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ONE

The Partnership

—

There is this place. This time. Nothing is behind you and everything ahead. But you don’t really think about what is ahead, you only think of now, for this partnership you have entered into is one of the moment, of now. The now has you in a saddle, on a bay horse, heading up a trail of pine and spruce and mountain and stream and meadow.

Behind you, connected to you by only your hand and a lead rope, but carrying everything important to you, is another bay horse, an almost identical match to the one you are riding. You call them nicknames as if they are drinking buddies. Horse in form, but human in heart. You cluck and coo and talk to them as if they give a damn. You think they do. Maybe, just maybe. Right now they are stepping out, heads nodding, heading down the trail, through the stream, and all you have to do is ride. So you ride.

That evening as dusk brings the mosquitoes up out of the willows—the same dusk that put the horseflies to bed—you choose a camp. It is a good place, save for the bugs, with a meadow that lies broad before you and room for the horses out in the deep green and camp back against the lodgepoles, your kitchen down a ways. So you ease off the bay’s back and stretch your muscles with that stiff, but good, worked-hard feeling and straighten your back and begin to unload the pack horse. Talking to him. Thanking him. In a while, he has on the hobbles and is out there with his buddies, swishing a long coal-black tail at the mosquitoes and snorting contentedly in the tall grass. You decide it’s time to get cracking before dark.

The tent goes up quickly and a meal is eaten down on the gravel bar and the sound of a nighthawk chirping and peeling through the dimming sky, a sound like the tearing of notepaper, and all is well with the world. This is the world. And you haven’t thought about anything but this world and you don’t even think about not thinking about the other world.

At dawn you rise in the cool and soak in it before the bugs get up. A cup of coffee steams in your palm and it is cool enough for wool and you watch the horses and stand and sip. You turn an ear to the sound of sandhill cranes from somewhere down the meadow. The horses have their heads up at the peculiar sound and you tell them, “Don’t worry boys, they don’t eat horses” and they go back to their grazing, as if they understand what you just said and maybe, just maybe.

As the day warms and the wool is packed, you work fluidly and quickly. Everything has a routine: the packing, the padding, the hefting, and weighing. It must balance and feel right and go well on those straight good equine backs or it will be off and your day will be long and uncomfortable. There is a lesson here, you think, a lesson of life.

You turn out of camp and saddle the horses and kick their manure around so that it will break down quickly and you look around. Satisfied. The place looks untouched except for a little chewed grass. You swing up and feel those tight muscles again and damn, it feels good to be on a horse headed into wild country.

It goes like this for days, the ride, the squeak of saddle leather. The smell of dust, the taste of it on your tongue. The smell of horse sweat and your own and the feel of soft muzzles nuzzling you after a long day. Gently. Camp after camp. Muscles turning hard with the riding. Eyes sharp for wildlife. And riding, always riding. In camp, meals quickly eaten and your belly full. Of present tense. Carpe diem. And you ride.

One evening, a big sow grizzly and her cub cross a broad meadow far out there, rambling, tough gal, giving you and the horses a wide berth and the binoculars sweating in your hands and your mouth dry.

“Boy, what a beautiful animal.”

The next morning, a moose takes her place and walks the same path. You haven’t seen another human in days and there’s a jet contrail up there reminding you that yes, this is the modern world. You ride.

Another day you cross the river as the Crow and Shoshone and Jim Bridger did long before you. On a horse. Your feet get wet because the river is slow and wide, but deep. A big cutthroat trout as long as your forearm fins off beneath your horse’s belly in the clear water and you are glad there’s a fly rod cased on the packhorse.

That evening you cast and lose yourself in the rhythm of it, feeling the rod in your hand, casting and drifting and catching another cutthroat, a pure native, whose ancestors swam this same river in the time of the Shoshone and Crow. The horses are out there, deserving a rest day, a layover in your ride and you hear them snorting occasionally and if you listen closely you can hear too that quiet swish of tail. And your heartbeat.

At dawn you rise and saddle and pack and ride up through the burns of ’88, where the charred carcasses of lodgepole line your path like mile markers stretching into the horizon as far as you can see. Their trunks are as black as the legs of those fine-legged bays you ride and pack. Dead trees, life at their feet. Fireweed and brush and berries and other flowers by the thousands. Some of the trees have dropped and their bodies are strewn across your path. You cut the few you can and go around those you can’t. By mid afternoon, you are in a basin below the big pass that will push you up over the Continental Divide into another basin. When you get there a line of elk, a thin band of only bulls head out before you through old snow, up and over the far peak, making time, walking single file. Up here, up high, away from the bugs that torment their soft and growing antlers, away from everything but blue sky and wildflower-splattered mountain meadow. The next morning you will cross the pass and that is all there is.

