


Ranching in the driest, most desolate section of the Texas Hill. Country,
William and Marcy Epperson rely on their Paint breeding program
to keep their hard-scrabble operation running
Article and Photography by Ross Hecox
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illiam Epperson kept
his red and gray Dodge
Cummins diesel in granny
ear, trying to guide his truck
d stock trailer over the flattest
s of a narrow, rocky ranch
road.

The Texas rancher gripped the
wheel as he talked, his upper body
bouncing and the keys in the ignition
slinging, jangling and slapping
against the steering column. The
road had all the smoothness of a
rocky creek bottom.

“I call it a goat trail,” William said
with a shaky voice and a grin.

The 1*/>-mile stretch of road takes
nearly half an hour to drive, but it’s
the only way William can get his
trailer to the 1,700 acres of land he
leases near Carta Valley. Every week
he hauls his horse here, and then
rides over dry, stone-cluttered hills
overgrown with cactus and cedar,
checking fence, cattle and the water
supply.

All of the pastures he owns or leases
around his home in Rocksprings have

more rock than dirt or grass. How-
ever, the ground at the Carta Valley
lease is the most rugged and unstable
of any. William says it takes a special
horse to work in such conditions. A
horse has to watch where it’s going as
it steps across loose beds of gravel and
steep slabs of bare rock.

This is where his horse, “Pallasa,”
learned the advantages of light, quick
feet.

“This place was her wake-up call,”
William said. “The first time she
came out here, she slipped several

The Epperson Ranch breeds Paints that are built to handle chasing goats and working cattle over dry, jagged coun-
tryside. William said that Sugar Snow Lynx, a 4-year-old bay overo mare by Snowmans Echo, is the best “rock horse”

he has ever owned.
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times. It got her to trust me. Now,
she’s the best rock horse I've had since
I was a kid.”

Sugar Snow Lynx, a 1998 bay overo
mare by Snowmans Echo and out of
Sugar Ridge Two, represents the kind
of horse William and his wife, Marcy,
are trying to raise. Like most ranch-
ers, the Eppersons look for dense
bone, strong hooves and a gritty,
hard-working disposition in their
stock. They say that any other horse
won't last.

“Marcy bought a mare last year,
and we turned her out,” William
said. “She wasnt used to this country.
Gosh, it took her a long time to get
used to the rocks.

“It's hard to buy horses and bring
them here. They get stone bruises or
tear up their hooves.”

That’s why the Eppersons prefer to
raise their own horses. Their breeding
program centers around Docs Drifter,
a 1995 grullo tobiano stallion by
King Bar Siemon and out of Miss
Driftabar (AQHA). They turn him
out with about 15 broodmares, and
the foals are raised to either work on
the ranch or are sold.

Several years ago, the Eppersons de-
cided to make their horse program
entirely Paint. They have found that
buyers prefer flashy coat patterns, and
they're quite taken with color them-
selves.

Raised on rock

Despite the harsh and unyielding
nature of this country, William and
Marcy hold a deep affection for their
land. Both are descendants of ranch-
ers who settled the area late in the
19th Century. They live on property
purchased by William’s grandfather,
Brown Epperson.

“When my granddad bought this
place, he gave $5 an acre for it,”
William said. “Everybody said that he
gave too much money for it and that
he was going to go broke.”

Despite the early skepticism, plus
frequent droughts and plunging live-
stock markets, the Epperson Ranch
has survived. Its headquarters consist
of 5,600 acres. Taking both leased and
owned land into account, the opera-
tion runs on 13,000 acres.

Both William and Marcy come from ranching families who settled near Rock-
springs more than a century ago. They hope that one day the Epperson Ranch
will be owned and run by their son, Virgil.

Angora goats, valued for their mo-
hair coats, have been a principle
source of income for the ranch for
more than 100 years. The goats’ rock-
climbing agility and appetite for just
about anything makes them ideal for
this country.

The Eppersons have also raised sev-
eral different breeds of cattle, plus
sheep and hogs.

“During the Depression, hogs were
the only commodity that was worth
anything,” William said. “The cattle
werent worth anything. One time my
granddad bought a thousand hogs.
That was where the market was.”

Regardless of which animals were
making the most profit, horses have
always been one of the Epperson
Ranch’s most valuable assets, whether
used for rounding up goats for shear-
ing twice a year, branding cattle or
checking fence lines.

Walker Epperson, William's father,
introduced Paint Horses to the oper-
ation in 1973 when he purchased
Hobo Del Rio. The bay tobiano stal-
lion was a grandson of Hy Diamond
Boy, a prominent Paint stallion dur-
ing the breed’s formative years who
sired six APHA Champions and three
National Champions.
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The Eppersons purchased Docs Dirifter in the fall of 2000. The 7-year-old grullo tobiano stallion by King Bar Siemon
traces to Siemon Hank, King P-234 (AQHA) and Leo (AQHA). He pasture-breeds about 15 mares that carry the blood
of prominent Quarter Horse sires such as Colonel Freckles, Doc O’Lena, Poco Bueno and War Leo.

“Whether it’s cattle, goats or sheep,
I will ranch anything as long as | can
round it up,” he said.

When Walker Epperson died in
1983, the land was divided among his
four children (his wife had died in
1978). William inherited the ranch
headquarters, and continued raising
goats, cattle, Quarter Horses and
Paints.

