line from Fannin County on the 

Red River, following the western edge of the post-oak 

savannah through Limestone, Robertson, Bastrop and Gonzales 

Counties, and turning East through Dewitt, Goliad and 

Victoria Counties continuing up the gulf coast through 

Jackson and Matagorda Counties. 

The most abundant herds of pronghorn occurred in the 

western one-third of the state in the Trans-Pecos, Rolling 

Plains, and High Plains. Though data for these regions are 

again limited for this period, later sources indicate that 

the largest concentrations occurred in these three regions. 

Because of their importance in providing historical antelope 

range and in maintaining herds 1n more recent times, a more 

detailed description is given of these three areas than 

other regions of the state. 
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The Trans-Pecos is bordered on the east by the Pecos 

River and on the south and west by the Rio Grande. The 

Texas-New Mexico state line forms the northern boundary. 

This area contains mountain ranges which reach 2,670 rn 1n 

height, interspersed with desert lowlands of 1,070 rn eleva

tion. Higher elevations generally receive more precipita

tion than the low lying basins; the average rainfall for 

the region is 254 to 305 mm a year. The Trans-Pecos has a 

few permanent streams and sp+ings widely scattered through

out the area (Fig. 5). The primary pronghorn habitat is 

the brush and short grass prairies of the intermontane low

lands and plateaus. A detailed description of this vegeta

tion is given by Gould (1969). Most of the land in this 

area is still native rangeland with some irrigated farming 

in the valleys. Of the three regions in West Texas, Trans

Pecos probably had the smallest number of pronghorn 

historically. 

Though pronghorn were common in the Trans-Pecos, large 

herds containing thousands of animals apparently did not 

exist. Although there were a number of factors limiting 

pronghorn populations in this area, water was probably the 

most significant. From early Spanish records in the six

teenth century and from later reports written bJ7 members 

of the United States Army in the mid-1800's, the single 

greatest hardship mentioned was the lack of water. An 
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early exploration of the Pecos River and Trans-Pecos region 

by Espejo in 1582-83 mentions the dry, arid terrain. Even 

along the Pecos River itself, finding good water wa3 a prob-

lem. Espejo found the tracks of buffalo along the river 

together with numerous bones, but saw no live buffalo or 

pronghorn (Perez De Lujon 1929:1?2). Another expedition led 

by the Spaniard De Sosa in 1590 recorded the following de-

scription of the area north of the junction of the Pecos 

and Rio Grande River: "The lack of water was by this time 

causing suffering among both men and beast, so that the 

Lieutenant deemed it best after trying by all means to 

reach the Salado (Pecos), to return to the Laxas Devils 

River" (Hull 1916:313). 

In contrast to the Trans-Pecos, the High Plains area, 

a southwestern extension of the Great Plains, r--------- is a high 

plateau ranging in elevation from 905 to 1,370 m. The area 

is transected by four major river systems with many playa 

lakes that intermittently hold water (Fig. 6). Rainfall 

averages 381 to 535 rom annually. The vegetation of the 

High Plains is classified primarily as short-grass prairie, 

with mixed and tall grass prairie occurring in the more 

mesic locations (Gould 1969}. 

The Rolling Plains contains rough broken country along 

the caprock and in the north along the Canadian River 

breaks, but is mostly gently rolling hills. Elevations vary 
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from 245 to 915 m and the annual rainfall is between 560 and 

760 mm. Grass types are classified as tall and mid-grass 

prairies by Gould (1969) who lists plant species in detail. 

This area is also well watered by four major river systems 

(Fig. 7). 

Pronghorn herds in these two areas numbered into the 

thousands and were the populations most radically affected 

by man in later time periods. 

Human Impact on Pronghorn 

The greatest influencing factor on pronghorn during 

this time period was the introduction of domestic livestock 

onto their native range, primarily 1n South Texas. The 

Spanish colonists brought in large numbers of livestock as 

they established missions, ranches and small settlements in 

the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. During this time, 

the numerically most significant class of livestock was 

sheep and goats. By the year 1757 over 90,000 sheep and 

goats were concentrated near the lower Rio Grande towns of 

Reynosa and Camargo, while cattle, oxen, horses, mules, and 

burros in the same area totaled less than 16,000 head. A 

few miles up the Rio Grande from these settlements, the 

town of Mier claimed a livestock population of 4,000 horses 

and cattle and 40,000 sheep for the same year (Lehmann 1969: 

14). Towne and Wentworth (1946:120) gave the following 
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description of movement of sheep that occurred in 1757 . • • 

"In an effort to halt French settlement in the lower Trinity 

River area, a colony of fifty Spanish families was trans

planted into the reg~on. The cavalade included 50 saddle 

horses, 50 brood mares, 25 cattle, six yokes of oxen and 

9,125 sheep." 

Although the records indicate a large concentration of 

livestock on the Rio Grande Plain, smaller herds of domestic 

animals were also present at the various missions in South

central and East Texas. For instance, Lehmann (1969:11) 

gives the 1745 livestock totals for the missions in the San 

Antonio area as 5,116 cattle, 2,666 sheep, 664 goats, and 

257 horses. The Mission, Espiritu Santo, located at Goliad 

near the Gulf Coast had 3,220 cattle, 1,600 sheep and 120 

horses (Lehmann 1969:13). 

After reaching the relatively large numbers cited above, 

the sheep and goat population on the Rio Grande began to 

decline in the 1780's. This was due to a decline in the 

number of Spanish missions, droughts of the early 1780's 

and a severe winter in 1786. By 1800 these herds had 

largely disappeared (Lehmann 1969:17). Because of this 

drastic reduction in the number of domestic animals avail

able for meat, the estimated 4,000 Europeans living in 

Texas in 1803 had to rely heavily on wildlife for food 

(Lehmann 1969:19). 
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The introduction of cattle into Texas paralleled that 

of the sheep and goat herds. During the establishment of 

the East Texas missions by the Spanish in the 1690's, cattle 

were an important part of the mission herds (Lehmann 1969: 

11). After the abandonment of these missions in 1693 much 

of the livestock, particularly cattle, was left to surv~ve 

on its own (Castaneda 1936: Vol. 1:372-377). When the 

Spanish returned to this area in 1716, they found wild cat

tle grazing on the plains of East Texas and in the Trinity 

River bottoms (Foik 1933:17). Cattle populations during 

the Spanish Missionary period following 1716 increased 

until about the 1780's when a series of droughts and a 

severe winter in 1786 caused a decline (Lelli~ann 1969:17). 

Also in the late 1700's, cattle drives into Louisiana from 

Texas caused a reduction ln the number of cattle in the 

state {Connor 1971.:55). By the year 1800 wild cattle for?g~d 

by the thousands in the valleys on both sides of the Rio 

Grande and on the coastal prairies of South Texas (Texas 

Almanac 1966). 

Although its influence was small during this period, 

farming of row crops was practiced by European colonists 

and native Indian tribes alike. Both cotton and corn were 

being raised by the Indian tribes of East Texas when Euro

peans first came into the area, and the practice was con

tinued by the Spaniards at the missions and along the Rio 

Grande River (webb 1952, Vol. 1:420). 



35 

Another factor that had a relatively minor impact dur

ing this time period was the human population in Texas. The 

Spanish established some missions in East Texas during the 

seventeenth century, but these were abandoned in 1693. 

Although considerable Spanish and some French exploration 

took place prior to this time, no permanent settlement 

existed by 1700 except for those of the native Indian tribes. 

The first permanent occupation of the state by Europeans 

occurred in 1715-1716 with the establishment of a series of 

missions 1n Texas eastward from the Neches River (Castaneda 

1936). 

Estimates of the human population of Texas during these 

early days were imprecise at best, and although they include 

all European and Mexican settlers they did not take into 

account the Indian population. In 1744, the population was 

about 1,500 concentrated largely near San Antonio, with a 

few small settlements along the Rio Grande and in East Texas 

near Nacogdoches (Yoakum 1855). An official Spanish census 

of 1793 recorded a total population for the state of 2,992. 

By the turn of the century (1800) the population was approxi

mately 4,500 people not including Indian tribes (Webb 1952). 

Summary 

From the late Pleistocene to about 1800 pronghorn in 

Texas experienced their greatest distribution and largest 
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numbers, totaling into the hundreds of thousands. They were 

used as a food source by the native tribes when other, more 

easily obtainable, game species were not available, but 

hunting apparently did not act as a major factor influencing 

their abundance .or distribution. Human populations remained 

small throughout this period exerting little pressure on 

pronghorn. The introduction of domestic livestock, princi

pally sheep, goats and cattle, by Spanish colonists ~n the 

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries began to displace 

pronghorn off their native range in South Texas along the 

Rio Grande and along the Gulf Coast (Fig. 8). 
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\ CHAPTER IV 

THE PERIOD 1800-1850 

This period in Texas history was one of both Anglo 

settlement and political unrest.. In 1836 Texas won its 

independence from Mexico to exist as an independent repub

lic until it entered the union of the United States in 1845. 

Settlement of large areas of Central and South Texas was 

initiated during this period and exploration into the west

ern portions of the state increased significantly during 

the 1840's and the 1850's. As more people began to travel 

across the state, there was a corresponding increase in 

accounts of the natural history of local areas. Many of 

these accounts mentioned the wildlife and gave descriptions 

of the utilization of native game by the early settlers. 

Pronghorn Status and Distributi~ 

In 1819, a journalist with the Long Expedition described 

the antelope encountered along the Canadian River in the 

Texas Panhandle: "The cabric, wild goat, or as it is more 

frequen·tly called the antelope, is common. They are numer

ous, and with the buffalo are the most common occupants of 

the Plains, from which they retire only in the quest of 

water" (Thwaites 1904-1907, Vol. 17:146}. William Kennedy 

(1844;103-105) reported seeing numerous antelope and mus

tangs on the Pecos River, and in northern Texas along the 

38 
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Red River he found an abundance of bison and pronghorn. 

Antelope were reported to be plentiful in the Texas Pan

handle east of the Canadian River in the early 1840's (Gregg 

1844:188). A man traveling across the Texas Panhandle in 

the spring of 1849 as a member of a mule pack train bound 

for California noted that the party could constantly see 

antelope and elk on the open plain (Wright 1969:89). 

Michler (1849:8), reporting on the Rolling Plains coun

try west of Big Spring, stated: "For miles the country 

would be perfectly level, and then a slight rolling prairie; 

it seemed destitute of all growth of any kind, and nothing 

to be seen upon it excepting the antelope and wolf and 

prairie-dog town." Harcy (1849:20) noted antelope on the 

plains in the Texas Panhandle, but warned travelers not to 

count on game: "Along portions of the route, turkeys, deer 

and antelope were not infrequently started, but seldom were 

any brought in except by the very best hunters and even by 

them not very often." The presence of antelope in Tom Green 

County was reported in the journal of a military expedition 

that crossed that portion of West Texas in 1849 (Neighbours 

1954:48). 

In addition to accounts reporting antelope 1n West 

Texas, records from elsewhere in the state also included 

antelope sightings during this time period. In South Texas, 

antelope were reported in present Brooks, Nueces and Starr 



40 

counties. This author commented that the area contained 

good land and bad water and no timber and more deer and 

antelope than any man could number (Peak 1846). Another 

description of South Texas near the Nueces River recorded 

countless numbers of antelope, deer, mustangs, turkeys and 

geese (Winfrey 1963:39). Kirby Smith, in 1846, (Blackwood 

1917:25-26) encountered antelope in Nueces County and 

Bollaert (1956:355) saw antelope in present Zavala, Uvalde, 

and La Salle counties in 1843. 

