
Nurtured 
By Navajo 
Savi rig America's first domestic sheep. 

By Dr. Lyle G. McNeal 

Sometimes life takes )'OU on a journey you didn't e,..-pect. l11is is 
the story of just such a journey, one I didn't predict or plan for. 
Turned out to be hi.~oric, and as I learned, one of service to 

America's largest tribe of indigenous people, the Dine, as well as to all 
Americans. I took the journey, which staned 53 years ago, when I was 
professor of animal science and range management at California Poly­
technic State University in San Luis Obispo. At the time, I also served 
as the faculty adviser to the students' "Boots & Spurs Club." My other 
nonteaching assignments involved student advising, oversight of the 
university's commercial sheep operation at the Serrano Ranch and 
managing the student internship program. 

During spring break 1972, while taking the Boots & Spurs Oub on 
its annual week.long livestock field trip to the Salinas Valley, we discov­
ered something unique, something lost to mainstream history. The 
owner of a horse and sheep ranch had a breed of sheep which wasn't 
discussed in university animal science courses. These sheep were called 
"old-type Navajo sheep." He said he had gotten them from the USDA's 
Southwestern Sheep and Range EAperiment Station at Fort Wingate, 
N.M., during their close-down auction 
sale in I 966. ABOVE: Paintirrg by Arizonan 

and art teacher, Lynn Grcnce, 
wl,osp,nt her childhood 
surrounded by h.,,. family's 
intense apprtdation of 
southwest""' culture. 
L£Fr: Churro ram. 

imponant historical Nava­
jo sheep were almost 
extinct. 

In the early 1800s, the 
Navajo churro flocks mun­
bered more than 100,000 
head. But in 1863 the U.S. 
Army, led by C.01. Kit Car­
son, raided the Navajo­
sacred land of Dinetah 
killed many Navajos: 
burned their crops and 
peach orchards, and also 

I'd never heard of old-style Navajo 
sheep, so upon returning to campus, I 
dug into further research. Fortunately, I 
was able to find some published articles 
from that Fort Wingate experiment sta­
tion. Most of the articles compared this 
old-type Navajo sheep to a number of 
so-caIJed improved or modern breeds. 
These "Navajo churro" sheep were 
descendants of the original "churra" 
sheep that the early Spanish conquista­
dors-Heman C.ortei., Francisco Coron­
ado and others-brought as a food 
supply for their North American explo­
rations. In 1598 Juan de Onate, a con­
quistador born in what is now Mexico, 
traveled nonh. He wanted to establish 
new communities and Catholic missions 
and brought 5,000 churras with his 
e~pedition to what is now New Mexico. Some of these sheep were 
grven ~ the Pueblo people, and eventually the Navajo began ac.quiring 
more m the 1600s. 

. During my research, I learned that a Navajo Reservation tribal vet­
erinarian had conducted a census of all livestock on the reservation 
~d in the Four C.Omers Rtgion (Arizona, Colorado, New Mc:xic:o and 
~ah), and no more than 450 of the original old-type Navajo churro 

killed most of their sheep. The Navajo were rounded up and forced to 
wallc over 300 miles to the prison camp of Bosque Redondo in what 
was then New Mexico Territory. Fewer than half survived what they 
called The Long WaJlc and their three-year internment. Finally, the 
Navajos were allowed to return to their ancestral land in 1868. 

~ eer,_:iere alive. Modem and contemporary sheep breeds made up 
e ~1,est Part of the Navajo sheep population. I realiud that these 
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Mer the Long Walk, each Navajo was given two sheep to restru1 
their traditional flocks. Many of these were churro from contracted 
Spanish sheep ranchers in New Mexico. Over the next few decades the 
Navajo flocks increased. With the excellent quality of wool from the 



churros talented Dint 
weavers created some of 
their most valuable tapes­
tries. 

Some Navajo families 
along with some churro 
sheep escaped Kit Carson's 
terrible scorched-earth cam­
paign and survived the exter­
mination. Later, government 
agents sought to replace the 
churro sheep by introducing 
the Merino, the Rambouillet, 
and many other contempo­
rary European breeds. The 
"improved breeds" were sup­
posed to produce larger meat 
carcasses and finer fleeces, 
but these <:ro= had diflirul­
ty adapting to the arid south­
western rangeland. Their 
fleeces also did not meet the 
needs of Navajo weavers as 
well as churros did. 

Genuine 
"Navajo- Churro" 

Wool 

CLOCKWISE FROM ABOVE Rose Owms, whul rim wtam ntar Pinon in 1978. 
► Dr. McNtal by abandontd hogan ntar A.nnh, Ural,,•• rlrt .Va,,ajo Rtsm"ation ~ 
to the Four Comers in 1977. ► An old Navajo wagon on rJw rt>lmllion in IN /920J. 
► Navajo churro wool ${Im pie. 

