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This is a modern-day parable based on true events, places, and people. Many of the individuals’ names have been either changed or eliminated for the sole purpose of protecting the guilty.
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Allen Clyde on horseback with packhorse


Foreword

The book you are holding is an awesome read! It will enrich your life! Dr. Allen Clyde, a master storyteller and wilderness expert, will take you on an unforgettable ride through the high Sierra wilderness, a ride on which you will experience the grandeur of the majestic Sierras and learn vicariously the skills of high-country horse packing.

You will be exposed to the thrilling wonders and rigors of the magnificent John Muir Wilderness. Throughout these actionpacked scenarios you will learn what it is to ride hard, learn crucial lessons equipping you for the challenges of life, and laugh out loud often as you become acquainted with the skills of horsepacking and meet unique and colorful characters, mostly pleasant, and some not so. Dr. Clyde held me captive from page one to the end, and left me wanting more. You are on the right trail!

—Jack Hannah, teacher, coach, singer, song writer, cowboy


Prologue

Yolanda was worried about her son Pablo. He was a good boy and never got into any serious trouble. He had just turned eighteen years old and was feeling more independent by the day. The friends he had been hanging with were turning toward the bad, and one had already been arrested. So far, Pablo had been able to avoid getting involved with any gang, but his friends hadn’t.

Yolanda knew bringing him up here from Mexico when he was ten years old was the best choice for him, but she feared that if Pablo went with a gang, all would be for nothing. Pablo had done extremely well in school and had gotten accepted at California State University, Fresno. She hoped her son would follow through and attend college, but lately she was hearing him talk of not going and taking another path. As a child growing up in their poor village down south, Pablo had spent all his spare time on horseback with his uncles. She had never seen him far from horses since the age of four. He had spent days on end riding and enjoying every minute of it. But up here, in the center of the city of Fresno, Pablo felt somewhat lost and incomplete. He had immersed himself in schoolwork, but lately that focus was waning.

Yolanda worked hard all day as a house cleaner, and her feet were paying the toll and torturing her every step. She was glad her primary care doctor had set up an appointment with Dr. Clyde, a foot specialist.

Yolanda arrived at the office ten minutes early and was captivated by the pictures on the waiting room wall. Each one had an image of a horse in it. Many had high-country scenes, and others were of rodeo bronc riders. Right on time, Yolanda was led into an exam room. Along the way, she had noticed similar pictures on display in the rooms she passed.

Within a minute, Dr. Clyde entered, introduced himself, and sat on a stool near her feet. Yolanda described her foot issues, and Dr. Clyde explained her treatment options and went to work on her feet. She felt compelled to ask him about all the horse-related pictures in every room. He looked up, smiled, and told her about his nonprofit rodeo program and his forty years of outfitter-guiding in the John Muir Wilderness east of town. Soon he changed the subject and asked about her and her family.

Yolanda first spoke of her eldest son, Pablo, and his plans to go to Fresno State in the fall and her hope that he would follow through. This caught Dr. Clyde’s attention. He mentioned that he was on the Fresno County Board of Education and wanted to know more about Pablo’s ambitions. She said that he was a good student but unsure about his future goals. She divulged that this was a confusing time for Pablo. Dr. Clyde then asked about his main interests, thinking they might give her son some direction. She said that he had spent his childhood totally absorbed in horses in the mountains back home in Mexico and how much he missed that life. She added that Pablo had no regrets about coming up to California, since his education had been top-notch, but now that he had turned eighteen, he was faced with decisions.

“Maybe he needs to go someplace else for the summer,” Dr. Clyde suggested. “Get away from his so-called friends and maybe afterward see the world in a different light. I guess him traveling out of the country is not an option due to finances.” Yolanda nodded her head in agreement. “How about having him come by the office so we can talk when my wife, Deb, is here. I have an idea that might work for everyone. We need a rider, and he needs to get out of Dodge for a while.”

Two weeks later, Yolanda dropped Pablo off at Clyde’s mountain pack station to start work. Pablo was full of apprehension and anticipation. He knew about horses, but beyond that, the learning curve was just beginning.


