
“My Arm Pit Ram”
By Matt Lensch

If you think about it, there 
may be no more fitting place 
in the U.S. to hunt a big-
horned Rocky Mountain 

bighorn sheep than the Big Horn 
Basin in Big Horn County, on the 
west slope of the Bighorn Mountains 
overlooking the confluence of the Big 
Horn River into Big Horn Lake and 
the Bighorn National Recreation area.

 Unfortunately, this hasn’t always been 
the case. Like so many places that once 
had booming populations of bighorns; 
competition with livestock, habitat 
loss, disease and unregulated hunting 
all contributed to the expiration of 
bighorns from the Bighorn Mountains 
shortly after the turn of the century. 

Not having bighorn sheep in the 
Bighorn Mountains is just plain 
wrong.    To remedy the situation 
several transplants were attempted in 
the 1930s, 1960s and 1970s. However, 
like many of the early transplants 
throughout the west, the Bighorn 
Mountain transplants ultimately 
failed.  All except one.  In 1973, 39 
bighorn sheep were transplanted 
on the south side of Devils Canyon 
near the Wyoming/Montana state 
line.   The Devils Canyon sheep herd 
survived, but never thrived.   In 2003 
it was thought that only 25-40 sheep 
remained.  To revitalize the herd, 
20 bighorns were captured on the 
Lower Deschutes River in Oregon and 
transplanted to Dugan 
Bench on the North 
side of Devils Canyon 
in 2004.  In 2006 an 
additional 20 bighorns 
were transplanted from 
the Missouri Breaks 
to Dugan Bench.  

The supplemental 
transplants of bighorns 
into the Devils Canyon 
really shifted the herd 
into high gear and that 
is really where the story 
of my 2017 bighorn 
sheep odyssey began. 

In 2004 I had the opportunity to assist 
with the bighorn sheep transplants 
into Devils Canyon. Initially I was 
assigned to the ground crew. My job 
was to hobble and blindfold the sheep 
in the horse trailer and then load 
the hobbled sheep into the back of a 
helicopter after they were processed.  
The sheep were then flown to the 
release site on Dugan Bench.   About 
halfway through the release operation 
I was asked to help escort several loads 
of sheep to the release site.  On one 
of the flights we had an ewe slip the 
hobbles, start kicking, and at one point 
stood up.  Having a bighorn sheep 
bouncing around inside a helicopter 
flying over Devils Canyon was not 
a good situation and the pilot was 
rightly getting excited.  Fortunately, 
I was able to wrestle the ewe down 
and we got the hobbles back on.  The 
rest of the flight went without a hitch 
and eventually all 20 sheep were 
delivered to the release site.  (They 
no longer transport big game in the 
helicopter, now everything is slung). 

 That flight sits in my memory as if 
it happens yesterday.  Not so much 
because things got a little western 
in the back of the helicopter, but 
more that I realize there is a realistic 
chance that the ewe that slipped the 
hobbles was the mother of the ram I 
harvested.   My involvement in these 
transplants kindled an admiration of 
the Devils Canyon herd and helped me 

stay the course in applying for an area 
12 license through the many years.  

It is estimated that there are now 
about 275 bighorn sheep in the Devils 
Canyon herd and there have been 
hunting seasons in Hunt Area 12 
since 2008.  The herd now serves as 
a source herd for other transplants. 
The sheep are mainly found in a 
relatively small core area along 
Dugan Bench and the Moss Ranch 
on the north side of Devils Canyon.  
This is significant because the area 
is surrounded by deep canyons and 
the only access to the core area is 
through private land. Fortunately, 
the landowner has played an integral 
role in the management of the Devils 
Canyon herd and allows access with 
a reasonable trespass fee.  If not for 
the cooperation from the Bischoff 
family, there likely would not be 
a Devils Canyon sheep herd.   

I had been applying for a bighorn 
sheep tag for 22 years, so I’ve thought 
about my sheep hunt for a very long 
time.  I always knew I would opt out 
of paying the trespass fee and hunting 
the core area.  Not so much that I am 
cheap, because in the realm of once 
in a lifetime sheep hunt, the trespass 
fee was a bargain.  It just wasn’t the 
hunt I had been waiting all these years 
for.  I had heard of a small band of 
rams living south of Devils Canyon 
on BLM land. My hunt was going to 

be a true DIY public land hunt. 