§ The churro sheep faced 
~ another threat of extinction 
~ when in 1933 the commis-
~ sioner of the relatively new 
- Bureau of Indian Affairs, 
'! John Collier, concluded that 
J the Navajos had far too 
~ many shcq, and were dam-• . . t aging reservation range-

lands by overgrazing. He 
assigned f.(lward R. fT)"r to 
be superintendent of the 
Navajo stock reduction 
dfort. His efforts were not 
wtlcomed by livestock own­
ers, who were mostly Navajo 
matriarchs. Apart from the 
cited overgrazing, a major 
objective of the livestock 
rtdoction was to reduct silt 
deposits from Navajo lands 
in the Colorado lu\-er. It was 
feared the silt would impact 
the new engineering feat 

being built on the 
lower Color:ido­
Hoovcr Dam. 

lnitiallv the stock 
reductio~ focused 
mostly on goats. 
Small payments were 
promised to owners. 
but in I 934 in more 
remote areas it 
pt'O\-al impossibk to 
get goJts and sheep 
to the railroad for 

shipn1<:11t b.l.:k E,ist.S,) it ~;i;~iJeJ II) kill W !,"-\!LS,.,, \\,u .IS chur 
M ,Uhl ,hurro-lik sh«r- $-,nll: tkxks were ju.-t run o:T <tt~I' mt,-1S 

,Uhl kill,\! th.it v.-Jy. ~ tloJ.;s inl\l oo., onyons ,tlso n1ciJ~ 1t t-J.w 

for ~l'l.'ftUll<'lll offid,ils tu sh-lOt w sh«p .ind goal~ Nav.ij<~ \\ith 
tlo.:ks within a re.l:il.11\Jlll( ~~ of W rJilro.lJ were J.Skcd to bring 
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RIGHT: Lone Navajo sl11'<'p 
grazes on open range in 
Colorado and Utah's 
Monument Valley. 

BELOW: Dr. McNeal in 2018 at 
the South Farm hay barn at 
USU near Wellsville., Utah. 

OPPOSrre Nellie Pino with her 
Y ei bei cl,ei rug style in Pinc 
Hi/~ N.M., in 1989. 

their sheep and goats to an 
assigned dipping vat, and 
then animals were removed 
from the Navajo fl~ 

Before 1933 Navajo 
sheep numbered over two 
million he.ad, but by the end 
of the stock reduction in the 
mid-1940s the sheep popu­
lation was less than 860,000. 
The "scrub churro" as they were often called, were the main 
focus of removal, which finally tapered down by 1948. 

Slightly over 1.6 million sheep and goats were exterminated 

during this temble era, which for the Navajo was truly an 
"American Holocaust" of their sacred churro. 

USDA Southwestern Range 
and Sheep Breeding Laboratory 
Yet during this time period of the stock reduction, the 

USDA initiated its first western U.S. Range and Sheep Labo­

ratory at Fort Wmgate, N.M., in 1934. It was established by 

Congress to be a "permanent" facility for and on behalf of the Navajo 

people. Its first major objective was to determine the type of sheep best 

suited to the needs of the Navajo and their range conditions. Secondly, 

it was to develop a breed of sheep to conduct maximum production 

experiments in range and flock management, and to hold field days for 

regional residents. This laboratory had more than 19,000 acres of 

native land to conduct its research with the original Navajo churro 

sheep, along with more contemporary breeds. After 30 years of opera­

tion, the USDA dosed the laboratory and auctioned off its sheep. It 

was at this auction sale that the Salinas, Cali£, rancher acquired a large 

number of the remaining churros. He wanted to raise four-horned 

rams for trophy hunters. Many of his clients came from Hollywood 

where one of his son's worked as a stuntman. 
The major trait that makes the Navajo churro valuable to the Dine 

is its unique double-coated fleece. It consists of three fiber types: a fine 

true wool undercoat that makes up the majority of fibers; a coarse 

longhaired outercoat that can reach lengths of over 13 inches a year; 

and a minor but brittle fiber that can't be dyed, called kemp. Thus the 

Navajo churro needs to be shorn at least twice a year. 

particularly to the matriarchal arti­
san weavers on the Reservation. 
That 1972 field trip, along with per­
sonal research I did over the next 
few years, lit the fire in my soul to 
rescue and save these important 
sheep from near extinction. In 1977, 
I approached that rancher near Sali­
nas to see if he would be willing to 
donate a few of his original old-type 
sheep to start a rescue, rebreeding, 

and future deployment to the Navajo. He agreed and let me select six 

breeding ewes and two four-horned rams, one white and one black. I 

provided grazing land at the old Cal Poly Poultry Farm. 