CHAPTER 1

Outward Bound

“Wake up, Pablo. It’s already 5:00 a.m. and the sun beat ya,” Clyde yelled. Pablo opened one eye and the other soon followed. The small lodgepole pine cones he saw out the window were still, indicating a calm and clear day ahead.

Pablo shuffled into the cookhouse where Clyde already had the cowboy coffee to a rolling boil. He had added one coffee cup of cold water to settle the grounds. He poured his cup and the one Pablo presented. “Meet ya at the corral,” Clyde said, “after I take Deb her coffee.” This was his ritual every morning while she was still in bed. With just a small amount of cream, no sugar, but a sprinkle of love he always told her as he set the cup on the small table beside her.

“Which way are we headed today?” Pablo asked.

“We’re going to the Niche again with a load of resupply for Outward Bound,” Clyde answered. “Looks like five packhorse loads, all tight and heavy as usual. We’ll take the youngest horse, July, and put him in the training position, right behind the lead packhorse. Should get along just fine. This being his second trip this summer, the four hours in and four out shouldn’t be any trouble for him today. Go ahead and put packsaddles on Nevada, Pearl, Poco, and Loper to finish the string. Saddle Jay for yourself and I’ll ride Harley today.”

The typical resupply loads for Outward Bound always go in duffel bags and one large plastic bag. Three to five cans of stove fuel were packed separately. Clyde and Pablo filled the two canvas-leather bags (sometimes called panniers) for each horse and placed them in the back of the flatbed. Ten pack loads in all. Then came the five lash ropes and five canvas top tarps.
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Pablo

About then, Deb hollered out the backdoor, “Frying the eggs,” letting them know she was on the last step and breakfast would be put on the table in only a few minutes. Pablo had learned it was better not to be late, or he would catch hell if the food got cold. It was always a gesture of respect to be in before breakfast was completely ready. That way he could help finish setting the table and get milk and cups out.

The horses were saddled, so this was a good time to stop for breakfast anyway. As Clyde and Pablo walked to the cookhouse, the two dogs, Dinkey and Patsy, followed partway, then stopped and returned to their usual sitting spots next to the horses, in the morning sun. Experience told them since the horses were tied up and had saddles on, Clyde and Pablo would soon return. Breakfast consisted of bacon, fried potatoes with onions, peppers, two eggs each, and toast. The lunch burritos had been prepared ahead of time. After taking their dirty dishes to the sink and depositing a burrito into their vest pockets, Clyde and Pablo went out to the hitching rail. The dogs started tail-wagging back and forth, making a fan mark in the dirt.

[image: Image]

[image: Image]

Dinkey and Patsy

Clyde opened the stock trailer gate and walked in with the first horse, Nevada. She was always OK to be up against the front trailer wall. No problem for her, but many would not tolerate this and would push back, only to take up three horse spaces in the front. Pablo put in the rest of the string one at a time—Loper, Poco, Pearl, then July. All alternated head to tail. This was more comfortable for the horses and packed them in tighter. Not only can you get more horses in the trailer, but when they go around turns leaning against each other doesn’t bother them after they get used to it. Then came Jay and Harley.

“OK, Dinkey, time to load up,” Clyde commanded. He didn’t have to remove a side panel, for Dinkey jumped, flat-footed, up and over into the bed. “Patsy, you need to stay and keep Deb company today. Your turn next trip.” Clyde knew all along that Dinkey would go on three out of four trips since Patsy was getting old. But he figured she would forget he said that by tomorrow. Pablo was always amazed that Patsy seemed not to care. She simply walked back to the porch to assume the usual position.

They waved to Deb as they went by the cookhouse and called on the radio. “We’re out the gate. See ya about 6:00,” Clyde said.

“Be careful,” Deb answered back.

