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Observations of Black Rock East and Black Rock West Wild Horse Herd 
Management Area Helicopter Roundups plus observations of New Fallon Wild 
Horse Holding Facility    
 
Dates 12/30/2009 to 1/7/2010 
 
By Craig C. Downer, Ecologist 
Email: ccdowner@yahoo.com 
 
Wednesday. 30th Dec., 2009: Traveled with Elyse Gardner from Novato, CA, to Reno, 
NV.  Proceeded to Reno Airport to rent a 4WD Ford Explorer, then traveled in this 
vehicle to Winnemucca arriving at Midnight 
 
Thursday, 31st Dec., 2009: At 6 A.M., we met at the BLM Winnemucca District Office.  
There was an orientation by District Manager Gene Seidlitz.  Present were wild horse 
advocates Deniz Bolbol of In Defense of Animals, Willis Lamm of Least Resistance 
Training Concepts, Elyse Gardner, humane observer, also BLM officials Larry Denny, 
Assistant District Manager, Lisa Ross, BLM Public Relations official, David Hayes, top 
BLM official, plus two BLM law enforcement agents.  We engaged in a lively briefing 
and question-and-answer session concerning the roundup during which questions and 
comments were made from advocates and officials alike.  Discussed were both humane 
treatment issues and criticisms of the justifications for the wild horse roundups.  
 
We left in 4WD vehicles ca. 7 AM proceeding north on US Hwy. 95 from Winnemucca 
to Hwy. 140 heading NW toward Denio and the Oregon border.  Conditions: very cold 
and snowy.  Storm intensifying.  After ca. one hour we arrived at Leonard Creek Ranch 
Road which we took to the west (left).  Thereafter we followed the main road as it lead 
through a few ranches, including the Leonard Creek Ranch, and the Battle Creek Ranch 
and finally to the Paiute Meadows Ranch.  
 
In heavy snow at Battle Creek Ranch, we were passed by two large horse trailers taking 
the gathered wild horses out of the area to the new Fallon wild horse holding facility.  
Temperatures were hovering near zero F., and snow and wind were present making this  
4-hour transport particularly distressing for the captured wild horses.  Near the Paiute 
Meadows Ranch, by a marshy area and at the foot of a hill to the west rising toward 
8,594-foot-high Big Mountain, the capture corral and burlap-hung funnel wings had been 
erected.  Paiute Creek drained from the SW, and this was the route along which the 
horses were to be herded by helicopter. (See page 19 of DeLorme Nevada Atlas & 
Gazetteer, 2006.)  Two lightweight Bell Ranger helicopters were being employed.  Dave 
Cattoor and his crew, from Nephi, Utah, had begun setting up the capture corrals on 
Sunday, Dec. 27th, 2009.   
 
Monday the 28th of Dec., 2009, had been the first day of the gather in which 74 wild 
horses had been herded to the corrals from the Black Rock Range East HMA.  
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Tuesday, Dec. 29, an additional 22 horses were gathered under snowy conditions, and the 
horses who had been captured on Monday were moved to the new Fallon holding facility 
that is privately owned by Troy Adams.   
 
It is a short-term facility according to BLM although horses are sometimes kept in these 
places for longer periods of time, in excess of one-half year.  This particular facility is 
located on Indian Lakes Road in a rural area on the outskirts of Fallon, a major 
agricultural center in northern Nevada, a few hours south of the capture site.  This brand 
new facility has no wind breaks or overhead shelters for its inhabitants, the captured wild 
horses.  It is icy cold, with ice crystals coating the cottonwood tree branches and twigs, 
the barbed wire fences and even the hay that has fallen to the ground.   
 
On Wednesday December 30th, ten wild horses had been gathered by the roundup 
contractors.  Of these, one six-month-old colt had died while being chased by helicopter.  
The Animal and Plant Health Inspection Services (APHIS) veterinarian, Al Kane, stated 
that through field necropsy he had diagnosed the cause of death as a congenital heart 
defect, though it is most likely that the helicopter driving greatly precipitated this demise.   
 