The interior area of the Edwards Plateau (Hill Country) 

was traversed by a number of authors with no reports of 

antelope. The journals of an expedition from Bejar (San 

Antonio) to Santa Fe in 1808 describes hunting bear, buffalo, 

and deer in Kimble County but makes no mention of seeing 

pronghorn or wild goats (Loomis and Nasater 1967:465). The 

naturalist Berlandier, made a trip through the Texas Hill 

Country in 1828 keeping extensive notes on the wildlife of 

the area. Though he encountered bear, bison, and deer in 

Bandera, Kerr and Gillespie Counties, and wild mustangs and 

wild cattle in Uvalde County, he did not record seeing ante

lope until he reached the open prairies of eastern Medina 

county. Here, he found the "verendo" (antelope) to be conunon 

(Comfort n.d.:l70). 

A number of accounts describing the wildlife in the 

central part of the state were written during this time 
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period. The Mexican official Almonte (1835:214) made the 

following statement concerning the game in the Department 

of Brazos: "In the lower section of the Brazos, deer, bears, 

tigers, coyotes, wild cats and leopards are found. In the 

higher portion there are bison, beavers, berrendos (a native 

animal of Mexico similar to the deer) otters and others." 

Berrendo was another spelling of the verendo that Berlandier 

mentioned (Comfort n.d.: 170-171). Since this part of Texas 

belonged to Mexico at this time, Almonte in 1a2a .. ~orrebtly 

labeled the berrendo (antelope) as being a native Mexican 

animal. Antelope were plentiful in Bell County in Central 

Texas in 1846 (Cross 1912). Vast herds of wild and domestic 

animals roamed over the prairies of Navarro County in the 

1840's (Taylor 1962:13). The buffalo, cattle, deer and 

antelope of this county were described as being "all fat 

and sleek as though kept in the stalls of some breeder of 

fine stock" (~ally-Frost 1893:108). Hill County, also in 

Central Texas, contained many deer and antelope on its 

prairies ln the late 1840's and early 1850's. These animals 

remained on the prairies the year round (Kirkpatrick 1963:17). 

Antelope ranged in small herds into the southern part 
' 

of McClennan County in the 1840's (Strecker 1928:9). Bosque 

county, adjacent and northwest of McClennan County, also had 

plentiful herds of antelope (Kendall 1935:94-103; Pool 1954: 

5; Webb 1960:32). In Denton County, located in the north-



central portion of the state, antelope were abundant the 

year round with bison being plentiful only in the winter 

months (Bates 1918:324). 
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Josiah Gregg (Fulton 1941:84) reported that in 1841-42 

mustang, buffalo and antelope were numerous in areas just 

west of Red River County in northern Texas. Other counties 

in the northeastern part of the state have no records indi

cating the presence of antelope during this period. A 1822 

account of the wild game of Lee County included buffalo, 

bear, deer, turkeys and mustangs, but did not include ante

lope (Lee County Historical Survey Committee 1974:12). A 

history of Grayson County also includes a list and descrip

tion of numerous wildlife species found in the area by early 

settlers but again does not mention pronghorn as being pres

ent there (Lucas and Hall 1936:8). Antelope are also absent 

from a detailed account of the wildlife of Hopkins County 

(St. Clair 1965:7). 

Changes in Abundance 

There 1s little literature documenting changes in the 

numbers or distribution of the large antelope herds for this 

time period. Man's influence in West Texas was restricted 

to hunting by native Indians and by the explorers that hap

pened to cross this portion of the state. Thus the subsis

tence hunting of this era had a minimal effect on the 
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pronghorn; a more important factor was the arid climatic 

conditions which prevailed in West Texas. 

The country immediately west of the Pecos River was 

described as being "barren and devoid of game" in 1849, with 

a five-year drought beginning in 1850 (Raht 1919:86). How-

ever, as more and more exploration parties crossed the 

Trans-Pecos region, maps were made depicting the few avail-

able springs and wells (Fig. 3). One such party that 

crossed the northern portion of the area in the summer of 

1849 found water at only two places after leaving the Pecos 

River. One of these was the spring at the base of Guadalupe 

Peak which held pure cold water with excellent grasses 

nearby for the livestock (United States Secretary of War 

1850:21). The other source of water was the Hueco Tanks 

approximately thirty miles east of El Paso. These tanks 

" were natural depressions in a rock formation which filled 

with ra1n water and due to their non-porous nature, retained 

the water for long periods of time. The tanks provided vir-

tually the only water in this part of Trans-Pecos Texas 

during pre-settlement days (Baker et al. 1973:113). In the 

central and southern portion of the region other springs 

were available though widely distributed (Fig. 5). 

Compared to the Trans-Pecos, the Rolling Plains and 

High Plains had plentiful amounts of surface water and abun-

dant vegetation. Emory (1844), on a map of West Texas and 
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eastern New Mexico, had written across the western Plains 

area of Texas " According to Arrowsmith this tract of coun

try was explored by LeGrand in 1833 and is naturally fertile, 

well wooded, and with a fair proportion of water." The High 

Plains had a number of lakes that were lower than ground 

water level and formed either a spring or seep that con

tained water the year round. The dry lakes (or playas) that 

held rain water were also important sources of water on the 

Texas Plains (Hixson 1940). 

South Texas also appears to have had a harsh climate 

during this time period. In his writing on the food habits 

of the Indians of South Texas, Newcomb (1951:30) stated 

that large game animals were scarce throughout the region, 

although a few bison wandered into the area. Deer, antelope, 

and }avelina were present but no single spec1es was plenti

ful enough to provide a continuing food supply. This would 

indicate that even though antelope were corr~on in South 

Texas, they were not abundant during this period. 

Human Impact on Pronghorn 

Hunting of wildlife, including antelope became a very 

important factor in the distribution and abundance of an1-

mals in the central and eastern parts of the state. The 

two primary reasons for hunting were for food and for furs. 

As early as 1833 Almonte (1835:214) noted that in the 
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Department of Nacogdoches the beaver and otter were being 

over-hunted. He observed that "there are so many hunters, 

that unless some measure is taken so that they may be hunted 

only during a given season of the year, the most valuable 

fur bearing animals will be exterminated" (Almonte 1835:202). 

By the 1830's, commercial hunting for furs had become 

big business in Texas. The total value of furs shipped from 

Nacogdoches during the period 1828-1834 was $43,000 (Barker 

1916:279-280). George Barnard who ran a trading post in 

McClennan County is said to have handled over 75,000 deer 

skins from 1844 to 1853. In addition to deer, Bernard dealt 

in buffalo skins, beaver, bobcats, mountain lion, ocelots, 

and antelope. The antelope hides were in small demand bring

ing only 12.5¢ apiece on the New York market (Strecker 

1928:9). 

As the settlement of South--Central and East Texas pro

gressed, the use of antelope as a food source became more 

prevalent. An account of frontier life in Hill County men

tioned deer and antelope meat as common staples in the diet 

of the settlers (Kirkpatrick 1963:17). Another narrative 

describing early life in Denton County in 1848 stated that 

"we lived on beef, venison, turkey and antelope and bear" 

(Bates 1918:337). Though antelope were numerous enough to 

be relied upon as a food source in Central Texas, one source 

observed that in 1844 the antelope herds in Navarro County 

were not so plentiful as on the Plains (Love 1933:108). 
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The increased settlement of Texas not only increased 

the hunting pressure on antelope, but also resulted in more 

domestic livestock being introduced on the range. Sheep 

numbers remained low throughout Texas from 1800-1850. By 

1850 sheep were eradicated from most of South Texas as a 

result of the disruptive pressure of Mexican, Texas and 

Indian raiders. A few flocks at or near Corpus Christi, 

San Antonio, and the settlements on the Rio Grande were 

probably the only survivors of this period of wars and 

political unrest in Texas (Lehmann 1969:1). 

Cattle did well and numbers increased. The following 

numbers were recorded in 1834 for areas of East and South 

Central Texas: The Department of Nacogdoches (east of San 

Jacinto River) contained 50,000 cattle while the Department 

of Brazos (lying between the San Jacinto and Lavaca Rivers) 

contained 25,000 cattle (Lehmann 1969:21). By the mid-

1800's, the total Texas cattle population was etitimated to 

be about 1,161,000. During this period, cattle raising was 

primarily a domestic enterprise with only a small percentage 

being sold to out-of-state markets (Webb 1952, Vol. 1:313). 

Though there are no accurate numerical data, the wild mus

tang was also common over much of Texas at this time (Dobie 

1952:108). 

Farming also increased dramatically as the recently 

arrived Anglo-Americans began planting corn and cotton. 



Most of the corn was raised in East Texas and the fertile 

blackland prairies of the central counties of the state 
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(Texas Almanac 1972-1973:424). Cotton was also an important 

crop to the Texas colonists. The first cotton gin was built 

in Texas in 1825, and by 1849 at least 58,000 bales of 

cotton had been grown in the state (Webb 1952:420). 

The human population of Texas showed a n1ajor change 

during this period. In 1806 the population was estimated 

to be about 7,000 and probably was not much greater in 1821 

when Austin founded his colony (Webb 1952:321). The follow

ing twelve years, 1821-1832, were ones of substantial popu

lation growth in Texas. According to Stephen Austin, his 

colony had grown to 12,600 people by 1832. Other areas such 

as San Antonio and Nacogdoches had also significantly in

creased in population so that by 1833 the total population 

of Texas was estimated by Austin to be about 46,500 (Barker 

1924:118). Voting records for the first president of the 

Republic in 1836 indicated a population of about 50,000 

(Webb 1952, Vol. 1:321). A total population estimate of the 

state for the year 1848 was given as 158,356 (Webb 1952, 

Vol. 1:321). 

Summary 

The influences of European man both directly and in

directly began to have a significant effect on the antelope 
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populations in certain areas of the state. The increased 

hunting for food and hides, increased farming and the intra-

duction of larger herds of cattle with the colonizing of 

the South Centr~~ and East Texas combined with larger human 

populations to d~splace pronghorn in this portion of their 
' ' 

native range. =~ South Texas, domestic livestock was the 

primary factor ~ffecting the distribution and abundance of 

antelope (Fig. 9). Throughout the rest of the state, 

antelope range and numbers appeared to have remained stable. 
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Fig. 9. Status of pronghorn range in Texas and major 
land use patterns in 1850. Arrows indicate main causes of 
change in range during this period. Range was lost to home
steading in Central Texas, and to sheep and goats in South 
Texas. 



CHAPTER V 

THE PERIOD 1850-1880 

The thirty years from 1850 to 1880 brought many changes __ ,__ .._ __ 
to Texas, some of which would have far-reaching effects on 

the state's wildlife. The frontier was pushed steadily west-

ward. Large livestock holdings appeared in South and West 

Texas. Commercial hunting reached the highest level in the 

state's history. Also during this time considerable explora--·--

tion of West Texas took place as part of the International 
--------

Boundary Surveys. The reports made during these surveys 

provided the most complete scientific description of this 

part of the state to date. Although the Civil War caused 

a temporary setback, the state's development increased 

rapidly following the war. 

