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By Bobby Horecka
Staff Writer

T he time had come, Jack
Gilpin announces one late
dusty afternoon in April, to

move on to “Plan D.”
As an inspector with the Texas Fe-

ver Tick Eradication Force for the last
four decades, such changes in plans
aren’t uncommon in his line of work.

“You go in with a plan and try
something else when that doesn’t
work quite like you want it,” he ex-
plains. “Of course, when Plan B isn’t
a go, you just move on down the list.”

The situation at hand wasn’t unlike
many Gilpin has seen before during
his years on the force. A group of Mexi-
can wild horses had crossed the Rio
Grande River a few miles north of
Laredo just days before, running amok
across the vast, rugged landscape and
bringing with them the bane of a tick
rider’s existence—the blood-thirsty,
disease-carrying fever tick.

Capturing those horses, Gilpin says,
is a priority.

So when the first course of action—
riding up and roping the renegade
equines—had missed its mark days
prior, the cowboys began thinking up
other options. Traps were set. Armed
with tranquilizer rifles, they set out
on hunts. The current plan involved
a portable corral built in a hidden ra-
vine that the horses had bolted for
many times before.

And early the next morning, the
cowboys would know if their plan was
a success.

“Of course, we can always just move
on down the list,” Gilpin quips. “What
letter were we on anyway?”

Men like Gilpin are few and
far between, and despite a
long legacy guarding the

southern border of the United States,
they remain a largely unknown branch
of the federal government.

One of the cowboys along for the
day’s wild horse roundup—a  jovial
sort the others all knew simply as
“McCloud”—probably described it best
when speaking of a group of suits he
encountered along one of his recent
river patrols near the city of Laredo.

“They all seemed shocked to see
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me ride up on them, and you could
tell by their questions, they had no
idea what I was doing out there,”
McCloud says of the visiting group
from Washington, D.C.

“The sad thing is, this particular
group was from the same agency I
work for—the U.S. Department of
Agriculture—and many of the people
there hold the exact same job title
that I do,” McCloud says. “About the
only difference is that we have to be
certified peace officers; they’re sim-
ply technicians.”

Just 61 mounted patrol inspectors
make up the Texas Fever Tick Eradi-
cation Force. Since 1906, they have
monitored America’s southern border
to stymie the progress of this un-
wanted pest.

Left unchecked, the fever tick
could spell utter ruin to the nation’s
cattlemen. They spread quickly, prove
hardy in harsh climates, and in most
known cases, can wipe out up to 90
percent of a cattle herd once the dis-
ease they carry sets in.

But men like McCloud and Gilpin
keep that from happening.

So successful are the riders at
what they do that in 1941 the United
States was decreed fever tick eradi-
cated, says Ed Bowers, the Laredo-
based eradication force director. The
riders have worked since that time
to patrol an area known as the per-
manent quarantine zone—a buffer
between Texas and Mexico, where the
fever ticks still flourish.

Men like Gilpin and McCloud
spend their days riding the back
country alone, covering an area that
stretches from the mouth of the Rio
Grande near Brownsville to the Dev-
ils River at Amistad Dam, north of
Del Rio. As Bowers explains, that’s
roughly a 500-mile stretch as the
crow flies, or about 700 miles if you
follow the breaks and bends of the
river.

“These riders are the backbone of
our program,” Bowers says. “They
each have their own territory—about
15 square miles—and they ride ev-
ery day unless they are assigned to
higher priority duties.

“But the whole backbone of our
program is the physical horseback

river patrol by these men on the Rio
Grande River,” he stresses. “If it
wasn’t for them, the whole southern
United States would have stayed tick
infested.”

J ust because the United States
is formally eradicated of the
fever tick does not mean that

the pest isn’t still causing problems,
Bowers says.

In fact, fever tick incidents have

become increasingly worse in recent
years, both inside the permanent
quarantine zone as well as several
appearances in recent months out-
side those buffer areas.

Bowers tracks the number of tick
sightings on animals, citing 100 in-
festations for the year ending in
March 2008. Seventy of those cases
were found inside the buffer zone; 30
were beyond it. To find similar num-
bers, one has to look back to March
2005, when roughly the same num-
bers turned up, both inside and out
of the buffer zone.

