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Since ancient times, man has had a special — even spiritual — relationship with sheep. In the
season loosely called “Spring’ in Sublette County, the sheep are sheared. The fluffy wool is cut
off, compressed, baled and shipped.

While the shearers are busy giving 100 “haircuts’ each day, the herders have a great deal of quiet
time. Wherever there are wooden sheds to protect the waiting flock these men have carved,
painted and drawn their names, pictures, and poems on the walls. Recording them in the dark,
non-electrified buildings can be both tedious and rewarding. Preserving them means saving a
small piece of history.

The Magagna family has been in the sheep business since 1907. Jim Magagna, Vice-President of
Wyoming Stock Growers Association, has run the ranch since 1964. On a remote, bumpy road in
the southern part of the county his sheep shed looks and functions much as it did in his
grandmother’s day. Before lambing, Magagna’s 1500 ewes are brought in to await the
shearers. The long pens are packed with about half his sheep at one time. Their bells have been
removed and hung on a beam. The quiet is eerie. Unlike cows bawling at a branding, sheep are
just as the Bible says: quiet “as a lamb is silent before the shearers” (Acts 8:32 & Isa 53:7).

For the first half of the 1900s the shearing was done by hand with squeeze type shears and the
shed was divided into multiple pens. When electric clippers came into use in the late 1940s, the
shed was remodeled into fewer but larger pens. Ceiling boards held the cords, which ran to an
outside generator.

The electric shears created a new problem. Sheep were dying from tetanus. They’d be nicked
and cut from the vibrating clippers and then be turned out where manure caused infection.
Spaced, wooden floors were added in the 1960s and eliminated the problem by allowing manure
to drop through to the ground.

Another change came when shearers began bringing their own shearing trailers. Although the
shed is still used to hold the ewes, they go outside through a narrow chute and into the portable
trailer to be clipped. A man with hand blades could shear 80-100 head/day. Modern shearers can
clip 150. In the early days 28-32 fleeces were rolled up, then stomped (or tromped) into 15 foot
bags. Now the wool from 50 sheep can be compressed into bales that weigh close to 500 pounds,

Near the sheep shed are the collapsing log cook cabin and bunkhouse, used in the days before
shearers brought their own campers. These walls also have writings. Names from New Mexico
are Magagna’s sheep herders and truck drivers. Until the mid-1950°s nearly all the herders were
Mexican-Americans. From then through the 1980s the majority were Basque, then Chinese and
currently Chileans. Many shearers were from Texas. The blue chalk on the walls was a marker
for dry ewes.

Magagna’s Sheep Shed Writings were recorded in 2004-2005 by Lynn Thomas, Karen Root and
Judi Myers. Photos were taken by Lynn and Judi. The oldest date found was 1919 on Panel 26.
This story is in the sketches that accompany this introduction.
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