Hauling up the six-mile road to Courtright Lake’s Maxson trailhead takes about thirty minutes. The trip is slow going with seven horses and a curvy road. They go across the single lane over the dam and finally to the spike station, the staging area to start a pack trip. This is the departure and end point for all areas east of Courtright Lake into the John Muir Wilderness. These areas include Red Mountain Basin, Blackcap Basin, Bench Valley, and the North Fork of the Kings River. After backing in, as always leaving the parked truck pointing in the direction of home, they unloaded the horses and tied them to hitching rails.

“Let’s load up Poco, Pearl, Loper, and Nevada first, July last,” Clyde said. They did so, then put on top tarps to protect the loads from dust and the elements, and then tied it all down with boxhitch-knotted lash ropes. After this, they lined up the horses, Pearl first, then July followed by the other three.

“Always best to load the greenest horse last. Gives them less time to get restless and into trouble. Pablo, put the quietest load on her. Less for her to worry about too,” Clyde said.

Pablo knew how to tie the string together. The fifteen-foot lead rope goes under a spider strap on the rear breeching, under the left bag load, and around the neck secured with a bowline knot. You want the lead line to be just barely long enough so the horses can drink. If the rope is any longer, it will get between the hind legs of the horse in front of them. Some horses will tolerate this, but others will start bucking big time. With July in the second place and double lead lined, one on each side, he couldn’t get around either side and would learn to stay in line and not cause trouble.

“You’ll notice, Pablo, all the lead ropes have what are called panic snaps. They allow a quick release in the event of any trouble. Knots fuse hard if the horse jerks back, and you’re never able to untie them in a hurry. Saved a lot of horses’ lives and equipment over the years with these snaps,” Clyde quietly professed.

After all was set, lunches in saddlebags, and water bottles filled, Clyde said, “OK, Pablo, you lead the string this time. Hold the lead rope in your hand. Never get lazy and tie off to the saddle horn. I’ve known several people who almost got killed trying this. Don’t coil the rope around your hand either. That’s a good way to lose fingers or your whole arm if he jerks back and bolts for what ever reason. Keep to an easy slow walk at first, then pick up only slightly. You can only go as fast as the slowest horse anyway. You’ll notice I put the most experienced horses in the back. When we get to tight turns in the trail, you’ll see why. Remember, always slow down on all turns, rocks, creeks, or any other trouble spots. The fastest way to lead a pack string is slowly.”

During the first couple hundred yards, Pablo turned around in the saddle numerous times and noticed how calm things were. Even July settled in, seeming to get the idea that being less fidgety meant less work. Strange how the horse picked up the routine just from being around the other, more experienced animals.

Knowing what he was thinking, Clyde remarked, “See, the smart ones learn fast. Don’t let up looking back to keep an eye on the string. Best to spot potential trouble before it develops into a serious wreck. Head on a swivel goes for a lot of things in life.”

The chickadees let Pablo know he was in their ’hood as he rode by. They alerted the golden-mantled ground squirrels of the invaders. The horses gave only passing interest to the racket, as did Dinkey. Dinkey, a crossbreed McNab and Black and Tan hound and a working cattle dog, learned long ago that chasing squirrels was a waste of time and energy. Not enough caught for the amount of effort.

They crossed two small streams and then went up a mild grade filled with granite. Pablo was always amazed at how sure-footed these mountain horses were. Clyde had told him ranch-raised horses grew up knowing how to walk on the rocks.

“These horses don’t know what flat country is,” Clyde had said. “When they stop rolling downhill after being born, the little buggers have to walk back uphill to get their first nursing. Why, if I put them all out on flat country, they would just stand there, bug eyed and confused. Yeah, letting them grow up only in the mountains keeps the body and feet in top shape. Traveling in 10,000-foot high country all day is no big deal to ’em. That’s why these top-shelf athletes have my utmost respect. I give ’em a salute every day. Won’t be long and you’ll feel the same way.”
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After about an hour and a half they topped the grade at the Hobler Lake turnoff and started the descent to Long Meadow. As they rode the trail next to the open meadow and creek, Clyde pointed out, “Pablo, look up and see that granite ridge up on the skyline. That all is the Le Conte Divide. This side is the John Muir Wilderness and over that is Kings Canyon National Park. Joseph Le Conte was a geologist and natural history professor at the University of California. He explored this Kings River area extensively and was a founding member of the Sierra Club. Look up to the left and ya see a large granite peak. That’s Mount Henry. In fact, Mr. Le Conte named it after Joseph Henry. I guess Joseph Henry was quite a guy too. Died in the late 1800s. He taught at Princeton and was a founding member of the Smithsonian Institution. I hear he also was a founding member of the National Weather Service.”
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John Muir Wilderness Sign

