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    Let’s Ride!

    I grew up watching Gunsmoke, Bonanza, and The Rifleman. When How the West Was Won came out, I envied the kids who’d seen that buffalo herd in the Black Hills. It’s still my favorite movie. I can almost recite it.

    Out West was the only place I ever wanted to go. And I’ll never forget the first time I saw those Rocky Mountains looming in the distance. Looking out the car window, I wondered what it’d be like to ride a horse in that awesome country.

    Over the past fifteen years or so, I’ve had the great privilege of doing just that, experiencing many of the great and beautiful places of the American West horseback, riding in country most people will never see. But they could if they wanted to.

    This book is a window into that magnificent world of the remote horse trails of Death Valley, the High Sierra, Billy the Kid, Custer, and Yellowstone. And chasing those buffalo in the Black Hills.

    We also ride the trails of some of America’s great Dude Ranches, experts in making even rookies safe, comfortable, and confident in the saddle. There you can see for yourself—there’s no better view of this world than from the back of a horse.

    There’s lots of things to do in this life. I want to spend as much of mine as I can horseback, experiencing the Great Rides of Today’s Wild West.
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  RIDE THE WINDS

  BRIDGER WILDERNESS, WYOMING
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  August 15th. Not exactly the date you’d expect to wake up to a fresh blanket of snow. But that’s exactly what I discover as I poke my head out the door of my tent on this frosty summer morning. I’m waking up in the high country of Wyoming’s Rocky Mountains. And the unexpected snowfall is just one more adventure in a week that has been full of them. It’s the last day of a week-long horseback ride known as the Ride the Winds pack trip, in a spectacular range of the Rockies known as the Wind River Mountains.

  The snow is a bit of a surprise. After all, the walls of my nylon tent spent the night getting blown about by howling wind and driving rain. But we are camped at an elevation of more than 10,000 feet. And there are still places up here with big patches of snow on the ground left over from last winter.

  But the new inch or two on the ground is not too big a deal. With down coat, warm gloves, and waterproof galoshes over my cowboy boots, I am prepared for the weather. And as I step outside into the chilly, early morning light, the dusting of white provides yet another shade of beauty to this awesome unspoiled wilderness.

  “Hey Mark! Is this a Rocky Mountain high or what?!” exclaims fellow guest Mike Johnson, here from South Carolina with his wife Jean. Camp cook Alex Estes already has the wood burning and the coffee brewing, as I tramp through the snow to join them all around the campfire.

  This white Christmas scene in summer is simply gorgeous. And the nearby mountain stream running through the snow-covered meadows and pines makes for one more Kodak moment I have to have. I’ve already shot well over a thousand pictures by this last morning of our journey. But I could have taken 10,000.

  I’ll shoot a few more as Jean and Mike pose in the snow around the fire with Alex, guide Dave Bash and wrangler Lee Smollin. Dave and Lee will soon be loading up our six-pack mules one last time. And it’s another great picture as my five fellow riders and our string of mules make fresh tracks through the snow as we hit the trail, with the newly dusted peaks of the Winds looming in the distance. As the trail drops in elevation, we’ll be out of the snow in a couple hours, as we ride out of the Bridger Wilderness here in the Bridger-Teton National Forest.

  Seven full days horseback is the longest pack trip I’ve ever taken. But the days have flown by. And as we get closer to the trailhead, there’s lots of joking about turning around and retracing our route. We’re not really kidding. Given the chance—we all would!

  This epic adventure began a week before, as we rendezvoused at the historic DC Bar Guest Ranch outside Pinedale, Wyoming. Owner Tim Singewald left the Denver banking business 25 years ago to buy the ranch and its sister operation, Bridger Wilderness Outfitters. Today the DC Bar operates a family-style dude ranch, offers guided fall hunting, winter snowmobiling, a professional guide school, and a variety of summer pack trips.

  Dave and Alex are the two primary instructors of the guide school. Lee graduated from the rigorous course earlier this summer. Dave and Alex possess a friendly competence and professionalism that inspires confidence. Out here in the wilderness, I know I’m in good hands.