Shortly after I learned I drew a 
sheep license in May, I began 
scouting. Over the years I 
heard a few people occasionally 
seeing rams south of Devils 
Canyon but finding these 
rams in hundreds of square 
miles of some of the hottest, 
driest, windiest, rockiest, most 
“gnarly” country in Wyoming 
would be a formidable task. 

My initial trip to Devils Canyon 
was basically an exercise in 
learning the main roads and 
figuring out how things lay on 
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the ground versus looking at a map.  
That afternoon we were working 
our way back to the trail head 
when my friend asked if I wanted 
to see the Armpit cabin. With a 
name like Armpit, I had to see it. 

I don’t know how to exactly describe 
the infamous Armpit Cabin.  The 
cabin, or should I say, tar papered 
shack, is a 1950’s era uranium mine 
headquarters. The actual mine site 
is closed to the public due to high 
radiation levels.  It has character 
with the interior decorated with a 
wide array of colorful graffiti.  The 
cabin had an overpowering smell 
of pack rats’ scat, and the thought 
of dying of Hantavirus must cross 
your mind. To the disbelief of my 
friends, I fell in love with this place. 

It was the walk from the cabin to our 
4-wheelers that molded my plans for
my sheep hunt forever.  Looking across
the drainage to the south I saw four
bighorn sheep bedded.  Once I got
my spotting scope out I could see all
four were rams and one was a dandy.
Looking back now, I knew at that
instant this was the ram I would hunt.

Over the next month, my friends, 
family and I spent many days scouting 
the area south of Devils canyon.  I 
put out several trail cameras on water 
sources, glassed the vast canyons for 
hours, boated Big Horn Lake looking 
for places the sheep could come to 
water and explored every accessible 
trail.  I was learning the country well, 
but I had a significant issue; I hadn’t 
seen the big ram again, heck, I hadn’t 
seen a single sheep.  I was starting 
to doubt my decision not to pay the 
trespass fee and hunt the core area.

 Then on June 24 I had the opportunity 
to meet up with a hunter who had 
the license in 2016.  Mark offered to 
show me some of the spots where he 
had seen sheep in 2016.  Surprisingly, 
he took me to many places that I 
had already been, but unknowingly 
dismissed as not being “prime 
sheep habitat”.  I thought I would 
find sheep in the deep canyons, but 
Mark told me he often saw sheep 
on open ridges.   He was convinced 
that sheep prefer elevation. 

 Later that morning he showed me 

where he shot a 180-inch ram in 
2016. (The first ever harvested out of 
the core area). Shortly thereafter we 
saw a band of 15 rams on the same 
ridge. Within that band I saw the 
same ram I saw a month earlier at 
the Armpit Cabin.   I think Mark was 
more excited about seeing the rams 
than I was.  He is a self-proclaimed 
sheep nut and quickly told me the ram 
would easily score 185. I knew he was 
a good ram but at that point it started 
to sink in that I had the opportunity 
to harvest the next Wyoming 
Pope and Young recorded ram.  

 While we were watching the rams, 
Mark told me that every “real sheep 
hunter” names the rams he sees.     The 
need for a name stuck with me.  I 
thought of several clever names, but 
I needed something personable.  I 
needed a name for MY RAM.  It took 
me several days but ultimately, I came 
up with MAPR (My Arm Pit Ram).

Over the next month I utilized Mark’s 
advice and concentrated my scouting 
trips in an area.  During that time, I 
saw MAPR multiple times.  Sometimes 
he was alone and sometimes he was 
with other rams, but one thing was 
apparent, he was constantly moving.  
As my scouting trips added up, it only 
cemented my decision to concentrate 
all my efforts on hunting MAPR.  He 
was my Plan A and I did not have 
a Plan B.  By the end of July, I was 
confident I was going to be able 
harvest MAPR with my bow once the 
archery season opened on August 1st.   

Eventually Aug 1 arrived.  My oldest 
son Zach was back in Wyoming from 
Boston to get married and managed 
to sneak away for the opening day. 
My hunting partner Kevin Ryan had 
arrived at camp a few days prior and 
was able to do some more preseason 
scouting.   Our camp was, you guessed 
it, the Armpit Cabin. I knew back in 
May this is where I would base my 
hunt.  Kevin wasn’t so sure about my 
choice of accommodations, but to 
me, this was the most perfect hunting 
camp I could have imagined. 

Opening morning we located a band 
of 10 rams, but no MAPR.  One of the 
rams had only one horn and I quickly 
recognized him as one I had seen 
with MAPR on multiple occasions. 