Those infestations recorded in the
2008 report prompted the Agriculture
Department to seek a temporary ex-
pansion of its quarantine zone in
which the tick riders added several
hundred thousand acres of ranchland
in the counties of Starr, Dimmit, Mav-
erick and Webb.

“In anticipation of them jumping
the line into the free area like they
did in 1999 under identical circum-
stances, we put the same blanket we
had back on it in 1999-2000,” Bowers
explains. “We were trying to take
enough country to contain those in-
festations.”

Those buffer zone expansions,
along with several production
changes in the area, work to compli-
cate matters for the tick eradication

program, Bowers says.
For one, he has to cover a much

larger region with the same amount
of manpower.

“(The tick riders) have a lot of work
to do under normal times,” Bowers
says. “Now that we’re running around
putting out brush fires in the free area,
we have a lot less time to spend on our
normal duties, which leaves holes in
the wall, so to speak.”

Funding for increased patrols and
eradication efforts has proven another
obstacle.

Initial estimates for just one of the
two expanded quarantines last sum-
mer were pegged at $13 million in
original estimates. That number was
later reduced to about $8 million as it
made its way up the budget ladder, and
they were granted just $5.2 million
when the money was finally doled out
last month.

“Mind you, were not griping,” Bow-
ers says. “We’ll take whatever we can
get, use those resources and do our
very best to get rid of the ticks.”

By far the single largest prob-
lem with fever tick controls,
however, comes with how

land is used today.
Many of the southern reaches no

longer have livestock. Ranchland is
now gone to farm country and urban

expansion.
But even among remaining

ranches, changes in management
focus over the last few decades
make them ever more difficult for
the tick riders to monitor.

Many South Texas ranches have
changed focus from cattle to wild-
life and exotics management, earn-
ing far greater returns from hunt-
ing leases than the cattle ever
brought on these dry stretches of
country.

That switch from cattle to wild-
life has proven a nightmare for the
men who ride the border in search
of fever ticks.

Unlike cattle, whose movement
can usually be tracked through
sales and ranch records, deer can
roam up to 14 miles in a day, unbe-
knownst to anyone. Keeping tabs
on this growing disease vector is

becoming increasingly difficult for the
tick riders in South Texas, Bowers
says.

While animals of all sorts—horses,
deer, exotics—can contribute to the
spread of fever ticks, most seem im-
mune to the disease they carry, Bow-
ers says. But when those animals come
in contact with cattle herds, the real
problems take root.

Under the most economical of cir-
cumstances, Bowers estimates the cost
per cow of treating fever ticks at more
than $200 per head.

Regulations require one of three
treatment options—cattle must be
gathered and removed from a pasture
for at least six to nine months; cattle
must be gathered and dipped every
two weeks for a period of at least six
months, or cattle must be gathered
once a month and receive inoculations
for the same time period.
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Bowers’ team went to work, and
in less than a week, all 97 of the ani-
mals were accounted for and treated.
But the gravity of the situation was
not missed by people like Bowers.

“In just two or three days, we
found some of the animals from that
original 97 in places as far away as
Madisonville, Shelbyville and
Nacogdoches,” Bowers says. “That’s a
long way off in a short period of time,
and had it taken any longer, I’m sure
there would have been animals we
never could have found.

“Now I want you to think about how
many animals could possibly be ex-
posed to a fever tick infestation in a
situation like that. It’s scary when you
put it in that light, and when you’re
looking at something that is so deadly,
it could literally wipe out the cattle
industry as we know it,” he says.

Solutions to the fever tick prob-
lem in Texas have been many
years in the making.

In fact, early efforts back in the
1960s actually focused on controls
south of the border. A private grant

allowed Mexican ranchers to estab-
lish patrols similar to the Texas eradi-
cation program, which for years
worked to keep fever tick numbers
low on the Texas side of the border.

But funding ran dry, and as Bow-
ers points out, the likelihood of simi-
lar programs occurring again is slim.
While numbers were kept low in the
United States, the Mexican ranchers
saw no real benefit from the program.
Short of far more drastic measures,
Mexico will not be rid of the fever tick.