  The West is still wild here in America’s least populated state. And while it doesn’t have many people, Wyoming has lots of wildlife. Even the 90-minute drive from the DC Bar to the trailhead where this horse trip began was memorable. I saw plenty of pronghorn antelope out the window, including some big bucks just off the side of the road. Watching North America’s fastest animal turn on the afterburners is a sight to see.
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  Our horses won’t do any running on this pack trip. The rugged and often rocky terrain of the Winds simply doesn’t allow it. And you can’t hardly lope leading a string of pack mules anyway. But with the incredible views that will surround us all day every day, this ride will never be boring.
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  Tim’s well-trained string of 19 mules and 45 horses includes a number of Registered American Quarter Horses, including Mister Fashion and Kip Sangaree. Those two, and his other AQHA animals, are better known here by their short names—Mister and Kip, plus Scout, Apache, Ranger, War Paint, and Red Cloud. He buys those papered horses as three-year-olds from Iowa AQHA breeder Ron Woods (AQHA seller I.D. 0243765.) “Buy ’em as babies. Train ’em all myself,” reveals Tim. “They’re pretty nice animals . . . pretty gentle. Try to get all the problems worked out before they go to the mountains.”

  The horses we rode on this adventure were nothing but a pleasure. I’m an AQHA member. And my palomino Quarter Horse the ranch supplied was a great partner from the start. Well mannered and as fit as they get, Dale did whatever I asked, stepping wherever I needed him to go, as I spent our days in the saddle recording our ride with my camera. Fellow AQHA members Mike and Jean were just as happy with their mounts. They own seventeen horses back home. Most of them, like Cactus Girlie, Skippers Jackie Two, and Mili Tiz Dun Smokin, are Registered Quarter Horses.

  So why take a horseback vacation when you ride all the time at home? “It’s just to see some more of the world,” says Mike, adding, “People just don’t know what they miss by not being able to get up here and see what God created.”
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  The Wind River Mountains are quite a sculpture. The Grand Tetons may be more famous, but here some ninety miles south of Jackson Hole, the Winds are every bit as grand, and much bigger. Running essentially north and south, this magnificent range stretches for the better part of one hundred miles. Its seemingly uncountable peaks are just as awesome as the Tetons.
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  Just as impressive are the delicate wildflowers of red, yellow, white, and violet. They decorate the vast high country meadows that lie between those majestic pinnacles. The grasslands are often sprinkled with giant boulders, scattered like seed thrown from someone’s hand. Our trail also winds through deep forests, alongside high mountain lakes, and across pristine streams.

  The creeks and lakes were full in this summer of ’09. Plenty of rain meant good grass for our horses, and no burning restrictions at camp. After a day’s ride, it was great to kick back in the evening around a blazing fire, especially with the temperature plummeting as soon as the sun went down. Some afternoons it was warm enough for a dip in a lake. But just a couple hours later, I’d be standing by the fire wearing a down jacket.

  Alex would much rather cook on a campfire than a Coleman stove. And she is good! Whether it was steak, or stuffed pork chops, delicious pie, those hearty breakfast burritos, or even a sack lunch on the trail, the food was simply terrific. Plentiful, too.

  There’s quite an art to planning a week’s menu for six in the backcountry, and packing the 250 pounds of food you need to pull it off. “It’s a lot of organization and planning,” she revealed. “You gotta know how to pack pretty well.”

  While Alex took care of us, Dave and Lee looked after the livestock. After grazing all night, the animals began the day with a grain breakfast. One hundred thirty pounds of grain was brought along for the hard-working beasts. When the day’s ride was done, the crew hedged their bets by using three different ways to keep our four-legged friends from running off. Some were staked out on a picket line. Others were kept inside a solar-powered electric fence. And the rest were hobbled and allowed to wander. One animal from each group was also outfitted with a bell. “So you can hear,” explains Dave. ”And if the bells are goin’ a little bit crazy, then you get up (in the middle of the night) and look at ’em.”

  None of the equines ever disappeared, but they did get a little excited the evening the black bear came to visit! He got our attention too! The bruin appeared on a ridgeline overlooking the pasture where some of the animals were staked out. The normally unflappable mule named Will pranced back and forth, never taking his eyes off the potential predator. “If there’s danger around, even some of those older mules get pretty nervous,” observed Dave. But the curious bear remained a safe distance away, sitting and gazing at these strange visitors to his neighborhood.