In 2000, he and Marcy were mar-
ried. The couple had already begun
bolstering the ranch’s Paint breeding
program. Their stallion was Snow-
mans Echo, a 1985 dun overo stallion
by Docs Calico Lynx, by Doc’s Lynx
(AQHA), and out of Sally’s Echo

: . - (AQHA). The horse’s untimely death
The Epperson Ranch'’s first foals by Docs Drifter were born this spring. They —in 2000 left the Eppersons searching

already show good muscling and have nice dispositions. for a replacement.
In the fall of that year, Marcy found
During six seasons, Hobo Del Rio  Pursuing more Paints Docs Drifter, who was bred and

sired only 13 foals for the Epperson Except for spending a few years owned by Charles Smith of Brown-
Ranch. However, he introduced color  away from home to earn a college de-  wood, Texas.

to its horse program—color that has  gree, William has worked on the “King bloodlines were what we
remained for 28 years. ranch all his life. were looking for,” Marcy said. “When
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The lagging mohair business has affected both the Eppersons and Robert Pefia, a local shearer. Robert and his brother,
Rupert, grew up with William and shear his goats. The two shearing seasons, which used to keep the Pefias busy for
six months out of the year, now last only about 10 weeks.

I saw the ad for him, I was really ex-
cited because on paper he was exactly
what we wanted.”

Docs Drifter is by King Bar
Siemon, a 1981 dun tobiano who
traces to Siemon Hank, King P-234
(AQHA) and Leo (AQHA). King
Bar Siemon earned an ROM in cut-
ting and points in working cow horse.
He sired Bonita Chappa, who earned
a 1990 World Championship in cut-
ting, and Buck Siemon, who earned
a Reserve World Championship in
the same event in 1991.

Dacs Drifter’s dam, Miss Driftabar
(AQHA), traces to Doc Bar and
Royal King.

Along with Docs Drifter’s blood-
lines, the Eppersons were impressed
with the horse’s conformation and
ability under saddle. Last year, they

began crossing him on their brood-
mares, who trace to prominent Quar-
ter Horse sires such as Colonel
Freckles, Doc O’Lena, Poco Bueno
and War Leo.

The stallion’s first foal crop was
born this year. The Eppersons said his
babies are gentler and have more
muscle than foals they have bred in
the past. Also, about 80 percent of his
foals show enough color for regular
registry.

With a stallion who appears to be
the right match for their breeding
program, the Eppersons now hope
to continually upgrade their brood-
mare band.

“Before, we sold the fillies and kept
the geldings,” William said. “But
when you do that, you dont keep
your breeding program where you

want it. So we changed it to where we
ride the mares and put them in the
broodmare band if we like them. If we
don't like the way they ride, were not
going to keep them.”

The Eppersons sell their geldings
and some mares to local cowboys,
ranchers from Mexico and customers
who are drawn to the loud Paints
while passing by on Highway 377.
They hope their horse business will
eventually turn a profit.

“We're trying to develop a using
horse that has the ability to compete
at the World Show,” Marcy said. “We
also want to raise horses that buyers
will feel safe with.”

Ranching on the rocks
While the Eppersons’ horse pro-

gram has been a bright spot for their
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Although the Eppersons have access to 13,000 acres, the lack of water and grass limits the type of livestock they can
raise. Corriente cattle and Angora goats seem best-suited to handle the environment.

The growing popularity of team roping has benefitted the Epperson Ranch,
which began raising Corriente cattle in 1992.
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ranch, they have encountered more
than their share of tough breaks over
the past few years.

Their part of the country, which av-
erages only 22 inches of rainfall an-
nually, has been in a drought for three
years. During that span, a few of the
heavy showers they did receive never
soaked into the ground. Instead, flash
floods destroyed several fences and
roads.

In the winter of 2000, uncharac-
teristically cold weather struck shortly
after the Eppersons had sheared all
their goats, and close to 1,000 head
died.

Profits for mohair producers have
died off as well. Competition from
labor-cheap South Africa has caused
the value of mohair to drop. The Ep-
persons have seven years worth of mo-
hair sitting in storage, waiting for
prices to improve.

The couple plans to hang onto
their Angora goats for now, but they
have begun liquidating their herd of
registered Brangus cattle, another ven-
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Most of the work around the ranch is handled by William. His chores range from checking fence to doctoring live-

stock to feeding chickens.

ture where costs have exceeded in-
come. A shortage of cheap labor and
cash forces the Eppersons to operate
without hired help and cut back on
feed.

On the flip side, hunters and team
ropers have helped keep the Epperson
Ranch in business. Hunting leases for
white tail deer, wild turkey and other
game have been a reliable source of in-
come for years.

And in 1992, William purchased a
herd of Mexican-bred Corriente cat-
tle. The growing popularity of team
roping has made the cattle a valuable
commodity, and as a result the Ep-
person Ranch herd has grown to 220
mother cows.

“We made our living forever off
sheep and goats, and we always ran
some kind of cattle with them,”

William said. “Between the three,
one market was always up.

“These Corriente cattle have really
helped us. And because they're raised
in the rocks, they're a hardier animal.”

As they make plans for the future,
the Eppersons understand that they
will have to modify their operation
once again in order to adapt to chang-
ing times.

“We're at a point where we're hav-
ing to rethink how everything is done
here,” Marcy said. “Instead of down-
sizing, it would be better for us to get
bigger. But we don't know if we're
going to be able to do that, with the
labor problem and having to figure
out ways to cut costs.”

These days, their decisions carry
even more weight now that they have
an 8-month-old son. And with Marcy

busy taking care of young Virgil,
much of the ranch work falls to
William.

The couple hopes that raising Paint
Horses can benefit the ranch the
same way that the Corriente cattle
business has. William and Marcy,
ages 40 and 35, respectively, are one
of the youngest couples still ranching
in Edwards County. They under-
stand that the career path they chose
makes for a bumpy, sometimes jar-
ring, ride.

Their response is to simply keep on
driving, make the necessary adjust-
ments and hang on.

“I think ranching is going to always
be a struggle in this country,” William
said. “But you have to stay diversified.
W'l just keep the goats and cattle,
and raise horses, too.”
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