But here at home, there are sev-
eral options, Bowers says.

One such alternative comes in
game-proof fencing, Bowers says.
Strategic plans drawn in 2006 point
to an area from the Roma School in
Starr County to Del Rio as a critical
location in the fight against fever
ticks. Further study shows that pri-
vate landowners had already fenced
most of that 100-mile stretch, leav-
ing only about 28 miles lacking the
type of high fence tick riders would
prefer. Prices back then pegged fenc-
ing costs at about $20,000 per mile.

Another solution comes in the form

of standard tick treatments at the
South Texas sale barns.

Bowers says he investigated that
option before, targeting seven major
sales across the quarantine zone. Dip-
ping every animal that came through
and certifying those animals tick-free
would cost about $800,000 a year.

“When you look at a few hundred
thousand dollars compared to $13
million—the amount they originally
estimated it would cost for the expan-
sion in Dimmit, Maverick and Upper
Webb counties—that’s quite an eco-
nomical difference,” Bowers says.

When it comes to comments
regarding the men under
his command, fighting a

seemingly impossible battle against
fever ticks, Bowers quotes a fellow
named Grady Swift.

Swift, a former fever tick eradica-
tion force director who retired in
1968, wrote a letter to the USDA re-
garding the riders in his outfit, a let-
ter which is framed on the wall in
Bowers’ office today. In it, Swift says
that his “hat was off to the men of

the mounted patrol,” and that their
daily efforts through the years had
proven one undeniable fact in his
eyes: “They will never, ever, accept the
possibility of failure.”

“That’s definitely how I would
characterize my men,” Bowers says.
“They don’t even consider the possi-
bility that we might fail.”

So it went that otherwise ordinary
Wednesday morning last April as
Gilpin and his men made ready for
Plan D along some nondescript sec-
tion of the Rio Grande.

It took hours to set up, scouting the
terrain, skirting the rough landscape
to move in needed equipment with-
out spooking the herd, and getting
men in place to make the capture as
smooth as possible. And within sec-
onds, a wild-eyed filly and her colt
followed the exact path her captors
laid out for her.

Plan D was indeed a success.
The men on horseback later set out

to find the stallion which had eluded
them days prior, ultimately return-
ing to report that the tracks near the

(See Tick Riders, Page 16)



16
T

E
X

A
S
 A

G
R

IC
U

L
T

U
R

E
M

A
Y
 1

6,
 2

00
8

MAST

river hinted at him diving into the
fast-moving waters.

“You win some and you lose some,”
Gilpin says.

But that’s what makes the job in-
teresting, he adds. “It’s just… It’s an
exciting job.”

Bowers, a former tick rider himself,
agreed.

“It’s one of the most rewarding jobs
I’ve ever had in my life,” Bowers says.
“There’s never a dull moment, believe
me. Working the river is dangerous.
It can be very challenging, very ex-
citing. But there’s never been a bet-
ter job for a cowboy.”

And that’s truly the part they all
enjoy most, Gilpin says.

“You don’t make a great living at
it financially, but you make enough

to get by,” he says. “It’s getting to do
the cowboy part of it, the excitement
of the catch. So here I am. Still. Now
it’s just a question of how long I’m go-
ing to last. I’ll be 65 in a couple of
months. My wife says I should retire
now. She says I’m putting myself in a
position where I can get hurt because
I can’t get around fast enough.”

He sounds a thunderous laugh,
then shares memories from some of his
first days on the force, fresh home from
the Army back in September 1968.

“It was the closest thing to cowboy
work that I could make a living at,”
Gilpin says. “There were a bunch of
applicants and they selected 10
people. I got fortunate to be one of
those 10, and I’ve been here ever
since. I could have went and done
something else a long time ago, but I
made up my mind in the beginning—
this was for me.”

Tick Riders...
(Continued from Page 14)

Eradication Force
Director Ed Bowers
says despite increas-
ing  fever tick num-
bers brought on by
increasing wildlife
management, failure
is not an option for
his men, nor has it
ever been in the
agency’s 100-plus
year history.

Gilpin, far right, reviews strategy for the day’s plan before riders set out to
capture a few of the wild Mexican horses.
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