  The bear finally wandered off. No harm done. Next morning a mule deer strolled through our camp, completely unafraid. We spotted some elk on the trail one day too. And I spend a quiet late afternoon watching the trout in a crystal clear mountain lake, the fish occasionally leaping out of the water to feed on tiny flying insects. The abundance and diversity of life in a place that is covered with twenty feet of snow in the winter is an incredible thing to experience.

  So were some of those mountain passes we rode over. The Forest Service had told us Lester Pass was clear. But we arrived to find it was still clogged with snow eight feet deep, and too unstable for horses to walk over. If an animal fell through the crust and got hurt or trapped, it’d be a disaster. So we rode up and over the mountain instead!

  What a ride that was! With Dave blazing a switchback trail through the rock-strewn mountainside, we went up and up and up, climbing hundreds of feet. Our sure-footed horses and mules never faltered. In fact, they hardly broke a sweat. We were all experienced riders. But that was quite a riding experience! “You have to admit,” Mike later kidded Dave, “you wanted to go up that hill!”

  “I’ve always wanted to go up that hill!” Dave admitted with a laugh.

  We topped out just in time to see black clouds and lightning headed our way. After posing for pictures at the summit, and giving the animals a breather, we were back in the saddle. Traversing the mountainside, we picked up the trail and began our descent. That’s when the sky opened up and pelted us with a mixture of rain, sleet, and snow. But hey! It was fun!

  We ran into another snowed-in pass later in the week. This time we had to make the detour on foot, leading our horses up and around the snow. If we had not all been very experienced riders, Dave and Alex would have taken us on a long detour any beginner could easily handle. But on this trip, we were all up for a little “mountain goatin’,” as Dave put it. And up and over we went. There were high fives all around when we safely reached the other side. “It took my breath away . . . in more ways than one!” laughed Mike.

  “I wouldn’t take anybody but you guys!” Alex laughed. “Anybody else, I would’ve turned around.”

  We really did want to turn around as the week came to an end, and ride the Winds all over again. Words are an inadequate substitute for being there. Even the high country air and the pure mountain water were unforgettably delicious and rejuvenating. And that perfect rainbow that hung near our camp late one afternoon. What a sight that was.

  Of course we had to go home. But Dave and Alex are still there. Maybe you’ll be one of the lucky few that get to wake up to snow in August on a horseback adventure you’ll never forget.
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  DC Bar Guest Ranch has been sold.

  For info on pack trips in the Wind River Mountains, contact the Wind River Visitors Council at 307-332-5546 or visit www.windriver.org.


  HORSEBACK IN THE MOJAVE

  MOJAVE NATIONAL PRESERVE, CALIFORNIA
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  Imagine yourself horseback in California’s rugged and beautiful Mojave Desert. Snow is probably the last thing you’d put in that picture. But there we were, after riding 28 miles in the Mojave National Preserve, huddled around a campfire as wet, heavy snow came pelting down on us. And everyone was laughing!

  It was a memorable moment on a great week-long adventure known as the Mojave Trail Ride. And the snowfall triggered some campfire weather stories from veterans of this ride. “One year it rained all day! And then it started snowing when we got to camp,” tells the popular raconteur Junior Penfold, never lacking for a laugh or a good story. “Everything was soaking wet!”

  “And then it hailed!” adds Blondie, a cheerful woman who seems to be always smiling, here on her 19th Mojave Ride. “Fog was so bad you couldn’t see!”

  “And then it froze!” laughs Junior.

  Of course, that begs the question—why would you spend a week riding more than one hundred miles through the Mojave National Preserve, camping out, and enduring whatever Mother Nature may send your way? “’Cause it’s better every year!” exclaims the retired Fire Captain known as Calamity Jane, who’s done this trek 18 times. “I wouldn’t wanna miss seeing these faces for nothing!”