I knew I was in the right area.  We 
searched most of the morning, still 
no MAPR.  Since I only had one day 
to spend with Zach, I shuffled being 
a sheep hunter with that of a tour 
guide to Zach. That afternoon we 
located the 10 rams again, but still no 
MAPR.  We left the rams and checked 
out one of the several caves in the 
area.   Evening was approaching so 
we decided to split up.  Kevin set out 
to scout an area where he had seen a 
couple of rams a few days prior. Zach 
and I would go back to where we saw 
the 10 rams. I knew these rams were 
constantly on the move, partnering 
with other rams then moving on 
again.   My hope was MAPR would 
hook up with the band of rams. 

As we approached the drainage 
where we saw the rams, I spotted 
two other rams. A quick look 
through my binoculars and I 
confirmed one was MAPR. 

I quickly grabbed my bow and set 
out for a stalk.  My plan was to get 
ahead of MAPR and ease in for a 
shot.  Unlike most archery stalks, 
things went perfect.  After about 45 
minutes I found myself 39 yards from 
a perfectly broadside MAPR.  I drew 
back, put my 40-yard pin behind his 
front shoulder and released.  It was 
the same sight picture I had seen on a 
3-D big horn sheep target hundreds of
times that summer.   MAPR jumped,
but to my amazement I did not see
any sign of an arrow wound in his 
side.  All twelve rams ran a couple 
hundred yards and looked back at 
me.  Just then the skies opened an
I found myself in a torrential down 
pour.  I scrambled to find cover.

The rams stayed huddled together 
until the rain stopped.  I still could not 
believe I missed the shot and at that 
point I thought the arrow must have 
passed through without the blades 
deploying properly. Even so, I thought 
MAPR would eventually lay down.   
The rams stayed together and moved 
a few hundred yards when a second 
intense hail storm moved in.  The rams 
once again huddled together with 
their backs to the wind and hail.  This 
storm lasted almost a half of an hour.  

(Continued on page 50)
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Once the hail stopped, all 12 rams 
ran off into Montana.  It had been 
well over an hour since I shot, and 
I was sure MAPR would have lain 
down if he was hit. We went back 
and found the arrow.  Sure enough, 
no blood. Somehow, I had missed.  

 At that point I questioned what 
went wrong. A forty-yard broadside 
shot should have been a chip shot.  
During my stalk I looked down 
and discovered one of the blades 
had deployed, likely snagging some 
sagebrush. At the time, I simply 
reached down and pushed the blade 
back into position.   I concluded that 
the plastic shock collar that locks the 
blades in got damaged. The force of 
releasing the arrow likely caused the 
blade to deploy in flight causing the 
arrow to fly erratic. Looking back, I 
should have grabbed another arrow 
out of my quiver and that mistake 
just cost me a record book ram.

The next day the wind blew hard 
and never let up.  I knew I could not 
shoot a bow in 30-50 mph winds. 
All we could do was glass for the 
band of rams.  Late in the morning 
we spotted 3 rams bedded several 
miles east.  One was the one horned 
ram.  Unfortunately, the rams were in 
Montana, strongly suggesting MAPR 
was somewhere in Montana also.  

On day three, we once again found 
the one horned ram with 4 others. The 
rams had moved back into Wyoming.  
Later we spotted 6 more rams in 
two small bands, but no MAPR.   
Remembering how MAPR suddenly 
appeared on opening day, we did our 
best to keep tabs on all the rams.  At 
one point two of the bands converged 
and bedded.  We had been watching 
the bedded rams for several hours 
when I noticed there was now an extra 
ram. A look through my spotting scope 
and I confirmed MAPR was back.  
Somehow, he slipped in out of a side 
canyon.   I grabbed my bow started my 
stalk.  This time I was able to get within 

34 yards of MAPR but never had a 
clear ethical shot.   Two of the younger 
rams spooked, running away with the 
others following. Not wanting to push 
the rams out of the area, I backed off. 

The next morning, we quickly found 
the one horned ram with two younger 
rams.   Hoping MAPR and the others 
were near, we began to scour the area.  
I noticed many fresh sheep tracks in 
a mud puddle in a rut in the road.  
We had gone by the puddle only an 
hour before and saw no tracks.  We 
knew the rams were in the area.  A 
few minutes later we located 8 rams 
(including MAPR) along a nearby 
canyon rim.   I was still 500 yards from 
the rams when to my surprise, the 
rams spooked and took off at a dead 
run.  The last we saw of the rams was 
them dropping off into a deep canyon 
over two miles away.  At that point 
I knew pursuing the rams into the 
canyon would likely only push them 
out of the area. Stinging from what 
just happened, I decided to go home 
for a day, let things settle down, get 
a few things done for work and most 
importantly collect my composure.  