Alan Shepherd, the lead official of the Nevada BLM Wild Horse and Burro program, was 
also present.  He announced that helicopters were grounded this day due to the storm and 
would probably remain grounded through New Year’s Day.   
 
Also present, Jerome Fox, the wild horse and burro specialist for the Humboldt Resource 
Area, helped to monitor the handling of the horses.  Gene Seidlitz invited all present to 
gather near the corrals both to receive an explanation of the roundup process and to 
engage in an open discussion of the roundup and its justifications.  As a wildlife biologist 
I criticized the relative proportions of resource allocations among cattle, sheep, wild 
horses, and big game as being grossly unfair to the wild horses, both here locally and 
nationwide.  Alan Shepherd denied my points and particularly my point that within the 
Wild Free-Roaming Horse and Burro Act (WFRHBA) is a mandate authorizing BLM and 
Forest Service (USFS) to contract with state, local and private entities in order to fulfill 
the protective mandate of the WFRHBA.  Section 6 of WFRHBA of 1971 clearly states: 
 

The Secretary is authorized to enter into cooperative agreements with other 
landowners and with State and local governmental agencies and may issue such 
regulations as he deems necessary for the furtherance of the purposes of the Act.   

 
Also, in Section 3 of the Act, is stated; 
 

[The Secretary] shall consider the recommendations of qualified scientists in the 
field of biology and ecology, some of whom shall be independent of both federal 
and state agencies… 

 
The Humane Observer Elyse Gardner asked that we be allowed to see the remains of an 
emaciated old mare of purportedly 20-plus-years.  She was evaluated with a Heinecke 
body condition score of 2 by APHIS vet Al Kane and thereafter killed because BLM 
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officials felt she would not do well in making the adjustment to life in holding, nor would 
she survive the winter on the range.  BLM officials stated that they would not permit us 
to observe the dead mare, emphasizing that she had already been buried.  Responding to 
questions, Dr. Kane acknowledged that this mare, whom we have named La Belle, 
displayed no visible signs of illness or injury.  She was in essence prophylactically killed 
because of her extreme thinness and because of BLM’s assumption she would not thrive.  
As a wildlife ecologist and in appreciation of WFRHBA’s mandate to have the wild 
horses and burros be treated as integral parts of the ecosystems they occupy, I made the 
point that in death wild horses should contribute their moral remains to the very 
ecosystem that has sustained them all their lifes, i.e., to the food chain, to the soils and 
decomposers, to natural predators and scavengers such as puma, wolf and scavenging 
birds, lizards and rodents. 
 
Friday, January 1, 2010.  Happy New Year!  Picked up biologist Bob Bauer at Reno 
Airport night before.  He brought a Sony audio video camera with tripod and will 
document the roundups and wild horse holding facilities at Fallon during ensuing days.  
Elyse, Bob and I celebrate the New Year at Winnemucca Inn. 
 
Saturday, January 2, 2010.  Today we again meet at 6 AM at the BLM office to go out for 
the roundup at the Paiute Meadows Ranch.  We arrived about 9 AM and the weather is 
clear.  We are guided to a higher vantage point on a hillside to the west of the capture 
corral where we can observe the helicopter chase and the final minutes when the wild 
horses are driven into the capture corrals.  Elyse remains at the corrals. Bob with his 
video camera and I, along with 3 others, are at the vantage point to observe the distant 
helicopter driving.  We wait about three hours for the Cattoor helicopter to drive in a 
band of eleven, judging from distant mountains, probably from 7 to 12 miles away.  
Around 1 PM, the chop-chop-chop of the helicopter echoes from the mountainside, and 
soon we discern the wild horse band trotting along in single file. In the lead is a 
remarkable black stallion with a small, sparkly white diamond on his forehead.  We later 
dub him Freedom, for reasons about to be revealed.  The horses are funneled in along the 
burlap siding to the six-foot metal corrals, and the gate is quickly closed on them.  
Trapped, indeed, and the horses sense it.  The corral panels have a plastic netting draped 
over them that, as I was told by BLM officials, closes out their view exterior to the pens 
and supposedly help to calm them down.  The horses we see are not calm but very 
apprehensive.  With the snow-covered ground and muddy terrain, and in spite of some 
straw having been placed thereon, horses are frequently slipping and falling.  We 
observed some kicking and biting as the mares from Freedom’s band were intermingled 
with the mares already at the capture site.  
 