The days melt away in the summer heat of the high mountain sun and you catch more fish and see more elk and ride more miles. There are places with names that sing to you, and places without names that hum just as beautifully. You see more moose, two big bulls high up a narrow creek, jogging before your horses high-kneed and pacey gaited and there’s a wolf track in the mud and a grizzly scat as big as an elk calf’s head.

Two nights before your last one in these high wild mountains you sit with your back against the skin of an old log and you have a mug of hot coffee in your hand and look out across the meadow. There, out there, they move and feed and flick their tails and one has his head up, ears forward looking off into the distance as if he’s standing guard over the rest.

And while you are looking at them, belly full, hands warm, nestled in there in the pine needles and columbines you realize: what an amazing thing to have an animal carry your hide up and over and through and beyond. This is connection, the element that is everything. Partnership. A bond between man and animal that has lasted for thousands of years and only in the last one hundred has been forgotten by most. This is the animal that has carried your people to war and peace and beyond and then home and here is the connection and you think how damn lucky you are to have found it. It is a good, rich life, this life of yours. It is here before you and this partnership brings the balance to your being, the straightening of things so you can walk right and do well.
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I’ve known all my life there was something special about horses. There are old family photos of me aboard a dude horse, a trusty, tired old fellow that had probably carried thousands of little boys up easy mountain trails. I was four and my feet didn’t even come close to touching the stirrups. I had both hands on the saddle horn, as if I was trying to tear the thing right off. In the photo, I’m grinning. If I close my eyes and concentrate, I can almost feel myself there, almost grasp that memory, smell the dusted manure drifting in the summer corral, feel that animal beneath me, hear it snort and paw impatiently. Perhaps these thoughts live because those times were rare and unique, and thus memorable. But perhaps these fragments transcend time because I knew even then, even at four, that I belonged on horseback, riding into the mountains, going somewhere, seeing new things, new country.

It wasn’t until I was an adult that I actually owned a horse of my own, and felt that connection of souls that has carried many human-horse relationships throughout time. When I could finally afford a horse and find a place for pasture, I purchased a truck and a trailer and all the gear that goes along with the ownership of such an animal.

That first time, that first horse of my own took me there. One word describes the experience: transformed. Gave me another way of looking at the world. I’ve spent my whole life in the mountains and desert, outside where I can breathe. But I never really saw the country. Moving down a trail on an animal you care for, looking ahead, seeing elk and deer, traveling timber and meadow, fording big streams swollen with snowmelt. That’s seeing it.

A friend once asked me if it was expensive to own a horse and I thought about the price of hay, and of pasture, of worming, vaccinations, shoes. Those expenses were the easy ones. I told him about the other costs. If you own horses, you want to take them somewhere. So, you’ll need a trailer, and you’ll need a truck and you’ll need a saddle and other gear. These are the true costs of owning a horse. And, if you would like to live near your horses, to be able to crack open the kitchen window on a warm spring morning and say something intelligent or otherwise to your trusty steed, you’ll need a piece of horse pasture all your own. Those are expenses, but the emotional dividends wash them all away.

There will be a special horse, a horse that takes the tough trails, that gets you home. Perhaps there will be more than one. This partnership of man and horse is nothing new. Alexander the Great rode a fine black stallion named Bucephalus. General Robert E. Lee led the Confederate Army from the back of an iron-gray Saddlebred named Traveller. He bought Traveller in 1861 in the mountains of Virginia and rode him throughout the war to that final day at Appomattox Court House. Another Civil War horse was Rienzi, a black Morgan ridden by Union General Philip Sheridan during the Union victory at Cedar Creek, Virginia. His alleged ride of seventy-five miles in a day aboard Rienzi was immortalized in the poem “Sheridan’s Ride” and the ride inspired the retreating Union soldiers to rally and turn defeat into victory.