The drive home was painful.  All I 
could do is think about how I blew 
my opportunity on day one.   If I 
only had swapped the arrow for 
another in my quiver, I thought. 

The next day, my wife Cindy and our 
two younger sons decided to go back 
up to camp. They had been a big part 
of my scouting trips and it seemed 
fitting they participated in the hunt. 

 We were getting close to camp when 
Kevin flagged us down, saying four 
rams were heading our way and that 
I needed to be “on top of that ridge in 
two minutes”.   I scrambled to throw 
my camouflage on.  I didn’t even get a 
leg in my bibs when I spotted MAPR’s 
head pop over the rise.  He was with 3 
other rams. It was clear the rams were 
set on a destination to the canyons 
to the south.  I recognized the other 
rams as those remaining after they 
split up on day one.  Interestingly, it 

was as if MAPR came back for the rest 
of his buddies and he was escorting 
them back to the main band of rams. 

I quickly grabbed my bow and 
set out to head them off.

 MAPR was about 250 yards away 
when he stopped, intensely starring 
at me.  The other rams were several 
hundred yards behind feeding.  MAPR 
kept staring, pinning me down.  The 
other rams eventually caught up and 
they all bedded.  I was behind the 
only piece of sage in the area, and 
there was nothing but 6-inch-tall 
grass between me and the rams. I was 
leery of pushing the rams after what 
happened the day before.   I thought 
my best opportunity at getting a 
shot was to stay put and hopefully 
the rams would continue my way.   
Almost an hour went by before the 
rams got up.  Unfortunately, the 
rams moved away from me.  I tried 
to out flank them but couldn’t.  The 
rams were feeding in a prescribed 
burn.   I huddled behind a juniper, 
hoping the rams would feed my way.  
After 20 minutes the rams bedded.   

 It was another hour before the rams 
got up.  Once again MAPR took the 
lead and began walking towards 
his original destination.  I needed 
to decide, quick.  I was 250 yards 
from MAPR and he was not getting 
any closer.  I needed to decide, risk 
spooking the rams or letting them 
go for another day.  I went for it, 
making a beeline at a 45-degree angle 
to where I calculated MAPR was 
heading; keeping low and avoiding 
eye contact.   I was about 90 yards 
away when he stopped.  I could tell 
he was getting spooked.  Luckily the 
other rams still seemed relatively calm 
and were feeding.  MAPR turned 
and started back towards the other 
rams.  I bee lined it back towards 
the other rams.  I was 43 yards away 
when MAPR met the other rams.  I 
was almost in total disbelief when 
I realized I was once again in bow 
range.  There was a problem however.  
MAPR was behind another ram and 
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I did not have a clear shot.  I patiently 
waited for the other ram to move. As 
soon as I had a clear shot I brought my 
bow up.  A second problem.  The wind 
was blowing so hard I could not stay 
on target.  I was not about to chance 
making a marginal shot, so I let down.  
I told myself, “breathe”.  Suddenly I felt 
the wind die down.  I brought my bow 
up and made a perfect double lung shot.  
MAPR ran about 200 yards before he 
expired.   Amazingly all this took place 
in sight of Cindy and the boys.  It could 
not have been a more perfect day. 

As I approached MAPR I was in awe 
of what great ram he truly was.  Very 
seldom are hunters blessed with such an 
opportunity to hunt such a magnificent 
animal in such an awesome place. 

About the Author:   Matt Lentsch is 
a Wyoming native; growing up in 
Sheridan and migrated to the Big Horn 
Basin in the 1980s. He has served 
as the Worland game warden since 
1992. His passion is getting kids out 
hunting.  In 2000 he founded the Paint 
Rock Hunter Mentor Program which 
serves as one of the best youth hunter 
recruitment programs in Wyoming. 

MAPR scored 186 0/8 inches 
making him the largest bighorn 
sheep ram ever taken with a bow 
in the state of Wyoming. 

The Wyoming Wild Sheep 
Foundation played an 
integral role in providing 
funding for the bighorn 
transplants into Devils 
Canyon and continues to 
support transplants of  
sheep from Devils Canyon 
into new areas such as 
the Ferris Mountains.   
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