Pronghorn Status and Distribution 

Records containing antelope sightings are plentiful 

for West Texas during this period. Bartlett (1854:84) noted 

pronghorn in the western part of Texas near the Concho and 

Pecos River. He also observed large numbers of antelope 

just west of the Concho River and recorded seeing a single 

herd west of the Pecos River, north of Horse Head Crossing 

(Fig. 5). Kennerly, a naturalist who accompanied Baird on 

the Emory Expedition in the early 1850's, reported large 

concentrations of pronghorn in the Trans-Pecos region: 

50 



On several occasions we have traveled over the road 
between San Antonio, Texas and El Paso, on the Rio 
Grande, but we never have observed the antelope in 
that country until after crossing the Pecos River, 
and from that stream as far as the Rio Grande found 
it always the most common of the larger species of 
quadrapeds. On the immense Plains and wide valleys 
stretching out from the Limpia Mountains in all 
directions large herds are often seen. The number 
of individuals composing a herd vary from eight or 
ten to several hundred. We have often seen more 
than a hundred together, and perhaps sometimes as 
many as three hundred. (Emory 1857, Vol. 2:52) 

Baird (1859:51) observed that 

• • • on the Plains lying between the Nueces and the 
Rio Grande, the great mustang range, and where the 
common deer is very abundant, but few antelopes are 
to be seen. It is not till west of the Pecos is 
reached that droves are ~bserved dotting the most 
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open and naked prairies, which it undoubtedly prefers 
and habitually inhabits; it is nol rare occurrent, how
ever, to find it in mountain valleys, from which it 
will sometimes take to the mountains, but usually from 
fright, not choice • . • It is on Plains destitute 
of most forms of vegetation except grass that the 
largest herds of this animal are to be found. 

Additional information that indicates pronghorn were 

common in Trans-Pecos includes a map made by the United 

States Army Engineers in 1857 that shows a water point 

labeled "Ojo De Berrendo" (antelope wells or antelope 

springs) located in East-Central Presidio County (Fig. 5). 

Antelope apparently were common in Presidio County during 

the 1870's with herds containing several hundred animals 

(Madison 1968:202). 

The Rolling and High Plains areas also supported large 

antelope populations during this time period. Marcy U852: 
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62), encountered herds of antelope near the Prairie Dog Town 

Fork of the Red River feeding in among some mesquite trees. 

He also mentioned attempting to run antelope down with grey

hounds near the Red River with little success. 

Following the Civil War more and more people moved into 

West Texas as evidenced by the increase of historical writ

ings describing the land and wildlife. In 1877, Hornecker 

went on a buffalo hunt just south of the Red River on the 

Rolling Plains where he observed a great many antelope 

(Hornecker 1929). Also during 1877, WilYiams (1939:13) 

reported a large number of antelope and buffalo drinking at 

some spr1ngs near the present town of Lubbock on the High 

Plains. One rancher observed that in 1878 the cattle had 

to compete with deer, antelope, buffalo, and mustangs for 

open range (Smith 1938: 54}. 

Additional evidence of large numbers of wildlife on 

the High Plains is offered by Haley (1929:31) in his descrip-

• • . before it fled and tion of an 1879 prairie fire: " 

swarmed countless thousands of antelope, turkeys, hundreds 

of deer and a sprinkling of cattle and horses." Ella 

Dumont, who went onto the Texas High Plains to hunt buffalo 

during this time period, described the deer and antelcpe as 

being plentiful (Lee 1964:149}. 

The southern portion of the Rolling Plains in the 

Permian Basin district and the western edge of the Edwards 
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Plateau also supported large antelope populations. In 1864, 

the country around the Concho River was described as being 

filled with wildlife: " •.. Great flocks of turkey, ante

lope and deer in droves of thousands, and in the fall, 

buffalo" (Bitmer 1943:99). An early settler in the Big 

Spring vicinity reported antelope as being "as thick as 

jackrabbits .. (Hutto 1932:79). Herds containing several 

hundred antelope were reported to be common sights along 

the Colorado River ln 1879 (Cane 1946:66). 

An account of Mills County in 1855 recorded " • . the 

country to the Mound and three miles beyond rolling prairies 

destitute of timber and of inferior quality. Here I first 

saw the antelope. We saw several herds of half a dozen or 

so" (Sibley 1964:129). When the settlers first moved into 

the big cattle range of King County, they found deer and 

antelope to be so plentiful that they were never without 

fresh meat (King County Historical Society 1976:6). 

Accounts describing the interior counties of the Edwards 

Plateau during this period did not mention the presence of 

antelope (Oatman 1970:3). A detailed study of the history 

of Kimble County listed a number of wildlife species that 

were found in the county but this did not include antelope 

{Fisher 1937). A search of Fisher's interview notes from 

old-timers who settled the county in the 1870's did not 

reveal the presence of antelope (0. C. Fisher personal 
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communication. Interview 8 Oct. 1976, Junction, Tex., 

notes in author's files). A narrative of a trip through 

Kimble County and other counties on the Edwards Plateau in 

1877 mentions wildlife such as bears and turkeys in the 

hills, but makes no reference to antelope until the party 

was one day east of the Concho River, probably west of 

Kimble County near Tom Green County (Mrs. Buell's Journal 

1877, unpublished). A history of Edwards County also dis

cusses the wildlife 1n great detail but makes no mention of 

antelope (Stovall 1967), nor could Stovall recall any of 

the early settlers he interviewed mentioning antelope as 

being present in the County (Judge A. A. Stovall, personal 

communication. Interview Nov. 13, 1976, Rock Springs, Tex., 

notes in author's files.) 

Though the interior counties of the Hill Country did 

not contain antelope populations, counties that bordered on 

the Hill Country and the Plains did. Even as late as 1877, 

after most of the Indians and buffalo had been driven north 

and west, antelope herds in San Saba County were plentiful 

(Hamrick 1941:198). Antelope were also common in the west-

ern portion of adjacent Lampasas County (Elzner 1974). 

south Texas supported some pronghorn in the late 1850's 

and early 1860's. An account of Nueces County in 1863 stated 

" • • 

all. 

• the country was all prairie, no timber scarcely at 

There were worlds of deer and antelope" (Didear 1969: 
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74}. Bartlett (1854:521 mentioned antelope in northeastern 

Starr County, all the way to the northeastern corner of 

Brooks County. He described seeing herds of 10 to 50 across 

western Kleberg County and central Nueces County. 

Antelope in the central part of the state during this 

period were less common than in former times. They were 

probably never as abundant in this part of the state as they 

were in the Plains of West Texas (Love 1933:108), but were 

still present in the North Central counties. A description 

of Denton County in 1862 stated that " •.. the country at 

that time west of the upper cross-timbers was a wilderness, 

uninhabitated • . . with game such as deer and antelope and 

thousands of buffalo" (Bates 1918:324). Counties just east 

of the cross-timbers contained no antelope during- this 

period (Patteson 1935; Mills 1950). 

Changes in Abundance 

The changes in numbers and distribution of West Texas 
"- -----

antelope herds were probably minor until the late 1870's. 

The single greatest factor influencing antelope in the 

Trans-Pecos remained the small amount of available surface 

water. Clark, who accompanied the Emory boundary survey, 

described the area in the Trans-Pecos where the party en

countered antelope: "When it is considered that such 

prairies cover an extent of fifty or even one hundred miles 
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in some directions without water, its (antelope} adaptabil

ity to the region inhabited is manifest'' (Emory 1857, Vol. 2: 

51). Clark also observed that the absence of water and 

luxuriant grass ln the antelope range might have accounted 

for the absence of deer. Bartlett (1854:87-93) also com

mented on the lack of water between the Concho River and the 

Pecos River in 1850 and 1851. 

Human Impact on Prongh~ 

Conunerc:ial hunting was practiced on a wide scale dur-

~ng this period. The most heavily hunted animal was the 

buffalo, but the antelope was also killed for the eastern 

market. Antelope were hunted during the 1870's for food, 
,..._____ ----

but were also eliminated to reduce the competition for for-

age to domestic livestock. In Bosque County, in Central 

Texas, the abundant antelope herds began to disappear after 

the Civil War, and during the 1870's they became very scarce, 

finally disappearing altogether by 1880 (Allred and Dykes 

1937:141). 

The livestock industry of Texas made much progress dur-

ing this period. The sheep and goat populations of South 

Texas grew steadily, reaching over 1,600,000 animals. 

Pressure from domestic sheep and goats was one of the mas~ 

important factors influencing antelope in South Texas, and 

by the year 1880, they had been extirpated from much of 

their historic range in this area. 
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The cattle industry also grew during this period. Imme-

diately following the Civil War, the number of Texas cattle 

trailed to out-of-state markets increased significantly. In 

1866 it has been estimated that 260,000 head of cattle were 

driven to market; in 1871, this number had risen to 600,000 

head (Texas Almanac 1966-1967:413). During the height of 

the great cattle drive era, 1866-1895, there were an esti

mated 10,000,000 cattle driven up the trail from Texas to 

railhead markets (Texas Almanac 1966-1967:409). 

The movement westward in search of larger areas of 

free grazing that started in 1850's was due to the increased 

value of East Texas grassland for cotton farms and the stead

ily increasing human population in this part of the state. 

In the 1857 issue of the Texas Almanac, the editor, ln 

noting the decrease in cattle population in twenty East 

Texas counties while the population had doubled statewide, 

stated, ''This arose from want of grass in eastern Texas 

• • • and established the truth of what we have previously 

said in regard to the great superiority of the western 

counties for stock raising" (Texas Almanac 1857:71). The 

westward movement of the cattle industry continued after 

the Civil War and by 1876 had extended beyond the lOOth 

meridian from Kimble County on the Edwards Plateau to 

Childress County in the southeastern Panhandle. By the 

year 1880 over 4 million cattle ranged in the state of 

Texas (Texas Almanac 1966-1967:413). 
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The overstocking of the range with domestic livestock 

caused range deterioration that became evident in the late 

1870's. A history of the grasslands of Nolan and Mitchell 

Counties on the Rolling Plains of West Texas reported that, 

at the middle of the 19th Century, the area was covered 

with a savannah type of vegetation with good grass and 

mesquite. Excessive grazing and absence of prairie fires 

since the coming of European man had favored development of 

bushy vegetation in many areas which otherwise probably 

would have supported grass vegetation (Churchill 1955). 

Ecological changes in habitat due to a combination of 

weather and overgrazing were also noted for areas in South 

Texas. By 1870, some of the perennial streams had dried up 

and the silting of isolated estuaries along the Gulf Coast 

was recorded (Price and Gunter 1942). 

After an initial decrease in farming during the Civil 

War, production of crops such as corn and cotton increased 

rapidly. Cotton production jumped to 350,000 bales by 1869. 

In less than forty years, Texas had advanced to become one 

of the leading cotton producing states. Farming during this 

period had a direct effect on the antelope distribution 

along the eastern limit of their range. As more acres were 

turned by the plow, pronghorn moved out of Central Texas 

seeking the open ranges of the plains in the western por-

tion of the state (Fig. 10). 
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Fig. 10. Status of pronghorn range in Texas, and major 
land use patterns in 1880. Arrows indicate main changes in 
range during this period. Pronghorn range was lost to sheep 
and goats in South Texas and to farming in Central Texas. 
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Beginning in about 1850, the human population expanded 

into the north central part of Texas with Dallas, Fort Worth, 

and Waco emerging as important cities by 1880 (Texas Almanac 

1972-1973:162-165). An official u.s. census conducted in 

1850 listed the population at 212,592. This had increased 

to 1,591,749 by 1880. The periods of the greatest increases 

occurred from 1850 to 1860 when the population increased 184 

percent, and from 1870 to 1880 when the increase was 94.5 

percent (Texas Almanac 1972-1973:162}. 