But it was in the open West, the big empty, that the partnership of man and horse gained its full glory. General George Custer chased down bison aboard his horses Vic and Dandy. Buffalo Bill Cody had Charlie, purchased in 1872 when he scouted for the Army. Charlie went on to star in his Wild West show. Cody also owned Brigham, Powder Face, Buckskin Joe, and Tall Bull, all horses that propelled him into fame. Then there were the horses of Hollywood—William S. Hart’s Fritz, Tom Mix astride Tony, Gene Autry and Champion, Roy Rogers and Trigger. Partners. The famous naturalist writer Aldo Leopold, used horses to define wilderness: “By ‘wilderness’ I mean a continuous stretch of country preserved in its natural state, open to lawful hunting and fishing, big enough to absorb a two weeks’ pack trip …” he wrote in 1921. His horse was a gray gelding he called Polly.

For me, I want a horse that will get down the trail, a stepping-out, go-to-town type of animal that enjoys going somewhere and seeing what’s over the next ridge. There are horses and there are mountain horses. Mine have all been mountain horses. Taken alone, they move your soul. Taken together, they move your life.


TWO

A Man Named Jim and a Horse Named Todd

—

When I was young, I dreamed of horses.

Walls of reality bind the dreams of men, but the dreams of boys have no boundaries. Boys dream big. Mine happened to be horses. I do not know where this dream was born, but it grew on the land, a land that itself seemed to have little edge other than forests and a highway that went to the city in one direction and to the mountains in the other. The world was bound by ponderosa pine and bunch grass. Beyond the trees were mountains and big open country.

Our home sat in the foothills west of Denver and west of Denver in the 1960s was pretty far out there. Denver itself was a small city then, still defining itself, separated from the other towns along Colorado’s Front Range by miles of open road and farmland. The foothills then were little different from the 1800s when Denver was a supply town for the gold camps of the Rockies.

South of our home rose a mountain of pine called Genesee. To the north lay Clear Creek Canyon, wild, full of elk and deer and bears. My home was beyond the fence line. Open space. Beyond the fence was a small herd of bison. They were shaggy and massive and they smelled wild. The herd was owned and cared for by Denver Mountain Parks, held in a pasture of several hundred acres for the tourists to enjoy. An eight-foot fence is really nothing for a boy. The bison herd was cautiously skirted—I was bold, but not stupid. Beyond that more wild country and a whole world.

It was a boy’s playground and if you wanted to spend a day getting lost in chasing things like bugs and butterflies and bigger quarry like squirrels and hapless jays, you could. Houses were few, roads fewer and there were no rules. There was no separation of boy and land, boy and nature. It was as if I were part of it and it a part of me.

The bison, perhaps, kept the dream of horses alive, that and my father’s admiration of the artist Charlie Russell. I saw these bison on a Russell canvas, on a wide-open prairie where their numbers were uncountable. I saw myself in these visions, on a horse, rifle in one hand, reins in the other, caught up in the frontier. Those fenced bison behind my house were hardly the same as their wild ancestors, but they were enough.

It was a big landscape, beckoning. Juniper and aspens and ponderosa and pasque flowers and spring beauties growing in the wake of snowmelt. Requiring a horse and a horseman. I guess I figured it might be handy to be carried across that landscape and that four legs are always better than two.

My maternal grandmother fed this dream as well. She lived with us when I was a boy, and helped get me down the path to a lifetime spent outdoors. She read stories to me in a soft, kind voice—Will James, Laura Ingalls Wilder, Ralph Moody, who wrote a series of books about ranches and horses in Colorado—but she also had a dream of owning her own land and that dream was realized before I was out of grade school. Perhaps more than anything, the land that she purchased in the late sixties in south-central Colorado’s Fremont County had an impression on me and, coupled with growing up with wild country at my toes, horses were galloping in my head. As a child, she had a burro named Hot Biscuit and she showed me faded black- and-white photos of the white burro with a little girl in a dress astride. I made no distinction between donkey and horse.

Her house lay at the base of a big mountain, where sixty years earlier a famous grizzly bear had been gunned down after raising hell with the area’s cattle and sheep. She had about four hundred acres of deeded ground, mostly aspen, but also some ponderosa and limber pine, blue and Engelmann spruce, and Douglas fir.

To the east rose Pikes Peak, to the north the aptly named timbered flank of Black Mountain, and far to the south was the canyon of the Arkansas. In that chunk of country where I spent my summers, I found plenty to dream about and a library full of books to carry me there. My grandmother leased the grazing rights to a wind-chiseled old man. He’d show up on a stout sorrel horse and I remember standing on the porch talking to him as he sat the horse with a comfort and ease that made him look just like those cowboys in Charlie Russell’s paintings. I had to have a horse.