  It does take a special breed to want to spend a week horseback where even the pioneers feared to tread. And the bonds formed on this trail can last a lifetime. “We’re all horse people,” explains Ron Percival. “We ride and we go through all the different adverse conditions, whether it’s raining, windy, cold or warm or whatever . . . and we party and we have fun. . . . It’s awesome! I absolutely love this ride!”

  It is an adventure. On the same day of our evening snowstorm, we’d woken up to a hard and cold rain. With 28 miles to go that day, we were up at 4:30, saddling in the dark and rolling tents up in a downpour. But as we swung into the saddle about seven, the rain quit. And we enjoyed cool, cloudy, but perfect riding weather the rest of the day.

  Our trail followed the historic Mojave Road. In the 1860s, this was the horseback highway from Arizona Territory to California. The Army put up posts about a day’s ride apart, to protect settlers passing through, and escort the mail wagon. Not long after we rode out of camp that rainy morning, we came to a lonely mailbox and a big American flag in the middle of the desert, a remnant of those bygone days. “That’s the original mail box that they had back in the 1800s,” says Bob Wright, trail boss of this expedition. “This Mojave trail was an actual mail run.”
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  It didn’t last long. Once the railroad went through by another route, the Mojave Road and its military outposts were abandoned. Ranchers eventually settled here, running cows on the vast desert. Most of those operations were removed when Congress made the area a National Preserve in 1994, run by the National Park Service.

  Over the years, the Mojave Road was largely forgotten. It was used by weekend four wheelers. Never horses . . . That is, until 25 years ago, when Wright and a group of friends got the idea to saddle up and retrace the route the cavalry had ridden. That first year, eight men and three pack horses made the 135-mile journey from the Colorado River to Barstow, California, in six days. But not before scouting the route with a four wheel drive, and burying food and water along the way. “We didn’t know exactly what we were gonna find . . . So we just had to kinda wing it,” tells Bob. “And just to make sure we had enough water for the horses and that kind of thing, we came out here and we buried stuff in the dirt. And it worked out.”

  That first trip became an annual ride open to anyone with a horse, a taste for adventure, and willing to rough it for a week. Today Wright and his crew provide hot, hearty meals, good water, mobile bathrooms, and hot showers, plus feed and water for the horses. There’s even a traveling saloon. The only person who gets paid in this nonprofit venture is the excellent and professional cook. The other two dozen or so people who haul the hay, print the brochures, take care of the permits, and handle all the other logistics are volunteers. It’s quite an operation. “This is a 52-week-a-year job,” says Bud McHarg, who handles the hay and sets up the tie line where the horses spend the night. “There’s all kind of stuff that’s gotta be done.”

  McHarg and Bob Wright are the last of the original eight from that first ride who still make the journey every year. “I just fell in love with doin’ it,” Bud shares. “I think it’s a great ride.”

  “A lot of history on it,” McHarg continues. “And that’s what kinda fascinated me from the start. When I rode out here thinkin’, ‘This is just the way the settlers came across this country . . . How’d they do it?’ It’s incredible to think that they did.”
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  There are some fascinating remains from the 1800s. At the site of Camp Rock Springs, you can see where “Stuart,” a 4th Infantry soldier, carved his name into the stone in the 1860s. The historic plaque at the site gives you an idea how tough life was back then. Of the 73 men stationed here, 23 deserted. And the post was abandoned after just 17 months. “Very disagreeable place for the troops,” is how an 1867 Secretary of War report described the place.

  The ruins of the old post are believed to have been used to build a sturdy rock house that stands today not far from Rock Springs, where water still bubbles up from an underground spring.

  We visited that site on a cool sunny day, perfect for riding. Hard to believe it had been snowing and raining the day before. After riding a total of 50 miles the first two days, day three was a layover day. You could kick back at camp or take a day ride to the old fort and explore the surrounding area. Five of us rode some ten miles on that jaunt, marveling at both the history we’d seen, and the present-day beauty of the desert.

  The Mojave is anything but barren. It would certainly be unbearably hot for horses in summer. But in April, it’s pretty close to perfect. Outside of that one day of rain and snow, we enjoyed ideal conditions. And the desert is full of all kinds of life. We rode through dense forests of Joshua trees. There were colorful cactus blooms that looked like red roses. And the desert was decorated with a variety of other flowers, like Indian paint brush. We were surprised by a big jackrabbit that sprang up from the brush and bounded away. Scurrying lizards were a common sight. And we saw signs of the endangered desert tortoise that live here.