Summarx 

Antelope range was pushed further westward in the cen

tral portion of the state primarily by human population 

pressure and by the cultivation of row crops such as cotton 

and corn. In South Texas, heavy overgrazing by domestic 

sheep and goats resulted in the loss of much pronghorn range 

with only remnant herds remaining by 1880. Large herds 

still occurred in the western portion of the state, though 

increased market hunting and the introduction of cattle on 

the open range was having an effect on pronghorn numbers and 

distribution. 



CHAPTER VI 

THE PERIOD 1880-1924 

The land use in Texas shifted abruptly during this 

time period. The era of the open range came to a close. 

Farming continued to spread into the western counties. 

Large areas of the state had become badly overgrazed, with 

reduced carrying capacity for both wild and domestic ani

mals. Wildlife populations were reduced by hunting and 

through competition with domestic livestock. State game 

laws were established to control the hunting pressure on 

wildlife. 

Pronghorn Status and Distribution 

Antelope apparently were common in West Texas during 

the 1880's and 1890's. Mearns (1907:226), on a trip across 

the Trans-Pecos east of El Paso, reported seeing from one 

to thirty antelope daily. He also reported finuing antelope 

near Fort Davis in August of the same year. However, 

Buechner (1950) indicated that by 1880 antelope were scarce 

in the Trans-Pecos Region (Fig. 11). He based this on the 

observations of an individual who traveled extensively 

throughout the area as a Texas Ranger from 1880-1882. 

On the western edge of the Edwards Plateau of West 

Texas large numbers of antelope were evident. The largest 

herds in this area were reported by Robert Maudslay a 
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Fig. 11. Status of pronghorn range in Texas and maJor 
land use patterns in 1924. Individual pronghorn populations 
within potential range (established by Nelson, 1925) are 
shown. Arrows indicate main causes of change in range during 
this period. Range was lost to farming in the Panhandle and 
Central Texas, and to sheep and goats on the western edge of 
the Edwards Plateau. 
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sheepman who settled in the Big Lake area (Kupper 1951:32/. 

In 1886, he reported that herds of 100 to 300 pronghorn were 

not unusual sights and recalled once seelng a herd of at 

least 2,000 animals (Kupper 1951:32). Maudslay also gave 

the following description of an antelope herd he observed 

from a train on the Texas and Pacific Railroad: 

a norther brought a herd of antelope from the north, 
seeing the rails for the first time in their lives, 
they were afraid to cross them, and an immense herd 
congregated there. It took the train about three 
hours going at a normal speed to get by them. The 
herd was estimated by this individuaJ. to be about 70 
miles long and to comprise a million or more animals. 
First one j urnped and they all followed. ~~ever again 
were they seen in such numbers in one place. (Kupper 
1951:32). 

Though the actual number of antelope in this herd lS more 

than likely an exaggeration, the report indicates that ante-

lope were numerous in the area. As late as 1892 antelope 

were present in considerable numbers in the area between 

the Concho and Colorado Rivers (Texas Game, Fish and Oyster 

Commission 1945). 

Pronghorn were also common on the High Plains. In a 

history of the development of the town of Lubbock, Perkins 

(1941:22) reported that in the 1890's antelope were very 

plentiful, ". . . some settlers report that these animals 

annoyed the early settlers by eating the small garden plants 

until some ingenious housewives thought of tearing white 

rags into strips and hanging them along the fence, frighten-

ing the antelope." Antelope were reported to be abundant -
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near Fort Elliot in the eastern Panhandle in the 1880's 

(Oswald 1959:21), and an article in the December 31, 1885, 

issue of the Dodge City Times noted that there were more 

deer and antelope in the High Plains in Wheeler County than 

had been observed for many years (White 1967:161). 

On the eastern Rolling Plains, Elliot (1945:43-45) 

wrote that deer and antelope were so numerous on the Pitch

fork Ranch during the 1880's and 1890's that on occaslon 

they became pests destorying the farm crops. On the Spur 

Ranch, a cowboy reported riding through many hundreds of 

antelope that had bedded down behind a hill during a 

blizzard (Elliot 1939:214-217). 

There is little information on antelope distribution 

in other areas of the state during this period. Reports 

from Hardeman and Foard Counties just south of the Red River 

indicate that antelope were common in the 1880's and 1890's 

(Phelps 1969). There is a record of an antelop~ herd eat-

ing a wheat and oat crop in Foard County in 1886 (Foard 

County News April 28, 1966). There is also evidence that 

a few small herds of antelope still existed in South Texas 

(Bailey 1905:67). 

Changes ln Abundance 

Natural factors helped contribute to the changes in 

antelope distribution and numbers. One of the most detri

mental influences during this period was droughts. In South 
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Texas dry conditions were known to have existed in the years 

1881-1883, 1885, 1886-1887, 1890-1891 and 1893-1899 (Lehmann 

1969:96). Price and Gunter (1942) noted that century-old 

live oak trees and many mesquites were killed in South Texas 

in the early 1880's by drought. In West Texas, bad droughts 

occurred in 1886, 1891 and 1892 (Holden 1928). During the 
~ 

drought of 1886 between 20 to 40 percent of the cattle in 

the Trans-Pecos perished (Utely 1966:437). The number of 

antelope that died during the same period was not mentioned. 

In an effort to counteract the effects of the periodic 

droughts, landowners endeavored to increase the amount of 

available water. The first windmill in the Trans-Pecos area 

was installed in 1885 and after the drought of 1886 the 

first stock tanks were dug and these soon dotted the region 

(Madison 1968:120). Droughts also brought other changes to 

the dry grasslands of West Texas. Dunn (1961:134) noted 

that a shift ''was made from the reckless, open-range-live-

water pattern to one of enclosure and tight fence management. 

They could build dams, dig wells, and scrape out tanks in 

the earth • . . could cultivate crops for supplemental feed-

ing." Thus the droughts during this period had a direct 

effect on the land use patterns in West Texas. Excessive 

losses of cattle to drought in 1889, 1902 and 1905 led to 

the installation of windmills on the Pitchfork Ranch located 

on the Rolling Plains (Elliot 1945:56). 
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Severe winter conditions also occurred during this time 

period. A description of the conditions in the 1880's and 

1890's was given by Don Biggers of Colorado City: 

In the winter of 1884 began a series of the most dis
astrous years ever known in the cattle history . . . 
When a blizzard would s-v.reep over the country the cat
tle would drift before it, and it was then no uncommon 
sight to see great herds of cattle rolling southward, 
nothing to eat, nothing to drink, pelted by sleet and 
covered with snow; . • . The winter of 1884 was very 
severe, and in the spring of 1887 occurred, beyond a 
doubt the awfullest die-up ever known in the United 
States. From the Canadian borders to the Rio Grande 
the range country was covered with carcasses ... 
When the blizzards came, the cattle would drift south 
until they came to the southern line of fence. Unable 
to go further they would move back and forth, pressing 
close to the fence, standing in clusters, suffering 
from cold, hunger and thirst and trampling out every 
vestage of grass. (Franks n.d.:22-24) 

In 1918, 150 ~n-~_~_lope, along with a herd of cattle, froze 

to death during a blizzard in Garza County near Post because 
/. 

the animals could not get out of a large pasture to take 

shelter behind hills or in the canyons (Texas Game, Fish 
-

and Oyster Commission 1945:110). In the Panhandle antelope 

were observed to bunch up in herds of as many as five hun-

dred animals during bad winter storms and during the winter 
/,.,---___ 

of 1885 cattle, bison and antelope drifted against a fence 

and many of them died (Debo 1953:231, 262). 

Fires also frequently occurrenced in West Texas during 

this era .. In the early 1900's one fire burned more than a 

million acres of land in West Texas and eastern New Mexico, 

leaving from 50-100,000 cattle without grazing grounds 
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(Rickard 1934:314). Another fire during the same year is 

said to have destroyed an area about 150 miles long and from 

10-60 miles wide (Rickard 1934:314). 

Human Impact on Pronghorn 

Antelope populations in the High Plains, Rolling Plains 

and in the Trans-Pecos suffered a ~cline during this period. 

One of the primary factors was hunting. Glazener (1951:3) 

reported that for about 20 or 30 years antelope meat was an 

important item on West Texas tables and was sold commercially 

by the train carloads in eastern markets. The use of ante-

lope m~t by the settlers of West Texas is reflected in ~he 

recollections of Robert Maudslay: "We took advantage of the 

presence of antelope to fill our larder . • . at one time we 

had a wagon bed full of dried meat. I don't know how many 

animals had to give their lives for this, but they were easy 

to get" (Kupper 1951:52). Murray (1932:45) felt that hunt-

ing antelope from automobiles and using high powered rifles 

was the direct cause of the antelope decline in parts of the 

western Edwards Plateau. Buechner (1950) attributed the 

drastic decline in Trans-Pecos primarily to over-hunting. 

In 1903 the state legislature placed a closed season 

on antelope hunting. However, a number of pronghorn were 

legally killed in 1914, when the legal protection was 

allowed to lapse for 30 days (Nelson 1925:53). The closed 
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season represented the first attempt at management of prong

horn in Texas. 

The livestock industry had a big influence on Texas 

pronghorn during this period. After reaching numbers of 

over one and a half million, sheep peaked in South Texas 

during the 1880's and began to decline rapidly thereafter, 

so that by 1910 there were only approximately 110,000 ani

mals south of the Nueces River (Lehmann 1969:33). The 

single over-riding reason given by Lehmann for the decline 

of the sheep industry in the Rio Grande Plain was range 

deterioration. He stated that from the earliest times, 

even before the introduction of domestic animals, there were 

areas on the Rio Grande Plain that lacked good grass cover. 

As grazing accelerated, sparse forage prevailed over larger 

areas, and for longer periods. By 1900, range resources 

seemed to have hit rock bottom (Lehmann 1969:123). With 

conditions becoming less suitable for sheep and goats in 

South Texas, there was a gradual shift of the industry north 

and west toward the Edwards Plateau and Trans-Pecos. 

With the movement of sheep-raising north onto the 

Edwards Plateau, large sheep populations became evident in 

this region as early as 1890. Dunn (1961:123) reported that 

by this time San Angelo, located on the western edge of the 

Edwards Plateau, was already reputed to be the largest wool 

market in the state, shipping approximately four and a half 
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million pounds of wool in 1890. The sheep and goat industry 

of Texas has remained centered in this area of the state 

since the turn of the century (Kupper 1945). 

The catle industry also continued to grow during the 

1880's, until by 1885 cattle had spread over all the suit

able land in Texas. 

The cattle population reached a high of 9,805,000 head 

in 1891 a figure that was not attained again until 1963 

(Texas Almanac 1966-1967:405). Table 2 shows cattle popu-

lation figures based on State and Federal livestock censuses 

compiled in the Texas Almanacs' for 1966-1967:409; and 1972-

73:19. 