Back home and back in school, I tried to convince Dad that we had room. The family across the road owned horses, two or three, kept in a small corral. We could build something like that too. The neighbor girls down the road owned an old sway-backed gray mare, and across the valley, another family with a collection of pigs and chickens and assorted barnyard friends had a foul-tempered Shetland pony. It bit and bucked and left me with the impression that all ponies are irritable, like a short man with a Napoleonic complex. Not surprisingly, the neighbors were open to the possibility of selling that fine steed and I ran the idea past Dad. It wasn’t a black stallion, but, like the bison herd and their pasture, it would do. It tried to roll every time you hopped onto its bony hide, but that didn’t matter. It was a horse to me as much as the bison were wild.

My father somehow held this idea at bay long enough for me to become distracted, as boys are, by other things like hunting and fishing and football. I never did get that horse I wanted as a boy and eventually, the dream faded and flickered, barely alive. It would be fed occasionally by a glimpse of a horse in a pasture somewhere, or a horse and rider on some far ridge.

Our neighbor went on elaborate pack trips and came back telling of mountains and horses, good food and laughter, as if all four elements fit together like pieces of a puzzle. I listened to those stories and I thought of horses from time to time and I kept reading. And yet, the reality of actually owning a horse eluded me. When I left Colorado for college in Arizona, that dream had all but faded to black.

By the time I graduated from the university, my sole experiences with horses were getting bit by that Shetland, falling off the neighbor girls’ old horse when the three of us were riding bareback, and taking the occasional drunken gallop on a listless dude horse during some college fraternity event. The mountains and horses and the trails I would ride were years away.

Some years after graduation I found myself in charge of a newspaper, a position that I greeted with both surprise and an edge of cockiness that startles me still. Surprise, because I knew nothing about the newspaper business and cockiness because I thought I did.

The newspaper was owned by a Texan who had a summer home in Colorado, an oil man who cared little if the paper made money, and paid even less attention to the editorial pages or the content of the news. There is no truer platform for the First Amendment than that. With fervor, I attacked, loving the power of my words to incite a blizzard of letters to the editor, a change in government policy, a red-faced visit from the college president. It was a heady feeling for a young man in his mid-twenties.

The town where I lived was in the heart of southwestern Colorado, surrounded on all sides by mountains and wildness. It spoke to me and I thought about those flung-back places in the wilderness where you could hunt elk and fly fish for wild trout. I wrote a few editorials defending wild country and places to hunt and fish.

Later that year, the surrounding National Forest released a plan to log hundreds of acres of aspen to feed a waferboard plant in a nearby town. Up to that point aspen cut off of private land kept the mill going, but that supply was slowly dwindling and the lumber conglomerate that owned the plant was pushing for a cut on public land. Their appetite was huge and it was for trees on land that belonged to everybody. Therein lay the problem. Like most rural western communities, the country was the big attraction, and the reason we all lived there on thin wages. Most people in a small western town will tell you they’d rather see elk on a high ridge than drive a new car every year.

The proposed logging was to be immense, pushing up against wilderness areas, punching roads into aspen groves that were elk calving grounds. For a person who liked to hunt and fish and didn’t mind a good walk in the woods, it was a disaster. And I said as much.

Two days later, the phone rang. The voice had depth, a resonance and character to it like distant thunder rolling across a sagebrush sea. He introduced himself.

“I like the way you editorialize. Do you have a day this week? I want to take you on a ride.”

It was June, a month of summer and winter rolled together, squeezed between July and the latest big freeze in tall country.

I looked at my calendar.

“Well, my schedule is pretty open for the latter part of the week.”

“Good, I’ll have a horse for you.”

It is raining when we meet on Friday morning, the sky close, heavy with moisture. Gray-blue. His name is Jim and he’s tall and wears a mustache and a Stetson. I am at a table in the town’s café, one cup of coffee down already. He stands between the twin glass doors and pulls his hat off, shaking it once, twice, as one would shake the paint out of a brush, the moisture spraying the inner glass door. I have never met him, but the voice fits the man. I extend a hand.

We each order biscuits and gravy and work our way through weak coffee and get-acquainted talk. Where’d you grow up? You like to hunt birds? Fishing? How long you been married? Outside, the rain gets heavier, the streets filling and the rushing wet sound of each passing car coming through the café’s windows. Streaks of snow mix with the rain, letting us know that winter is not too distant and could, in fact, come again.
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