Travesty
on the
Wind River
Reservation
By Samuel Western
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That’s all that’s left of a poaching incident that Bradford
discovered on December 8, 2010. The elk were in a pile, most
with the hindquarters, horns, and backstraps missing. Wind
River Indian Reservation head game warden Ben Snyder later
found four more carcasses, bringing the official total to twelve.
Bradford, a member of the Shoshone tribe, suspects the
number was even greater. He flew over the area the day after
discovering the kill. He theorizes the hunters drove up to a
ridge to the west and herded the elk on to the flats, shooting
all the while.
“There were carcasses scattered in various places all along
that hillside,” he said, pointing west. “I was outraged.”
He was not alone. Snyder told a local newspaper, the Wind
River News, “To put it bluntly, it p— me off. There’s no call for
it. It’s somebody gun-happy, shooting into a herd.”
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An elk-poaching incident on a Wyoming
Indian reservation shines a spotlight on
wildlife law-enforcement problems on
reservation land and elsewhere.

illiam Bradford’s thirty-five-year-old Super Cub
catches every thermal hiccup coming off the Owl
Creek Range. The two-seater bucks and shudders
like a rodeo horse coming out of the chute. In front of us, in the
clouded distance, the Washakie Needles rise up 12,500 feet.
But here, above the Wind River Indian Reservation, the
sun shines brilliantly, casting the plane’s flickering black shadow on the new snow.
We’re traveling only 700 feet above the ground. Bradford
dips the plane and his voice comes over the headphone.
“There. Right below us. See where those birds are taking
off? That’s where the carcasses are.”
On a two-track barely visible through the snowdrifts,
crows and magpies flutter above the vague shapes of eight elk
carcasses, now carrion.
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The term “sportsman’s paradise,” shopworn as the phrase
is, applies to the Wind River Indian Reservation. Located in
central Wyoming, it covers 2.5 million acres and includes
parts of the Owl Creek, Wind River, and Absaroka Ranges; it
has 265 lakes, 1,108 miles of streams, and an elk and antelope
population of roughly 8,000 per species.
Established by Congress in 1868, the reservation is now
home to roughly 10,000 enrolled members of the Northern
Arapahoe and Eastern Shoshone tribes.
Like most reservations, it’s governed by a complex arrangement of customs, tribal laws, and federal oversight, a system of rules that blur the line on what constitutes acceptable
hunting activities.
Bob Hede, a former Wyoming game and fish warden
and now owner of A and P Pawn in Lander, said there’s empathy for the occasional poacher on the reservation.
“There’s a lot of people out there who are poorer than
poor,” he said. “Still, that incident angered just as many Indians as it did whites.”
Unlike places like the Northern Apache Mescalero reservation in New Mexico that offer trophy elk to outsiders,
the Wind River Reservation permits no non-tribal members
to hunt, although it does allow fishing.
The tribes regulate hunting by issuing licenses to enrolled members of each tribe. Four game wardens patrol the
reservation. The system has generally worked well and is
credited with restoring elk and antelope from bleak levels in
the early 1980s.
Yet the tribal courts treat poachers lightly; violators usually escape any serious punishment. For example, no one can
recall the last time an enrolled member of either tribe served
prison time for poaching game.

“They’re fined, hunting rights forfeited, and we confiscate their equipment,” said tribal judge John St. Clair of
Ft. Washakie.
This doesn’t necessarily stop the poaching. “There’s
very little incentive to do anything,” said a BIA official who
asked to remain anonymous. “Most people are released to
the judges (of tribal court). The judges are usually related in some way to the accused and give them a light sentence, like revoking their tribal hunting privileges. But that
doesn’t matter. They’ll go out and hunt without a license.
I’ve seized guns and vehicles, but within a week, the poachers got them back.”
The December 8 elk-killing incident highlights the
complexity of convicting poachers on the reservation. Although the case is over four months old at this writing, none
of the suspects has been arrested or charged. “There are at
least three people involved, maybe more,” said Snyder. “It’s
still an ongoing investigation.”
Snyder, who refused to identify the poachers, said at
least one of the suspects “has been caught three times,” but
still continues to hunt.
This relaxed attitude stems from two reservation realities:
an overall reluctance to prosecute crime and the growing influence of young (age fifteen to twenty-five), lawless, and violent
men on tribal life.
In July 2008, then-Senator Byron Dorgan of North Dakota testified at a hearing of the Senate Committee on Indian
Affairs, “From 2004 to 2007, the United States Government
declined to prosecute an average of 62 percent of reservation
crimes. This means that nearly 75 percent of adult and child
sex crimes and 50 percent of reservation homicides went unpunished in the Federal system,” he said.

Reservations face a renegade attitude
toward both tribal custom and rule of law,
particularly among men fueled by alcoholism, joblessness, influences of outside
gangs, and methamphetamine use. The
problem became so acute that in 2010 the
BIA police initiated “Operation Alliance,”
a federal initiative to reduce crime on four
reservations: Mescalero Apache in New
Mexico, Standing Rock in the Dakotas,
Rocky Boy’s in Montana, and the Wind
River Reservation.
Operation Alliance may bring as
many as thirty additional officers to Wind
River. But that still gives little help to enforcing game regulations.
“Whenever you hear of something
like this happening, it involves lack of manpower,” said Fred Matt, executive director
for the Native American Fish and Wildlife
Society. “It’s always the same: One warden
has to patrol umpteen thousand acres. It’s a
matter of allocating resources. Funding for
healthcare, schools, education, take precedence over wildlife,” he said.
Tribal elders don’t deny the problems.
“We’ve lost touch with so many young
people,” said Wes Martel, a member of the

Shoshone Business Council and longtime
spokesman for the Shoshone tribe. “We’ve
got to get them back to respecting Indian
values and what Mother Earth and the
Creator have given us. It’s up to the tribal
leadership to do that, too.”
Bradford, an enrolled member of
the Shoshone tribe, said the whole attitude toward animals has changed in
a generation.
“When I was growing up and we’d
hear of an incident where poachers killed
an elk or a deer and only took part of
the animal, my mother would say, ‘Well,
it wasn’t an Indian because an Indian
would have taken everything.’”
Martel said the tribes have put up
a reward for the conviction of the men
who poached the elk. “We probably
have to amend our game code, too, and
put in the right kind of penalties.”
The irony is that for the last twentyfive years, the reservation has served as
a model for game restoration, according
to Pat Hnilicka a United States Fish and
Wildlife (USFWS) official in Lander.
“Luckily it’s an isolated incident. I’ve been here nine years and

never heard of anything else like it.
Sure, the reservation gets occasional
poaching incidents. There’s always
going to be folks who disregard game
laws,” he said.
The incident is particularly galling
to Richard Bades, an enrolled member
of the Shoshone tribe and retired biologist with the USFWS. Bades helped
write the original game code that reservation put into action in 1984.
“That was one of the proudest days
of my life,” he said. “The real story for
this reservation is that we’ve got the
best hunting in the state, especially for
pronghorn,” he said.
The numbers bear out Hnilicka
and Bades. In 1979, a USFWS survey
counted 800 antelope on the reservation, said Hnilicka. “Now we think
there are about 7,000 to 8,000. We had
less than 2,400 elk in late 1979. Last
count we’ve got about 8,000. You can’t
have growing numbers like that if it
were a free-for-all out there.”
Yet Bades encapsulated the issue:
“Poaching is not an animal problem;
it’s a people problem.”
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These elk carcasses were discovered in December 2010. Most had the hindquarters, horns, and backstraps missing.
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