TABLE 2 
NUMBER OF CATTLE IN TEXAS FROM 1850 TO 194S 

Year Number 

1850 1,161,000 

1880 4,072,000 

1926 5,386,000 

1945 7,616,000 

In addition to the excessive hunting that occurred in 

Trans-Pecos, habitat deterioration by domestic livestock 

contributed to the antelope decline. Utely (1966:437) 

reported that a land rush to the Trans-Pecos region took 

place between 1880 and 1885. By 1885 the area had become 

densely populated with cattle and shortly thereafter Nas 
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criss-crossed by barbed wire fences. The first fence ln the 

Trans-Pecos was erected in 1888 after the bad drought of 

1885-1886 (Madison 1968:119) 

The livestock industry also contributed to the decline 

in antelope abundance in other parts of West Texas. Sheep 

on the Edwards Plateau and cattle on the Plains were respon-

sible for severe overgrazing by the turn of the century. In 

the late 1860's the range in West Texas was ln excellent 

condition and was stocked with cattle at rates up to 300 --- ·-
head per section. Thirty yea~s later the same range could 

barely support 50 head of cattle per section (Bentley 1898: --
7). In 1885 one range specialist with the United States 

Department of Agriculture observed "the one great mistake 

in the treatment of the cattle ranges, the one which always 

proves most disastrous from a financial standpoint is over-

stocking. The present shortage of cattle all through the 

West is due to the fact that ranges were stocked up to the 

limit they would carry during good years. Then followed a 

series of bad years. The cattle.on the breeding grounds -
of the West and Southwest died by thousands from thirst 

and starvation" (Smith 1895:322). 

Additional evidence of severe overgrazlng by livestock 

in West Texas was recorded by Biggers (Frank n.d.:21-22). 

He observed that "by the winter of 1884 the country had 

become so badly crowded and the grass so eaten and trampled 



71 

out that a big die-up occurred in 1885." He also recorded -----
that during the three y~ars 1887, 1888, 1889, the seasons 

were bad, the range overstocked, grass scarce, and prices 

low. 

Directly linked to the cattle industry was the intro-

duction of barbed wire and the development of the railroads. 

The first barbed wire known to have been brought to Texas 

was sold in Gainesville in 1875 (Texas Almanac 1966-1967; 

413). From this beginning, the use of barbed wire spread 

rapidly as the era of the open range came to a close. 

McCallum (1957:207-219) in an article on the use of barbed 

wire in Texas, stated that ln the year 1882 the Capital Syn-

dicate of Chicago, owners of the large XIT Ranch in the Texas 

Panhandle put up 800 miles of fence and by the year 1886 had 

increased this to 1,500 miles of barbed wire. The increas-

ing demand for this type of fencing is reflected in the 

following production figures of all types of barbed wire 

compiled by McCallum (1957:213) shown in Table 3. 

TABLE 3 

UNITED STATES PRODUCTION OF ALL TYPES OF 
BARBED WIRE FROH 1874 TO 1945 

Tons Year 

5 1874 
40,000 1880 

200,000 1900 
200,000 1924 
180,000 1927 
234,000 1945 



An event that typifies the effect of fencing on ante

lope during this period occurred in the Panhandle. During 

the year 1882, a 60-mile drift fence was built east of 

Amarillo by Charles Goodnight. The first autumn after its 

completion, a ~lizzard drifted herds of antelope into a 

pocket in the fence, and the settlers from the nearby town 

of Clarendon killed 1,500 animals (Haley 1936:322). A 

census by Nelson (1925:42) at the end of this time period -
recorded le~s than 1,500 antelope remaining in the entire 

High Plains and Rolling Plains combined. 

As the range was being fenced, the building of rail-

roads across Texas was also progressing. Fort Worth was ,----.. 

served by two different railroad lines by the late 1870's 

and during the 1880's the Southern Pacific laid tracks 

from East Texas to El Paso. During this period nearly all 

of the important farm and ranch centers were tapped by the 

major railroad lines ann connected with their interstate 

72 

lines. By 1895, the rail mileage in the state had increased 

to 9,287 from the 309 miles that had been laid by the close ----- -~---

of the Civil War. Initially, railroads acted as barriers 

to antelope movement (Kupper 1951:32). Trains also caused 

sQme pronghorn mortality as antelope would come alongside 

and attempt to cut across the track in front of the engine 

(Hayne 1947:26). 
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During this period large tracts of land were tilled 

and planted with the two large money crops, cotton and corn. 

By 1889 nearly four million acres were in cotton production. 

The total number of acres planted to cotton peaked in 1925 

when more than 18,400,000 acres were planted, with primary 

production coming from counties in the central and eastern 

parts of the state (Texas Almanac 1972-1973). The total 

acreage planted to corn in 1903 was 5,818,000 acres (Webb 

1952, Vol. 1:413). During this time period, the crop value 

of corn was second only to cotton. Corn production con

tinued to increase until 1932, when over five and a half 

million acres were planted (Texas Almanac 1972-1973). 

The human population expanded during this time period 

with a general westward movement, the search for agricul

tural land being the primary catalyst. Towns such as San 

Angelo and Abilene became important market centers on the 

Texas frontier, and the Panhandle town of Amarillo served 

that area's needs as a market for agricultural products 

(Texas Almanac 1972-1973). The state's total population 

increased from approximately one and a half million people 

in 1880 to approximately four and a half million people in 

1920 (Texas Almanac 1972-1973:146). This large increase 

in the number of people in Texas served to increase the 

pressure on the antelope habitat and was an important factor 

in restricting antelope range during this era. 
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Sununary 

From 1880 to 1924, antelope were displaced from their 

native range in Central Texas and the western portion of the 

Edwards Plateau (Fig. 11). Numbers were greatly reduced by 

overhunting and range deterioration which resulted from over-...---
grazing by domestic livestock. Intensive farming and in-

creased human populations also had a direct influence on 

antelope range in North Central Texas and 1n the Panhandle. 

Mearns (1907) stated antelope were scarce 1n areas of West 

Texas where twnety-five years previously they had occurred 

by the thousands. By the end of this period, only approx1-

mately 2,400 an~elope survived in Texas, occurring 1n 

remnant populations in lvest and South Texas (Nelson 1925) . 



CHAPTER VII 

THE PERIOD 1924-1945 

State land use patterns stabilized more than 1n the 

previous era, but cultivation continued on a wide scale. 

Wildlife populations throughout the state increased as a 

new awareness of the state's natural resources emerged. 

Scientific wildlife management was initiated and research 

programs emerged that added important life history data 

to the body of the knowledge of many wildlife species. 

Pronghorn Status and Distribution 

The data for this period was obtained primarily from 

reports made by state game biologists who researched ante

lope. For the first time in the history of the Texas prong

horn, a scientific approach was taken to increase the 

populations of antelope on a statewide basis. A census 

conducted in 1941 revealed approximately 8,000 antelope 1n 

the state, with the majority of the animals occurring in 

the Trans-Pecos Region (Texas Game, Fish and Oyster 

Commission 1945:112). 

Antelope in the Trans-Pecos increased significantly 

during this era with the protection offered by some ranchers, 

public concern and strict law enforcement (Buechner 1950: 

265). The primary reason cited by Glazener (1951:3) for the 

increase in this region was the fact that "a few ranchers in 

75 
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the Trans-Pecos Region decided to protect and cherish the 

remnant antelope herds on their lands. Just when, where, 

or why this move began, no one seems able to say. Neither 

do we know whether the move was by agreement on the part of 

several men, or just coincidental individual decisions.'' 

Whatever the circumstances, antelope herds remained stable 

for a time and then slowly began to increase. 

Pronghorn numbers in other areas of the state remained 

small during this period. Approximately 400 individuals 

survived in the Panhandle and about 100 head were counted . 
ln 

Jim Hogg County in South Texas (Texas Game, Fish and Oyster 

Commission 1945:112). The small remnant herds scattered 

through the southern Rolling Plains and on the western edge 

of the Edwards Plateau appeared to increase during the 

middle to late twenties (Buechner 1950:263). 

Changes in Abundance 

As antelope numbers increased during this period, 

planned antelope management began. Following the successful 

trapping and transplanting of antelope by New Mexico wild-

life biologists in 1937 (Russell 1964:18), biologists made 

the first attempt to transplant antelope in Texas from 

SterlingCountyin 1939. At this time 257 head were caught 

and released in :1 new locations (Fisher J942:231). The 

primary object of the management plan was to restock 
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suitable areas with trapped antelope and to remove antelope 

from enclosed sheep ranches to the more open cattle ranges 

(Russell 1964:18-19). Uzzell (1973:3) recorded that during 

the next ten years approximately 4,000 antelope were trapped 

and transplanted throughout western Texas (Fig. 12). 

Buechner (1950:265) indicated that losses of antelope 

occurred on sheep ranches, as well as on ranches stocked 

with both sheep and cattle. He noted that from 1935 to 1945 

sheep increased in parts of Presidio County and Jeff Davis 

County from 1,105 to 122,979 head. Antelope were unable to 

withstand the competition from this many sheep and many died. 

A follow-up study of antelope transplants also showed that 

greater mortality occurred on sheep ranches than on cattle 

ranches, with starvation being the primary cause of death. 

Antelope which were placed on cattle ranges only were in 

much better physical condition than those placed on combined 

sheep and cattle ranges (Texas Game, Fish, and uyster Commis

sion 1945:111). 

It was also noted during this trapping period that ante

lope may have been adapting to habitat types that were not 

used historically. In Sterling, Irionand Reagan Counties 

pronghorn were found in areas with a good covering of mes

quite. In the past the vegetation cover of these counties 

had been grasses but, due to livestock grazing and drought 

conditions, mesquite and juniper had become dominant cover. 
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Fig. 12. Status of pronghorn range in Texas and major 
land use patterns in 1945. Arrows indicate rehabilitation 
of pronghorn populations by transplanting. Nucleus popula
tions remaining on sui table habitat throughout the range 
are also indicated. 

78 



In this area it was a common site to see pronghorn feeding 

and resting in heavy stands of mesqu~te and juniper (Texas 

Game, Fish and Oyster Commission 1945:113). 

Human Impact on Pronghorn 
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The first controlled hunt in Texas after the 1903 clos

ing of antelope hunting did not occur until 1944 (Lay 1946: 

274). The hunt occurred in the Trans-Pecos Region where 

domestic sheep were introduced in large numbers after World 

War II, with serious effects on the range and on antelope. 

In areas where pronghorn and sheep ranges overlapped, there 

was pressure by the landowners to reduce the number of prong

horn. Populations in this area appeared large enough to 

sustain a limited hunting pressure. The state charged five 

dollars for a hunting permit, and the landowner could charge 

an additional twenty-five dollars land use fee. The land

owners were satisfied with the hunts because they felt it 

reduced the grazing pressure on their ranges and represented 

an income from the wildlife on their property. Buechner 

(1950:264) observed that by 1944 pronghorn in the Trans

Pecos had become firmly reestablished, citing the fact 2,136 

were trapped between 1939 and 1946, and 959 were killed dur

ing three hunts from 1944-1946. 

During this period domestic livestock numbers continued 

to increase. The sheep and goat industry remained centered 
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on the Edwards Plateau but moved into Trans-Pecos on a wide 

scale (Buechner 1950:264). The total number of sheep and 

goats in Texas peaked in 1940 with 10,000,000 sheep and 

3,300,000 goats being reported (Texas Almanac 1972-1973: 

430). Cattle herds increased also statewide, from approxi-

mately five and a half million in 1926 to seven and a half 

million in 1945 (Texas Almanac 1949-1950:408). Though cat-

tle and antelope were compatible on the range at proper 

stocking levels, the addition of sheep and goats caused 

severe competition between the domestic livestock and prong-

horn. Because of this increased pressure a large part of 

the former range ceased to be suitable habitat for pronghorn. 