The Cattoor capture team quickly separates the six mares, subordinate stallion and three 
colts from the band stallion.  Most of the band seems quite frightened and disoriented.  
The strongly muscled stallion, however, has an impressive presence and catches my 
attention.   As he is driven with flagged whip into the passageway and gate to be 
evaluated separately before release into a separate corral, he suddenly lunges with great 
force and intensity, and his right front elbow becomes caught up over the upper part of 
the fence, leaving him standing on his hind legs, helplessly hooked on the fence in an 
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upright position. Photos taken by Elyse Gardner reveal what appears to be a “hot shot” 
electric prod on the ground of this passageway, though no direct evidence of its being 
used on Freedom surfaces. While one BLM official and two members of the capture crew 
stand around the stallion and shake their flagged whips at him, he struggles mightily to 
come unstuck from the fence and finally gets free after hanging there for a very long 
minute.  Freedom is then released into the adjoining pen. 
 
What now ensues counts among the very most inspiring displays of sheer spirit and 
resolve to break free of any I have witnessed in my life.  Once Freedom has been 
separated into his own corral, he begins a most keen assessment of his situation, 
scrutinizing his enclosure, judging the height of the fence, looking for a run.  He begins 
pacing back and forth within the corral, which is approximately 50’ x 15’.  After several 
of these accelerating pacings, he judiciously and with great élan, charges mightily forth at 
full velocity to leap over the six-foot-high metal fence.  I stand only two to four yards 
away and plainly observe him to nearly clear the fence.  Though he falls upon his back, 
this does not daunt him, as he quickly and adroitly rises again to his feet and makes 
another even more valiant charge to leap another section of the tall corral.  This time he 
easily clears, as I see his fore and hind legs gracefully pass over the uppermost beam.  As 
fellow observer Bob Bauer and I – mesmerized – watched this epiphany, tears arise.  As a 
few more seconds pass, the black stallion breaks through the barbed wire fence plunging 
his chest full force against the tightly stung wires (see photos).  Though he becomes 
briefly tangled in these popped wires, his agility and deft footwork quickly extricate his 
body from the tangle.  The next thing I know he was totally free, running out into the vast 
Nevada desert with the scenic and colorful eastern flank of the Black Rock Range in the 
background.  As he briefly arches his thick and powerful neck to glance backwards at the 
corral, his flowing black mane flies in the wind, his brilliant white diamond glinting from 
his forehead.  He seems the very beacon of freedom – a shining example of the kind of 
sheer verve and passion it takes to live free (see photos).  One glance back and then he 
runs far off toward the colorful Big Mountain into the fastnesses of the Black Rock East 
Herd Management Area.  I take several pictures as he recedes into the distance.   What a 
wonder!  His name will be none other than Freedom!.  
 
As Bob Bauer and I walk back to the east side of the corrals, we are beside ourselves as 
visible tears stream from our eyes – so moved are we by this stallion’s hatred of 
confinement and love of independence and freedom.  BLM District Manager Gene 
Seidlitz, the BLM law enforcement agent, and wildlife biologist Dave Worley have also 
just observed this magnificent escape from close up and all of us are genuinely moved.  
This is the type of experience that changes lives, that alters priorities and world views, 
that brings into human recognition a greater valuing of the so-called other life forms.  
Such awakens a true valuing of the horses’ -- as all life’s -- precious freedom here on 
Earth.  It instills a resolve to restore this freedom for such magnificent presences as the 
horse here in the arid and wide-open spaces of Nevada, where the horse restores the 
native ecosystem in its very cradle of evolution, where the presence of free-living horses 
lend grace and beauty that are beyond compare! 
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The other observers on the east side of the capture corral also sense and catch partial 
glimpses of the black stallion’s brilliant escape.  They also notice that one black mare, 
perhaps the lead mare, becomes very agitated immediately after the black stallion escapes 
and begins pacing rapidly to-and-fro. 
 