  All around were the vast vistas of this unspoiled country. Living in a big city, it’s a wonder to see this wide open country that still exists in modern America. At our first night’s camp, as I watched the distant tail lights of the traffic on Interstate 15, I gazed at the brilliant stars through the clear desert sky and thought of how all those people headed for Las Vegas are missing a dazzling night life they’re not even aware of.

  Not to mention all the sights the desert would have in the coming days. Fact is, we three dozen riders who took this trek are the very fortunate few. Those who go on the Mojave Trail Ride are probably the only people today who see this country horseback. Part of the Ride’s mission is to make sure these trails remain open for horses. “If we don’t use the trails, the BLM (Bureau of Land Management) could shut it down and not let anybody go on it,” fears Trail Boss Bob. “We gotta ride it . . . so they don’t close the trail”
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  Riding the trail requires a fit horse. And making sure they stay that way is Bob Wright’s number one priority. He’s been around horses forever, and serves as acting veterinarian. But the camp atmosphere is pretty relaxed. “It’s a pretty kick-back ride,” he says. “I don’t get excited.”

  Dozens of horses that don’t know each other can get excited when they head out together on that first day of the ride. But outside of one buck-off, there were no major issues or injuries. Tim Gomes enjoyed the week riding his registered American Quarter Horse. “He’s just a good all around horse,” smiles Tim. “I bring him ’cause he’s got good manners and he’s good around groups.”

  It was quite a group of horses, including most any breed you can think of. The riders were quite an interesting bunch too. A National Guardsman, a police woman, a truck driver, a BLM employee, a nurse, a retired teacher, and a jeweler, to name a few of the careers. But horseback, we were all just riders. “We don’t know what half these people do in the real world,” laughed long-time volunteer Lynda Clark. “You share a common camaraderie because you share the horse.”

  And we shared the snow! And the campfire. And the trail. We came together as strangers, and left as friends, rejuvenated by a week’s ride in a beautiful place few people ever see. I understand now why they come back every year. Hope I can too!
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  www.norcomojavetrailride.com

  Bob & Josie Wright: 951-273-0603


  THE RED ROCK RIDE

  SOUTHWEST UTAH
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  It’s Saturday night, and it’s the Junior Prom in the small town of Kanab, Utah. But this is no high school dance. The 40 lucky people invited to this exclusive event range in age from their 20s to their 70s, and have come from as far away as Germany, Japan, Australia, Britain, and all across the United States. Some are single, some married, and almost all of them were strangers just six days ago. But tonight they are one big happy family, enjoying the last night of an incredible journey called The Red Rock Ride.

  The Red Rock Ride is a six-day horseback adventure through some of the most spectacular country of the American West, including Zion, Bryce, and Grand Canyon National Parks, plus Butch Cassidy’s famous Outlaw Trail, and the lesser-known but equally amazing Thunder Mountain in Dixie National Forest and the Paria River Canyon.

  The Red Rock riders meet for the first time at a Las Vegas hotel, where cofounder Robert Houston introduces himself and explains the week ahead at a Sunday evening orientation meeting. By five o’clock Monday morning, everyone is in comfortable vans for the 3-hour drive to Zion National Park. Things can be a little awkward at first. But driver Roger Cutler has watched the ice melt the same way every trip. “You remember how it was,” he chuckled at mid week. “Things were quiet . . . a little chit chat . . . then we get to Mesquite . . . have breakfast . . . and it kinda starts to open up just a little bit . . . then we get to Zion, and by the time we . . . get off the horse ride in Zion, it’s like we’ve been together a month!”

  That’s because we’re all talking about the marvelous sights we’ve just see on a three-hour horseback ride. It is amazing right from the start. Awe-inspiring mountains, cliffs, buttes, and pinnacles, all painted in various shades of colorful red. Even the earth itself shares that color. “I’ve had people take 500 pictures,” says wrangler and guide Shawn Mortensen. No wonder. Everywhere you look is a photo op, as it will be all week long.
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