Much of it was invaded by woody vegetation, largely mesquite 

and juniper, but with cacti, creosote bush and blackbush 

covering extensive areas (Texas Game, Fish and Oyster Corn-

mission 1945:112). 

Cultivation of row crops such as cotton,corn and wheat 

continued. Corn production remained relatively stable after 

reaching a peak of five and a half million acres planted in 

1932. Cotton acreage decreased, but total production re-

mained relatively stable. Farming did suffer a set-back 

during the period of drought and severe wind erosion from ...__ 

1933 to 1936. These conditions, combined with the practice 

of dryland farming sandy soils, led to the situation in the --........._---
southern Great Plains known as the Dust Bowl (U.S. Dept. of 
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Agri. 1935). The sandy cropland 1n counties of the western 

and northwestern Texas Panhandle were most severely affected 

by wind erosion (U.S. Dept. of Agri. 1947), and there can be 

little doubt that pronghorn herds in this area were drasti-

cally affected by the loss of habitat that occurred as a -
direct result of these conditions. 

The human population increased about 20 percent each 

decade during this period, from 4,600,000 in 1920 to 

6,414,020 in 1940 (Texas Almanac 1972-1973:146). This ex-

panding population was beginning to be concentrated in urban 

areas with a resultant greater demand for natural resources 

and space. This i~creasing urban encroachment on former ,__-. __ 
pronghorn range was a barrier limiting the reestablishment 

---
of herds through transplanting, particularly in the central 

portion of the state. 

Sununary 

Antelope populations increased from 1924-1945. Their 

range was extended by transplanting, and the first controlled 

hunt took place in the Trans-Pecos. Increased numbers of 

domestic livestock, continued farming and expanding urban 

centers throughout the state reduced the amount of remaining 

pronghorn habitat available. 



CHAPTER VIII 

THE PERIOD 1945-1976 

Texas developed into one of the leading states in 

energy production, industry, and remained a leader in agrl-

culture. A rapidly growing human population affected the 

land use patterns in wider areas of the state. An increas-

ing amount of wildlife research occurred and continues to 

the present time. Life history data was combined with 

habitat manipulation 1n management programs for a variety 

of wildlife species. A general awareness of rare and en-

dangered species on the part of the public added a new 

impetus to wildlife conservation and management. The lease 

system of hunting became widespread throughout the state. 

Pronghorn Status and Distribution 

From the approximately 8,000 antelope in Texas at the 

beginning of this period, antelope range was extended into 
'--

parts of Central and South Texas as a result of transplant 

operations; however, the largest herds numbering about 

7,300 animals still occurred in the Trans-Pecos (Uzzell 

1973:2) (Fig. 13). In the mid-1950's, West Texas was 

divided into three wildlife management districts (~ig. 14). 

Populations on the High Plains in the Panhandle District 

increased after ·restocking in 1946, and built up to about 
\ 
2,000 animals by the early 1950's. Populations in the 
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Fig. 13. Status of pronghorn range in Texas in 1976, 
and present land use patterns of former range. Unsuccess
ful transplants resulted in loss of some range since 1945, 
but pronghorn populations are stable throughout their 
present range. 
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southern Rolling Plains and on the western edae of the 
~ 

Edwards Plateau in the Permian Basin District were not as 

intensively managed as in other portions of the state, and 

census data for this area before 1963 are lacking (Texas 

Parks and Wildlife Department, unpublished census data). 
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The exact number of pronghorn in South Texas at the begin

ning of this period was estimated to be one hundred animals 

located in Jim Hogg County (Texas Game, Fish, and Oyster 

Commission 1945:110). 

Changes in Abundance 

Fluctuations in numbers occurred during this period 

among the larger original herds and also among the various 

transplants. From 1939 to 1975 a total of 5,117 antelope 

had been trapped and moved to new ranges in Texas (Hailey 

1975:86). Those transplants in the western part of the 

state were generally more successful than those in Central 

and South Texas. Following restocking, pronghorn popula-

tions in the Trans-Pecos slowly increased from 7,300 animals 

in 1946 to a peak of 12,017 in 1961. A sharp decline fol-

lowed and by 1964 antelope numbers had decreased to their 

lowest level (4,963 animals) s1nce the 1930's (Uzzell 1973: 

2). Total pronghorn numbers in this region built back up 

to 13,573 by 1973, but in the 1976 census only 6,808 prong-

horn were estimated for this area (Texas Parks and Wildlife 



Department, unpublished census data Regional office files, 

San Angelo, Tex.). 

One of the biggest factors affecting pronghorn in the 

Trans-Pecos, both historically and more recently, is water 

distribution. It has been well established in the litera-

ture that antelope are dependent on water. A study in 

Wyoming's Red Desert revealed a close relationship between 
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antelope distribution and water locations. Ninety-five per-

~~t of 12,465 antelope censused by air in that area were 

within a three- to four-mile radius of a surface water source 

(Sundstrom 1968:39). In the Trans-Pecos Region, water must 

be present either in the same pasture as pronghorn or in 

adjacent and accessible pastures. Apparently antelope pre-

fer not to walk long distances for water and refrain from 

using areas remote from water. In one instance antelope 

stopped using an area when a nearby windmill broke down 

(Buechner 1950:320). Hdiley (1975:81) found that during 

periods of dry weather, antelope in the Trans-Pecos were 

centered around windmills, stock tanks, and other sources 

of water. Presently, both wind and electric powered water 

wells are widely distributed throughout the Trans-Pecos but 

are concentrated near the few towns of the area (Littleton 

and Audsley 1957; Davis 1961; Muse 1966; Davis and Gordon 

1970). Though all water wells drilled in the area are not 

reported, the Texas Water Development Board currently has 
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over two thousand water wells recorded for the nine counties 

of the Trans-Pecos Region (Board records). Apparently ante

lope distribution in Trans-Pecos is more extensive now due 

to water development than it has ever been in the past 

(T. L. Hailey, personal communication. Taped interview 

10 April 1976, Ivan, Tex. notes in author's files). 

Though pronghorn populations in the Trans-Pecos have 

shown the steadiest growth and appear to be the most stable 

in the state, there is some indication that in certain parts 

of the region fawn predation by coyotes is severely limiting 

productivity. Hailey (1975:64) reported that following an 

intensive predator control program in an area of low produc-
..--·---- -

tivity, fawn production on the treated area increased from 

29 percent during the summer of 1970 to a high of 79 percent 

during the s~~er of 1971. Studies are being initiated to 

determine more specifically what role predation has in 

limiting productivity in this region. 

Environmental conditions affected antelope in West 

Texas during this period, with drought being the most impor-

tant single factor. The prolonged drought of the 1950's 

helped keep antelope populations at low_levels particularly 

in the Trans-Pecos. Another drought in the early 1960's 

also caused a decrease in pronghorn numbers. In a one-year 

period from June 1964 to June 1965, antelope in portions of 

Trans-Pecos suffered 65 percent mortality due to 



88 
I 

malnutrition and tarbush poisoning (Hailey et al. 1966). 

In another portion of the region, mortality rates as high as 

82 percent were recorded for the time period June 1967 to 

June 1968. Starvation was determined to be the cause of 

death. In 1967, large areas of the Trans-Pecos received 

little summer and fall precipitation and no winter moisture. 

Investigations revealed that there was a critical shortage 

of vegetation available to the antelope (Hailey 1975:70). 

Pronghorn on the ~~gh and Rolling Plains in the Pan

handle District declined from 2,000 animals to 772 in 1958. 

The westward movement of one herd into New Mexico has been 

offered as a possible explanation for this decrease (Uzzell 

1973:2}. Since that time, herds in this region have flue-

tuated from a high of 3,252 antelope in 1963 to 1,884 in 

1976 (Texas Parks and Wildlife Department, unpublished 

census data}. The restocking efforts in this area met with 

limited success. A transplant on the High Plains in Lubbock 

County consisted of 11 pronghorn placed on the V-8 Ranch 

located along Yellow House Canyon. The herd increased to 

37 animals and then began to decline. In 1969 the herd --
numbered 32 animals, but by 1976 they had disappeared com-

pletely from this ranch (Laine 1969). 

Severe weather conditions can be a population limiting 

factor in the Panhandle Region. An estimated 700 to 800 

pronghorn died during the early part of 1959 due to blizzard 



conditions. A severe hailstorm in 1969 caused high fawn 

mortality in Borden County (Hailey 1975:69). 
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In 1963 the pronghorn population in the Permian Easin 

region (south Rolling Plains and western edge of the Edwards 

Plateau) numbered 1,621 head. Total numbers increased 

slowly reaching a peak of 3,960 in 1972 but had declined to 

approximately 2,000 animals by 1976 (Texas Parks and Wild-

life Department, unpublished census data Regional office 

files, San Angelo, Tex.). 

Pronghorn numbers in other areas of the state went 

through a period of build-up following transplanting, but 

then declined. A transplant to the Flat Top Ranch, Bosque 

County in North Central Texas, was initially a success: 

the original 16 transplanted animals increased to a herd of 

approximately 86 and then began to decline (Desset and Evans 

1959). This decline was attributed to improper buck:doe 

ratios, screw worm mortality, refusal of animals to take 
~--

s~~ple~~ntal feeding during periods of environmental stress, 

and restriction of movement by cross fencing of pastures 

Hvebb 1960:32). By the winter of 1976 only one pronghorn 

remained on the Flat Top and his continued survival was 

doubtful (J. Stevens, personal communication. Telephone 

conversation 17 Feb. 1977, Clifton, Tex. notes in author's 

files). 
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At the beginning of the period, pronghorn numbers in 

South Texas were estimated to be 100 head, all occurring in 

Jim Hogg County (Texas Game, Fish and Oyster Commission 1945: 

110). A summary of the status of nine transplants made in 

this area from 1946 to 1962 listed a tota: of 256 animals 

transplanted, with only 91 surviving in two of the n~ne re-

stocked areas in 1969 (Robinson 1970:11). Reasons for the 

decline of these herds included drought, mortality at the 

time of transplant due to poor condition of the animals, 

poor r_ange condition and altering of the habitat by mechan-

ical means, in this case root-plowing of large areas 

(Robinson 1970:17). In 1967 Hurricane "Beulah" hit the Texas 

Coast completely inundating antelope range on the King Ranch 

with water. The exact mortality caused by this storm is not 

known but pronghorn in the area were reduced in numbers 

(Robinson 1970:17). Since 1969 the pronghorn in South Texas 

have been in a continuous decline. Presently a herd of 

approximately 50 animals in Jim Hogg County is all that 

remains of the antelope in this area of the state (R. B. 

Davis, personal communication. Telephone conversation 

16 March, 1977, Kingsville, Tex., notes in author's files). 

Human Impact on Pronghorn 

Following the reopening of antelope hunting ~n the 

Trans-Pecos in 1944, other regions were also reopened as 
~-
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the populations built up a surplus of animals. In 1953 

antelope hunts were opened in the Panhandle and ln 1961 the 

southern portion of the Rolling Plains in the Permian Basin 
~ 

District was opened to controlled hunting. The Panhandle 

and Trans-Pecos Districts have, however, had to close sea-

sons because of fluctuations in population numberse These 

occurred in 1949, 1952, and 1954 in the Trans-Pecos, and in 

1959 in the Panhandle (Uzzell 1973:4). A summary of hunting 

data for all three areas is presented ln Table 4. 