Nevada BLM’s P.R. officer Jo Ann Worley states that wild horses, mainly stallions, do 
break away from the temporary metal capture corrals from time to time.  She said they 
sometimes return to try to rescue their bands, again indicating their great loyalty to 
family. 
 
Everyone who observed Freedom’s valiant escape was visibly moved … awestruck is a 
more fitting word.   
 
The remaining penned horses seem lost and agitated, with many waves of movement as 
though expecting their leader and patron to suddenly return for them – to deliver them 
from the clutches of their prison guards, feeling still the mighty call to freedom. 
 
Before leaving the site, we engage in a lively discussion in which, as earlier mentioned, 
Alan Shepherd denies that BLM could enter into contracts for the benefit of the wild 
horses (see earlier display of Section 6 of the WFRHBA).  Mr. Gene Seidlitz, however, 
emphasizes that what I say is true and that the Winnemucca District Office has, in fact, 
established contractual agreements with ranches to provide year-round water for the 
benefit of the wild horses.  I give credit where credit is due, but note how relatively rare 
such agreements are.  – Still, we must look on the positive side and promote a better 
future for the wild horses.   
 
Another disturbing point is BLM’s refusal to show us where the euthanized older wild 
mare is buried and to allow us to examine her, at least for a confirmation of the claim of 
emaciated condition.  We hear a rumor that this mare had an older colt in association with 
her in the wild, but this remains unconfirmed. 
 
Upon our return mid-afternoon, we observe two bands on the north end of Jackson 
Mountain HMA.  These are colorful and lively horses with warm winter coats.  Though 
scouring the landscape coming and going to Winnemucca, these are the only wild horses 
we see – a fact belying their oft-proclaimed overpopulation of the range by their 
detractors and BLM’s bearing the legal mandate to both protect and manage them fairly. 
 
Sunday, January 3, 2010.  Drive back to Reno.  Interview with Channel 8, KOLO TV 
(ABC) Reno for evening news, with reporter Joe Harrington.  Went well and wild horse 
advocate side well represented according to reports.  Possibility of doing a talk show. 
 
Monday, Jan. 4, 2010.  Bob, Elyse and I go to new private wild horse holding facility at 
5676 Indian Lakes Road, just north of Fallon, Nevada.  Immense capacity for holding ca. 
3,000 wild horses/burros here. Eight horses in two front pens, including three saddle 
horses in one pen and three colts, including an orphan, and two mares in another. The 
latter are from Black Rock Range East HMA and are marked with green paint on their 
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backs to signify such.  One foal has a limp and diarrhea, as indicated by watery feces.  
We had observed this limping colt with one of the other colts at Paiute Meadows pens.  
 
Lily Thomas gives Elyse, Bob and me a tour of the facilities.  Oat hay is being fed to 
these horses, as is more compatible with their digestive systems that are adapted to the 
sparse and drier desert forage they are used to when compared to alfalfa hay.  Tomorrow 
there will be 242 wild horses in the holding pens when the 84 currently being prepared 
for transport arrive.   
 