The Search on the Navajo Reservation Begins 
That fall of 1977, while on sabbatical leave, I would take a Navajo or 

Anglo student who knew the difficult Navajo language with me down 

to the Navajo Reservation to search in the remote areas for churro. Fol­

lowing my return to (,a] Poly State University in summer 1978, I 

received a call from Utah State University's Animal, Dairy and Veteri­

nary Science Department. I was offered a teaching/research/extension 

position, which included my being sheep and wool specialist I told the 

administrators I would only acc.ept the job if they would permit me to 

bring along the Navajo sheep project and the flock that had grown to 

37 head from the original eight. The department head agreed and 

offered a site to maintain the flock as weU. By 1982 we started return­

ing sheep to the Navajo matriarch shepherdesses and weavers. Over 20 

years after the start of the Navajo Sheep Project we had more than 530 

head, and each year we deployed these original sheep back to the 

Navajos, an annual deployment which has continued. 
. These sheep are also resistant to foot rot and most internal para­

sites, _while being very prolific and good milkers. I've known some 

N~va!os who milked their sheep and made cheese from it I conducted 

milking research comparing the Navajo churro to other breeds, and 
the churro is an excellent milker-we even made a delicious Aggie Ice 
Cream from the milk. 

Four years after we started returning churros, several representa­

tives from the Navajo, the Hispanics and Anglo sheep enterprises met 

to establish the Navajo-Churro Sheep A.s.sociation. Today it has around 

6,000 registered sheep. 

I 
During that field trip with my (,a] Poly Boots & Spurs Cub, I first 

earned about h ul all . 
ow c tur y sacred these sheep are to the NavaJo, 
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I 

The trail of my !if e to save and bring back this historic and cultur­

ally sacred breed of sheep was not an easy one for me to tread. I've had 

a couple of near-death health experiences while working on the Nava-



. such as when my Navajo 
J·o Reservation, t d the hantavirus during BUCKAROO STEW 

d J contac c . helper an . 1993 I was treated m a 
that outbrei: t~athollc hospital and my 
Gallup, N •. ·• 'stant in the Indian Health 

Farmini With a Pentil 
g NavaJO asst . ed b ft you~ • al in Gallup. I survt¥ ' ut a er 

5emce hospdtt .c m the hospital I was told my 
Selling ag water to cities is sacrilege. By Hank ¼gler 

I was release iro I . t nt had passed away. was 
N }• 0 ass1s a . f 

avtcd and saddened, but in the spnng o 
shoe . ed 'thmywork. 19941 contlllu WI 

Both Navajo and Hispanic sh~ep produc-
k d me to provide educattonal work-

ers as e k'' th d to set up on-site floe VJS1ts to eac 
shops an re about sheep and wool. This them mo 

Ijust returned from Bakersfield, Calif. The 
metamorphorsis of the breadbasket of the 
world is changing. I can't believe people 

don't understand that rich or poor, Democrat 
or Republican, we all have to cat. The San 
Joaquin Valley has the climate but not the 
water. Northern California has the water. My 
grandfather worked on the Central Valley irri­
gation project in the 1930s before Franklin 
Delano Roosevelt was elected. This isrue didn't 
start yesterday. When Chuck Schumer holds 
up an avocado to make the point that avocados 
come from Mexico, he is ignorant of the 1':l­

son why. The avocado bllSint.$ was driven out 
of California by ovemgulation and water 
issues. Dwight Eisenhower long ago said, 

Baker and family in Baker, Nev., has an issue 
with the National Park Service. Our dear friend, 
imperial former dictator of the Senate Hairy 
Reid needed a feather in his cap by having a 
national park in Nevada. Great Basin National 
Park was shoved up the backsides of eastern 
Nevada ranchers and farmers. Lehman Caves 
were being managed, and the forests of Mount 
Whcder were in Forest Service hands. 

The Baker tunily was told that they would 
not lose grazing rights and they would live 
happily ever after. The ink wasn't dry when the 
hmsmient started. Dean told me sometimes 
five times a day the phone rang telling them 
that a canyon that was to have seven cows had 
eight and that was intolerable and he must 

immediately rectify the situa-"Farming in Illinois is fur differ­
ent than farming with a pencil 
in Washington, D.C 

Selling agriculture water to 
cities is sacrilege of the first 
order. We need to bring back 
public flogging. The last time I 
flew over Los Angeles, there was 

11le total control 
OI people i II 

JOU oootrol Ole 
IOOd-. 