To properly regulate these hunts it became necessary 

for the game department to conduct annual censuses of prong-

horn range. The practical means of doing this was by aerial 

suryey. These were conducted during May and June of each 

year by strip flying antelope range for total adult popula-

tion counts. Usually a later census was conducted in June 

and July when doe:fawn ratios were counted to determine 

productivity. Precise censuses were necessary ~ecause land-

owners wanted to receive a maximum number of buck permits. 

In many areas the sale of permits to hunt pronghorn were a 

considerable source of secondary income to the landowner. 

The average hunter success for the state has generally been 

about 90 percent (Hailey 1975:74). -
Although strict hunting regulations have been in effect 

since 1903, illegal hunting continued to be a problem in 

some areas. Much of the antelope range within the Permian 
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TABLE 4 

PRONGHORN CENSUS AND HARVEST DATA FOR THE 
TRANS-PECOS, PERMIAN BASIN, AND 

PANHANDLE FROM 1952 TO 1976 

----------------

Panhand=l~e __ _ 

census total harvest 

Permian Basin ---v--
census-- total harvest 

Trans -Pec_9_s _____ _ 
--
census total harvest 

---------------------------

1952 

1953 

1954 

1955 

1956 

1957 

1958 

1959 

1960 

1961 

1962 

1963 

.1964 

1965 

1966 

1967 

1968 

1969 

1970 

1971 

1972 

1973 

1974 

1975 

1976 

1/ Adult 

2,142 

1 ,692 

2,576 

2.050 

1 ,564 

1,568 

722 

1, 979 

2,923 

2,936 

3,252 

2,116 

3,024 

1 ,867 

2,322 

3,162 

2,656 

2.099 

2,438 

3,230 

3,215 

1, 940 

3,1 01 

1 ,884 

?/ Incomplete 

160 

126 

No hunt 

159 

239 

269 

441 

257 

342 

236 

225 

295 

239 

209 

220 

242 

256 

65 

223 

158 

1 , 621 

1 , 15 7 
91 o2l 

1 ,699 

1, 512 

2,276 

2,085 

2,251 

2,502 

2,860 

2,574 

1 , 781 

1 , 71 7 

1 ,857 

286 

187 

41 

103 

248 

74 

84 

77 

93 

90 

67 

23 

26 

150 

3,356 

3,844 

2,922 

4,600 

5,500 

7,302 

8,963 

9,186 

8,740 

12,017 

9,037 

8,074 

4,963 

6,259 

5.630 

10,595 

9,618 

10,468 

8,661 

8,998 

11 , 108 

13.S73 

5,767 

9,043 

6,808 

294 

506 

807 

774 

865 

1 '307 
1 ,572 

1 ,807 

1 ,699 

1 ,005 

?31 

449 

469 

723 

799 

768 

610 

634 

742 

861 

257 

328 

373 

------- ---------------------------- -- -- -
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Basin Region was part of a highly developed oil field, tra

versed by many miles of road. Most of the range was ~ccessi

ble from these oil field roads, and even though no accurate 

information is available, illegal hunting of pronghorn 

a_Ppeared to limit populations in this area to low levels 

(Hailey 1975:68). The effect of illegal hunting in the 

Panhandle and Trans-Pecos was uot considered a significant 

limiting factor on these herds (Hailey 1975:67). 

The number of domestic sheep and goats throughout the 

pronghorn range declined during this period. By the early 

1970's there were over three million sheep and two million 

goats in the state (Texas Almanac 1972-1973:430), but a 

large number of these animals occur on pronghorn range in 

the western Edwards Plateau area. Cattle numbers increased 

to over twelve million statewide by 1971; however, some of 

this growth occurred in the central and eastern counties of 

the state and the development of numerous feedlvts concen-

trated cattle in the Panhandle Region (Texas Almanac 1972-

1973:426). 

Loss of antelope habitat to farming continued and in 
«-.. 

some regions of the H~gh Plains the actual availability of 

suitable range beca~~ a limiting factor to population expan

sion. It has been estimated that at least 75 percent of 

former antelope range is now under cultivation in the Pan-

handle (De.Arment 1965). 
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In the 1950's cotton production shifted from the east

ern and central counties to the High Plains of West Texas 

and to the Rio Grande Valley. Lubbock County, on the High 

Plains exceeds all other counties in Texas in both cotton 

acreage and total production (Texas Almanac 1972-1973:415). 

Though total acreage throughout the state decreased from 

the high reached in 1925, over five million acres were 

planted to cotton in 1970. Cotton continues to be the 

state's largest money crop and Texas is the leading cotton 

producing state in the nation {Texas Almanac 1972-1973:415). 

Corn acreages declined during this period, but the develop-

ment of inexpensive grain hybrids, able to withstand the 

semi-arid climate of West Texas, led to large acreages 

being planted. By 1970 over five million acres of grain 

sorghum had been planted in Texas with a cash value second 

only to cotton (Texas Almanac 1972-1973:421). 

During the last thirty years the East and Central Texas 

human population centers such as Houston, Dallas/Fort Worth, 

San Antonio and Austin have become large metropolitan areas 

with sprawling suburbs, industry, and large corporation 

commerce. Populations in the western part of the state in-

creased and during this period new populationcentersemerged 

such as Lubbock on the High Plains, and Odessa/Midland in 
...._,_.,--- ----- --

the Permian Basin. Although the Trans-Pecos Region has also ---- --" ~ -
grown in human numbers, it remains the least populated area 
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of the state per square mile, and still supports a number of 

large tracts of land in native pasture under single owner-

ship (Texas Almanac 1972-1973:157-160). 

Summary 

Antelope numbers fluctuated over much of their range 

during this period, but the overall trend was one of gradual 

increase, particularly in the Trans-Pecos. Transplants were 

generally successful in West Texas, but those made in South 

and Central Texas succeeded for a period then declined. A 

series of droughts in the 1950's and 1960's adversely 

affected pronghorn production in local areas of Trans-Pecos. 

Habitat loss due to farming and increased urbanization in 

West Texas were major limiting factors to the growth and 

expansion of antelope populations. 



CHAPTER IX 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

Distribution and Abundance 

Before the arrival of European man, an estimated 

35,000,0~~ pronghorn inhabited North America, but withir. 

the span of about 200 years (1700~1900) this population had 

decreased to less than 20,000 (Nelson 1925). Herds began 

to increase in the 1920's across the nation, and by 1966 

had reached an estimated total of 265,000 animals (Yoakum 

1966). Pronghorn range in the early nineteenth century 

included most of the Great Plains, as well as the high sage-

brush plateaus and grassland valleys in the western states, 

parts of South-Central Canada, and Northern Mexico. By the 

1920's the pronghorn range had been significantly reduced 

(Yoakum 1966). Presently, antelope occupy most of their 

former ancestral range except along the eastern border of __ _.. '~--

the Great Plains (Yoakum 1966). 

In estimating densities of pronghorn throughout thei~ 

range in the United States, Yoakum (1966) found that the 

highest densities occurred in the Great Plains states. The 
.. .--------- -

fact that historical records consistently mention pronghorn 

associated with buffalo on the prairies supports the assunp-

tion that pronghorn were highly adapted to the Great Plains 

grasslands. Yoakum (1972) estimated that 49 percent of the 

96 
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present pronghorn populations are found on the shortgrass 

prairies of the western Great Plains region, with the remain

der of the population occurring in the mixed grasslands, and 

grassland shrubs, of the western states. 

In Texas, the pronghorn range historically stretched 

from the Gulf Coast to the Trans-Pecos in the west, and from 

the Red River in the north to the Rio Grande Valley. The 

species was absent or occurred only marginally in the 

coniferous forests of East Texas and the interior portion of 

the Edwards Plateau. 

The eastern boundary of this ancestrial range, as estab

lished by Nelson (1925), has been accepted by most recent 

researchers (Buechner 1950; Uzzell 1973; Hailey 1975) (Fig. 

1). However, data from our research indicate that pronghorn 

ranged farther east than recorded by Nelson (1925). Although 

there is some question as to the exact eastern limits of 

their range, pronghorn apparently did occur on rhe Blackland 

Prairie, portions of the Post Oak Savannah, and on parts of 

the Coastal Prairies. 

The occurrence of pronghorn along the narrow strip of 

Gulf Prairie in the southern tip of the state is not cer

tain. Historic references to antelope document their pres

ence immediately west of these Coastal Prairies, and the 

Gulf Coast Prairies to the north evidently supported both 

pronghorn and bison. Based on the absence of historical 
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references to pronghorn, and the failure of more recent 

transplants in this area, it appears the southern limits of 

the prairies may have been unsuitable habitat to support 

pronghorn. Halloran (1956) postulated that the poor success 

of a pronghorn transplant in Oklahoma resulted from a higher 

average rainfall than found in preferred antelope habitat. 

This does not appear to be the case in South Texas, where 

the average rainfall lS less than in some other parts of the 

pronghorn range. 

Originally, the most abundant populations occurred in 

the western one-third of the state, where herds of thou-

sands of pronghorn were recorded (Fig. 8). No major reduc-

tions in range or numbers seemed to have occurred until the 

1880's (Fig. 10). At this time pronghorn populations began 

to decline and their historic range reduced. Populations 

reached their lowest levels in the 1920's (Fig. 11) sur-

viving in remnant herds scattered throughout West Texas. 

Shortly after this, state game biologists were involved in 

a number of pronghorn transplants that were used to restock 

historic range (Fig. 12). Since that time, antelope numbers 

have increased, primarily in the Trans-Pecos, and appear to 

be stable (Fig. 15). Buechner (1961), in discussing the 

changes in antelope populations, stated that droughts could 

reduce pronghorn numbers 50 to 60 percent in the Trans-Pecos 
', 

Region. It seems probable that during pristine times the 
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pronghorn herds of this region were limited by the amount 

of available surface water and that populations fluctuated 

then, much as they do today. 

Human Impact on Pronghorn 

There can be little doubt that most human activities 

in the settlement and development of Texas have influenced 

all wildlife species in one way or another. Nevertheless, 

certain activities have had a greater effect on one species 

than on another. In this study, the major factors which 

were significant in the decline of pronghorn in Texas 

became apparent as the history of man's interaction with 

pronghorn was examined through the past 200 years. These 

have been isolated and researched individually. The part 

played by each human influence is evaluated below under 

separate heading only as an attempt to determine the degree 

of change it wrought. Each factor, however, has operated 

in combination with the others, the cumulative effect being 

to reduce the pronghorn to its' present-day level. 

Hunting 

Long before the arrival of European man in Texas, ante

lope were hunted by the resident Indian tribes and this 

species was an integral part of their resource use and 

their culture. For the most part, this hunting was at a 
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subsistence level and probably had little more effect than 

natural predation. The early settlers also hunted pronghorn 

at a subsistence level and, despite their more sophisticated 

weaponry, do not appear to have had any significant in=lu

ence on either population numbers or on antelope 

distribution. 

This situation changes, however, 1n the late 1880's. 

Concomitant with, or as a continuation of, the great bison 

extirpation, pronghorn were killed in large numbers to meet 

the demands of the meat and hide markets developed on the 

East Coast. Despite these large ntmbers of antelope killed 

during this period of market hunting, it seems doubtful that 

hunting itself was the most important factor in reducing the 

vast pronghorn populations to their low level of the 1920's~ 

Exploitive hunting did substantially reduce the overall nu~

bers of pronghorn in Texas but, in the light of this and 

other research on the factors limiting pronghorn survival 

and success, market hunting probably merely served to hasten 

what was an inevitable decline. 