At this Fallon facility, the stallions are kept in one large open pen that possesses a slight 
rise.  Some are pawing the earth and biting the ground, apparently to obtain minerals. 
Another large pen holds mares.  A third pen holds young colts and fillies.  Nearly all 
these horses show an aftermath of trauma from the helicopter roundups, so we stay away 
from the fences so as not to further traumatize them.  Some show recent kick and bite 
marks most probably sustained when the horses were amassed together during the 
roundup process.  Some horses wallow in the earth.  We notice the flocking of birds to 
pick at the horse droppings.  Thomas notes that it is common for birds to flock around the 
horses to procure their food in this manner.  At a National Wild Horse and Burro 
Advisory Board meeting about a year earlier, I heard her make the statement that on 
ranches converted from cattle to horses, a considerable improvement in range conditions 
is observed.  When questioned about a lack of shelter for the horses, she maintains that 
the Fallon area is much milder than most of Nevada and that the chill pogonip (Paiute), or 
frosty fog prevalent this day is rare in the Fallon area.  She says that the erection of 
shelters would cause harm to the horses, though we maintain that canvas tarps or some 
form of a well-secured wind break could easily be erected along the fences for the horses’ 
protection against wind chill during windy storms and blizzards.  Troy Adams is the 
private owner of the new facility through his Broken Arrow corporation.  According to 
Thomas, this immense facility can hold 2,800 horses or burros.  
 
Tuesday, January 5, 2010.  Day for assembling notes and photos concerning our 
observations, for re-provisioning and readying for going out to Soldier Meadows for the 
Black Rock Range West wild horse HMA helicopter gather.  Soldier Meadows is the site 
of a cattle ranch and tourist lodge whose owner has clamored for drastic reductions of 
wild horses, and his cattle permits have been increased recently by BLM. 
 
Wednesday, January 6, 2010.  Meet fellow wild horse advocate in Washoe Valley to ride 
in her 4WD vehicle to Gerlach where we arrive through a dense and chilly fog before 8 
AM, the departure time to proceed to Soldier Meadows and the capture site.  Cattoor 
family still conducting the roundups.  A band of wild horses is noted along the Soldier 
Meadows Road at 9:10 AM at GPS location North 41 degrees, 7.39 minutes and West 
119 degrees, 8.18 minutes, 4,031 feet of elevation.  Two further bands, one with seven 
wild horses and the other with nine are noted a bit further to the north.  Bands are well 
spaced in this vast country.  Cold weather and precipitation delays the gathers in the 
morning.  Afternoon is warmer, with clearer weather conditions that permit the gathering 
of 53 wild horses, including 19 stallions, 23 mares and 11 colts/foals.  These horses are 
mainly in excellent condition, well muscled and displaying exuberant energy.  Judging 
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from the ample grass in the area, there is no problem with adequate feed for them and the 
bands are well distributed in this spectacular Black Rock Range from which they are 
being drastically reduced in number.   
 
Overseeing the roundup again is Alan Shepherd, BLM Nevada wild horse and burro lead, 
Gene Seidlitz, Winnemucca District Manager, Jerome Fox, wild horse and burro 
specialist for the Humboldt Resource Area of the Winnemucca BLM District and others 
including the APHIS vet Al Kane.  Observers are given a place on the side of a hill to 
view the wild horses but limited in the height they can climb or the proximity to the 
portable metal capture corrals so as not to impede the roundup.  
 
 I feel deprived when restricted in the height I can climb in order to observe from what 
distance and over what possibly rocky or cliffy terrain the wild horse bands are being 
helicopter-driven.  Another even more serious infringement upon the public’s right to 
know what is going on is the times we are not being permitted to observe the capture 
operations, both within designated public viewing days and days other than Monday, 
Wednesday and Saturday for the duration of the Black Rock Range gathers.  As a case in 
point, wild horses were rounded up by helicopter on the 6th of January after we had been 
told by BLM officials that no more roundups would occur that day.  From the main 
corrals at Soldier Meadows, with my binoculars I saw a band of 7 wild horses being 
helicopter driven right after we were told we had to leave.  Also, some days when 
officials said no roundups would occur in fact had roundups occurring, e.g., January 1st. 
 
As mentioned, during this roundup the captured horses were transported from the actual 
site of capture to a temporary holding site.  Some kicking and biting and a great fear of 
people in the penned horses is observed.  It was a shame to see such healthy horses 
removed from this spectacular mountain in order to favor livestock, big game animals 
and quite possibly the Ruby Valley natural gas pipeline.  On the way back south toward 
Gerlach, Elyse Gardner is film interviewed by Katia and Mario Louise against the 
dramatic and vast Black Rock Desert panorama.  Later Elyse, Bob and I spoke via 
cellular phone on Howling Ridge blog radio concerning the treatment of the wild horses 
and the roundups. 
 