tion. 
Finally, Dean threw in the 

towd and sold his grazing rights 
to The Nature Conservancy, a 
group that shills for the govern­
ment to end private ownership 
of land. Now the Park Service 

resulted in a number of trips for several years, 
along with hands-on fieldwork with the 
sheep. The nonprofit Navajo Sheep Project at 
Utah State University was established so the 
project could be funded by private donors 
and grants from foundations. It helped 234 
undergraduate students working with the 
sheep cover their college expenses. Over the 
tenure of the NSP we have delivered more 
than 1,200 breeding ewes and rams to the 
Navajo people, and numerous sheep to the 
Hispanics of Ganados de! Valle and Tierra 
Wools in the Chama Valley of New Mexico. 
. The churro changed my life, and despite 
its set~acks the journey has been richly 
~rding, enabling me to serve in the field of 
animal agriculture, enlightening students, 
ranchers, and Navajo shepherds and artisan 
weavers. After all the Navajo and their so­
call~ old-style sheep have suffered, the chur­
ro is ~nee again firmly established in their 
Amencan story. ■ 

r;~;yle A-!cNeal is fo1~nder of the Navajo 
V P Pro1ect, Camegie professor emeritus, 

~ah State U11iversity A11i1111il. Dairy 6- Vet­
ennary Sdet1ce Departmn1t. He lives i11 Ut11h. 

a little water source called the Pacific Octan 
nearby. News flash...there is )Ullr water source 
for cities by the sea. Dubai bas oo ocher sourtr 
for water than the ocean. Desalini:lltion look it 
up. Yes, it may cost a little, but that is part of the 
cost of living in big cities. R.emcmbtt Owms 
Valley? Killing the goose that lays the golden 
egg is a Mother Gooo: story with a ~All 
that beautiful farm ground turned to weeds 
due to poor planning is ridicuk>m. 

Las V~ has its p!O\ffl>W heal! whac the 
sun doesn't shine, as well. A pipeline to Spring 
Valley, NC!V., nn- bad.-yard, is just as shomight­
ed. They couJJ ,~J.: WJter from the_~ 
if they fund,~' k~l~tion pl.int Ill c.iliror­
nia. If tJ,ey ~ ,.,t)rk on the .... -arer-hWigJY 
tamarisk '~ ' • ' ',ores of the G.iloraJo. Go 
back to t- • ~ t• •Uber in Arizona. ttbh .uJ 
Upper b . ._ l ~ Llmiting brush~ Locs 
of positi c: , \\ou!J Ve? ti.~~ 
for WJt\:t L \\I~ l M' M' Ir~: 
my hom~. ''1, , ·y fur air~~ 
you haw"'' ,1 Jozeu 1_8-~ golf anJ 
over 100,0<JO rriYJte swunnung pools. . 
c-JSino atkr ~J.Sii. \0 with huge \\'3h:fandlowi~ • • fuod 1.wd themes ,-e~1.IS fam~ r.usins .;.,ht ''You 
with their v.ntc:r, John Wayne w-.is ''&'' 

can't ti.-cstupid" ~ 
lf this isn't sindly enough tor you. 

bas a huge fuel buildup and it's not a matter of 
if. but when a catastrophic fire event will occur. 

OncE 3!¢n. they have gone after the Baker 
tlliliiy over watCJ: Yes, the Park Service has culi­
nary rights to a few acre-feet of water for its 
aJIX%SQ00 31Cl. The rest of the water is for irri­
gation of agriculture as a beneficial use. The 
M,umn amendment clearly states that the 
ftdcral ~t must subordinate to ¢Ile 
Yt-attr law. S,:n. Pat l\.l'Carrnn \\JS •u,,r, J • -
da. Must lia•;, had a pmr m~ 1 <. ~'-· ;c "·, 
communist-laninggo T. ~ct• . h• id. 
This ooukl affect '11,.Jt, r I • "' ii C . V .:.:~ it 
the feds C3ll com! .. .ind ,3:-¢ }' ir ~•c• ::if,•.~ 
away. This puts )'OU!'• d •., , ,,.., r1~t"l 

Thetot.ilcontruk•~j:" •' )U< 1t,ol 
the food supply. " r1. ! •·:-1 -
,,scJinRllswW· 1 '?, ,< ~-'~SW!'n' 
used When the ~ ' • t), ~ ' i's..-.:' ,,nd 
somcfu:tdomsret ,1-... ..:;,• ,,\..,. q,r-
pa.ssi:d. Collectiv~ , ·0.,11 . 1.., ,, ,, ernllleot 
control is a total tJ 1..:r '.',,:.'\ ~1ur belly but­
ton oon~into)"Ol, b..'<-k~ ,, .•. ~i.:.-nd is near! 

HangandRattli!. !8 

Hank Vogler mns 11ee.lmoreslitcpco111p,111y in 
eastern Ntwda. He is in a multiyt'ar unwanted 
battle with federal and st,lte agc,1!j, See p.1ge 74 
if you can hdp. 
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