Hunting today is probably the most important conserv3-

tion asset in pronghorn survival. The dangerously low popu

lations of the 1920's were carefully managed and built up 

by funds generated from hunting interests, and, indeed a 

major purpose in the rehabilitation of the state's pronghorn 

herds has been to provide a huntable surplus from a secured 
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resource. Thus the impact of man in the sphere of hunting, 

while initially being a destructive force on the antelope 

in Texas, has swung full circle and may be the principal 

motivating mechanism in the future survival of this species. 

The Livestock Industry 

The pronghorn, as discussed above, was highly adapted 

to the Great Plains prairies. It was syrnpatric with bison, 

and from the historic evidence of the vast numbers of bo~h 

species existing together in pre-settlement times, it lived 

in a noncompetitive situation. Furthermore, despite the 

extremely high biomass on the prairies represented by these 

two species, the grasslands of the Texas Panhandle drew 

repeated comments as to their excellence by numerous early 

historians. Thus it seemed that both pronghorn and bison 

were ecologically well adapted to optimum use of the prairies 

with little or no deterioration of this resource. 

The introduction of sheep and goats by the earliest 

colonists of Texas represented a direct and serious com~eti·

tor for the pronghorn food resource. Both pronghorn and 

domestic sheep and goats subsist largely on forbs and grasses. 

Due partly to the presence of man and partly to the sedentary 

nature of sheep and goats, prongtorn were poorly adapted to 

survive in the face of competition, and were easily dis9lacel 

from the range by the presence of these domestic animals. In 
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addition, the nomadic movement of pronghorn across their 

range functionally ensured that no particular area was over

utili~, where the herding and gross overstocking of sheep 

and goats resulted in over-utilization of the available 

resource and subsequent serious habitat degradation. 

Much of the former pronghorn range in South Texas was 

so overgrazed by sheep and goats in the late 1700's that it 

became uninhabitable to pronghorn. Indeed, this part of 

the state still bears the scars of early land abuse. The 

later introduction of sheep and goats to the Edwards Plateau, 

and then to the Trans-Pecos, showed the same results; domes-

tic livestock were in direct competition with pronghorn, and 

the latter were unable to survive on ranges that had been 

depleted of forbs and grasses due to overgrazing. From a 

purely competitive level, it is doubtful that any stocking 

of pronghorn on range occupied by sheep and goats will ever 

be successful. Sheep and goat production has been a major 

factor in the restriction of pronghorn distributions, both 

through direct competition for the available food resources 

and due to the indirect effect of seriously down-grading 

habitat through overgrazing. 

Domestic cattle, on the other hand, have not been found 

to be competitive with pronghorn, providing the carrying ----------·--capacity of the land is not exceeded. Given large enough --
acreages, pronghorn are able to survive sympatric to cattle 
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in much the same manner as they did with bison. competition 

between these two species, then, is not a limiting factor to 

pronghorn success. 

The major incompatibility between cattle and pronghorn 

lies in the actual availability of sp~ce. Much of the former 

pronghorn range presently occupied by cattle has either suf-

fered severe habitat deterioration as a result of an earlier 

sheep/goat land use, or has been so heavily overstocked and 

overgrazed by cattle as to totally exclude suitable pronghorn - ---
habitat. Much of West Texas was severely overgrazed in the 

late 1800's, and has been subjected to a steady grazing pres-

sure ever since. This, coupled with the periodic droughts 

typical of semi-arid areas, has resulted in a depressed 

carrying capacity of the land for both pronghorn and cattle. 

A major factor in restricting pronghorn range was a 

secondary effect of the livestock industry--the dividing up ----
of open range with cross-fencing. Antelope behavior shows 

the characteristic nomadic movement patterns typical of 

ungulates evolved in an open prairie situation. The intra-

duction of fences acted as a barrier to these movements la 

search of good forag~_and water, further limiting the poten

tial pronghorn carrying capacity of depleted ranges. Barbe~ 

wire, and the later development of mesh wire fencing, thus 

added another pressure on already depressed pronghorn 

populations. 
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The real significance of cross-fencing open range in 

the decline of antelope populations was not fully appreciated 

for some time. Pronghorn herds became isolated into increas-

ingly smaller enclosures, herd s1zes fell, and ultimately 

the animals disappeared from all but the largest pastures. 

The poor success of some of the more eastern antelope trans-

plants of the 1920's may have been partially due to a lack 

of understanding the minimum spacial requirements in this 

species. Modern research has shown that a viable pronghorn 

unit r~quires access to a considerable area of land but the 

actual acreage needed per animal has not yet been 

established. 

As a result of the effect of fencing on pronghorn 

abundance and distribution, studies have been conducted on 

fence modification to permit anima.l movement. A functional 

fence modification that allows antelope passage through both 

barbed wire strand fencing and wire mesh fences, but con-

tains domestic livestock, has been developed (Spillet et al. 

1967). These "antelope panels" allow animals to move freely 

between pastures for better grazing, access to water in 

times of drought, and to avoid the competi~ive population 

pressures of heavily-stocked ranges. The development and 

implementation of these antelope panels has proved to be an 

important~anagement tool in maintaining and expanding ante-
~ 

lope populations on West Texas ranchlands. 



The impact of the livestock industry on pronghorn is 

probably one of the two major human-related factors which 

have most influenced their abundanceanddistribution. 
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Sheep and goats in great numbers probably had little popula

tion pressure effect on the pronghorn; in pristine times 

there were vast herds of pronghorn and bison and both 

species evolved the adaptations necessary to withstand crowd

ing. On the other hand, the feeding habits of sheep and 

goats are directly detrimental to pronghorn. Not only do 

the former compete directly for the same food resource as 

pronghorn, but their feeding behavior in domesticated condi

tions has a highly deliterous effect on the range. Cattle 

are not a serious threat to pronghorn survival unless they 

are overstocked on shared range, resulting in overgrazed 

conditions. Fencing, as a secondary effect of livestock 

production, has had a major influence on pronghorn popula

tions in the past and will continue to do so unLil all fences 

in pronghorn range are equipped with antelope panels. 

Agricultural Practices 

Farming of grains was practiced at a subsistence level 

by some Indian tribes and, again, the early homesteaders all 

cultivated small acreages for subsistence crops. Neither of 

these had any serious impact on pronghorn numbers or distri

bution. With the westward spread of European ~an and the 
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development of human population centers, the demand for 

agricultural products increased. More settlement occurred 

along the Cross-timbers and Blackland Prairies, and the 

breaking up of the land into small holdings began pushing 

the pronghorn range westward. With the opening of gra1n 

and cotton markets along the East Coast, the rural economy 

on the High Plains and in North-Central Texas shifted to a 
....,.;-

monocultu~al, high-intensity agricultural system. Although 

they have been recorded depredating crops as a food source 

in times of shortage (Elliot 1939), pronghorn cannot survive 

in intensively farmed land with the resulting lack of vege-

tatiye diversity. They disappeared from these areas and by 

the 1920's were only found on the remaining unplowed pra1r1e 

acreages of the Panhandle and Rolling Plains. 

The farming of various row crops eliminated millions 

of acres of pronghorn habitat in Texas. What was once the 

most productive pronghorn range in the state, and perhaps 

in the nation, became one of the leading cotton producing 

areas in the world. Other money crops such as wheat, corn 

and grain sorghums were also developed on historic prong-- -

horn range. Given the current demand for cotton on the 

world market and the expanding human populations that need 

to be fed, it is doubtful that any of this land will be re-

turned to open rangeland once more inhabitable by pronghorn. 
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Agriculture, especially the development of intensive 

~onocultural row crop production, is the second of the two 

~ajor human impacts on pronghorn distribution. The influ

ence that this has had on antelope has been the permanent 

destruction of suitable habitat, and in the light of world 

economics, the permanent and total removal of millions of 

acres from potential pronghorn range. 

Human Population Expansion 

Human population expansion has had both a direct and 

a more subtle influence on the Texas pronghorn. The state's 

population has grown from a few thousand Indians in the 

fifteenth century to its present size of approximately 11 

million people. The pressure of urban areas, highways, 

airports, etc., created by population growth, has taken up 

large areas of pronghorn range. Although the highest human 

population areas are in the east and central part of the 

state, the last twenty to thirty years has seen the growth 

of large cities such as El Paso, Lubbock, Midland/Odessa, 

Abilene and Amarillo in the very heart of the historic 

antelope range. As the demand on the land resource in------
creases, more and more large properties are being broken 

up. The price of land has risen steadily during the past 

thirty years, as have land taxes, and for econom~c reasons 

fewer large ranches are being held intact. The trend is 
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toward smaller ranches and farms and toward surburban and 

periurban development outside the large cities. At this 

point in time, land is worth more for human development than 

for maintenance of pronghorn. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, the decline of Texas pronghorn from 

pristine levels can be attributed to a combination of factors 

--mostly man induced. Recently, management of pronghorn has 

at least allowed populations in some areas to stabilize, but 

the combined pressures of human development appear to be 

making increasing demands on a dwindling land resource. ~1an 

has, by his actions, influenced antelope for the good 1n 

some ways. Water development in Trans-Pecos, and the preser

vation efforts of a few ranchers and sportsmen are but two 

examples. However, if pronghorn are to continue to be ma1n

tained in viable herds in Texas, actions must be taken now 

to insure that somewhere in their range, the proper habitat 

requirements will exist forever free from the negative 

influence of man. 
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APPENDIX B: WILDLIFE QUESTIONNAIRE 

TEXAS TECH RANGE AND WILDLIFE MANAGEME~T DEPARTMENT 
BICENTENNIAL TEXAS WILDLIFE DOCUMENTATION PROJECT 

Please answer each question as accurately and completely as possible. 

Is ~here evidence.* of any of the following wildlife species occurring in your county 
durl~g t~e four t1me pe~iods indicated? Please place the appropriate letter for each 
spec1es 1n the proper t1me period. 

* a. 
b. 
c. 
d. 
e. 

Old timers stories or recollections. 
Pe~sonal o~servation (or direct knowledge of such). 
Wr~tten ev1dence (Newspapers, diaries, county records, etc.). 
Fa1rly certain none were ever observed. 
Don't know. 

Coyote 
White-tailed Deer 
Mule Deer 
Pronghorn Antelope 
Elk 
Bison (Buffalo) 
Peccary (Javelina) 
Beaver 
Red Wolf 
Timber Wolf 
Turkey 
Prairie Chicken 
Prairie Dog 
Bear 

Pre-1850 1850-1900 1900-1940 1940-1976 

Mountain Lion (cougar, panther) 
Bobcat ----
Black-footed Ferret 

2. Are there records, accounts, photos, etc., of any of the following for your county? 
(Check where appropriate) 

Extensive market hunting i.e. for feeding railroad crews, food supply to Army 
Post etc. 

__ Extensive sport hunting. 
Extensive trapping - private and government. 
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3. Is there newspaper or other evidence of any large die-offs of animals (domestic or wild) 
due to: 
a. climatic conditions- (give dates of occurrence). 
b. diseases- (give dates and disease if known). 
c. other causes (give cause). 

4. What major agricultural (farming/ranching) changes have occurred in your county. EX: 1800 
ranches began using wire net fences and large nwnbers of sheep introduced. Or 1935 a shift 
from ranching to cotton farming. Brief statement of major changes will be very helpful. 

5. Where are there sources of historical material available for us to examine in more detail? 