Thursday, January 7, 2010:  Bob, Elyse and I return to the new Fallon wild equid holding 
facility.  We meet and receive a tour from John Neill, the BLM’s Contract Officer 
Representative of Fallon, who is in charge of the unloading and care of wild horses at the 
new facility as well as the Facility Manager of the main BLM wild horse and burro 
holding facility at Palomino Valley north of Reno.  Elyse presses hard for better shelter 
being provided for the horses here and receives the promise that he will pass this idea on 
to others in the BLM.   
 
From 1:30 to 4 PM, we observe and photograph the unloading of two truckloads of wild 
horses who have been recently gathered from the Black Rock Range West HMA, some of 
whom we saw gathered on the previous day.  The unloading involves considerable 
kicking and panic in the horses, but the curved, metal-paneled passageways provide little 
opportunity for harm to these horses.  The transports consist of about half mares and half 
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young horses of both sexes.  Among the latter separated from the mares is a particularly 
exhausted but full muscled, flaxen-maned strawberry palomino who immediately lays 
down after being unloaded and later rests her head and neck.  It is touching to observe 
how the other young horses form a protective ring around this recumbent mare.  Some of 
the horses also lay down around her.   
 
Although I informed John Neill of this very stressed wild mare and receive his promise 
that she will be immediately checked out, the only response we see on the part of the 
caretakers is that, after ca. 15 minutes, a couple of men on horseback saunter over to look 
at these horses.  No vet or anyone came over to examine this or any other horse.  Finally 
the two men on horseback simply drove the two groups of horses through the 
passageways to their respective pens on the far north side of the immense holding 
facility.  Neill notes that mineral blocks have also been set out in each pen for the horses.  
The hay feeders have concrete slabs before them to prevent mixture of mud with hay. 
 
The total gathered from the Black Rock Range including both the B.R.R. East and the 
B.R.R. West HMAs as of January 7, 2010, is 477 wild horses, of which 369 have been 
shipped to Fallon.  There have been three deaths, including the “euthanization” by 
shooting of another 20-year mare on 1/7/10 as well as the mare already discussed.  
Remaining at Soldier Meadows corrals are 106 wild horses as of January 7th  - and the 
one brilliant stallion known as Freedom, the hope of wild horse kind and inspiration to all 
of us who cherish natural liberty, beauty and wildness – he who marvelously broke free 
from the B.R.R. East gather corrals to return to his magnificent desert home in and 
around Big Mountain (see photos). 
 
Future Plans: Though we plan to continue monitoring the Calico Mountain Complex 
helicopter roundups, which are projected to be completed by the end of February, we 
continue to demand that a moratorium be declared – a halt brought to these roundups 
planned for Nevada and across the West.  These are either zeroing out or gutting 
America’s scant remaining wild horse/burro herds, all very contrary to the WFRHBA of 
1971 and in order to appease certain vested interests. Ca. 40 herds are planned for zeroing 
out in Fiscal year 2010, of which at least 12 have already been eliminated from their life 
in freedom.  This must be stopped, and we must follow Freedom’s example  by 
surmounting seemingly insurmountable barriers to regain the horses’ and the burros’  
rightful liberty in their legal natural areas.  For there is so much more that we two-legged 
ones can do to defend their rights to freedom upon the minor portion of the public lands 
to which they are entitled.  Even if there were 3,000 wild horses within the Calico 
Mountain Complex of 5 HMA’s this would hardly constitute an overpopulation, 
representing only ca. 200 acres per horse.  These wonderful animals must be restored as 
the “principal” presences within their legally, morally and ecologically justified Herd 
Management Areas both in Nevada and throughout the West.   
 
 
 
 
   