After about an hour riding down a gentle descent, they crossed a major stream called Post Corral Creek. Pablo observed how calmly the rear horses waited while the front horses drank. Then, after slowly moving the string up, allowing the rear ones to drink, the front horses simply stood still. When the horses were done, the group moved up the trail. This was when things got steep. Tiptoeing up over the granite, the lead lines stayed slack. “That speed is just right, Pablo. Never get in a rush. Much faster that way,” Clyde said.

The views got more fantastic as Clyde and Pablo climbed higher. Soon they were walking out on granite bluffs with sheer drop-offs. Pablo was getting a cold sweat, but his horse, Jay, never flinched, calming Pablo greatly. Jay never paid much attention to either side; he simply put one hoof in front of the other. He sometimes stretched a step to get over a log or rock on the trail, then slowed down to let the string do the same.
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Sign for Blackcap and Kings River

“Pablo, every time you have to slow down by half a step, you have to do the same for each horse in the string. If your saddle horse takes a half step, every horse tied behind ya also needs to take one. Five packhorses total three steps on the slow down. That’s why the more turns or step-overs along the trail, the longer it takes to get anywhere. Remember to stay slow until the last horse is past the problem. That’s not only smart but mighty considerate. Horses will learn to respect ya for it. There’s not a drop of water up this grade to the top, so it was a good thing to water up the horses back at the creek. We won’t get another chance until we get back here on the return,” Clyde said.

After about four hours, the Niche came into view. The Niche was about 9,400 feet and a reasonably flat spot to rendezvous with Outward Bound for their resupply. It’s the last time the Post Corral Creek drainage can be seen, and the first time Red Mountain Basin comes into view.

At this gorgeous viewpoint Clyde and Pablo met the hikers waiting for resupply. The hikers numbered about twenty. After unloading the ten pack loads, folding the tarps, and rolling up the ropes, Clyde said to Pablo, “Go mosey around and talk to these kids. Most are your age, and you will be surprised where they’re from.”
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White Pine

“Hi, I’m Pablo, where are ya from?” he asked a small group standing next to a white pine.

“Joe here is from New York, I’m David and from Chicago, Sally here is from Detroit, and Lil is from Los Angeles. We will be seniors next year in high school. Been on the trail about ten days now. Getting low on food and sure glad to see you,” David said as they all knelt down to inspect the new delivery. “Wow, apples, oranges, raisins, celery, onions, carrots, just look at all this cool stuff.” Pablo was surprised. He thought they would only get excited about candy bars but not at all. These kids were practical.

As usual, Dinkey was a big hit. With her direct, calm manner, she would walk up and sit right on the foot of a chosen admirer. Then she would look up perfectly still with her hound face and direct stare, unwilling to move or flinch until petted. This act never failed. The young hikers gravitated around her. Dinkey was clearly in her element and loving every minute. Seems the hikers had pets at home that they dearly missed and Dinkey filled that neglected void.

Pablo was envious. All the pretty girls just flocked around Dinkey as if she were a magnet. He vowed quietly to himself, “I should get a dog.”

“What you muttering to yourself now?” Clyde said.

“Just admirin’ how that dog gets all the attention with so little effort. Doesn’t seem fair,” Pablo said.

“Well, no one in this world ever said life was fair. But that doesn’t stop ya from learning by watchin’. She just walked up calm, not threatening them at all. Watch her directly staring straight into their eyes and not looking away. They can’t resist petting her, and Dinkey knows it works every time. That’s why she never misses an opportunity on the trail or here. The smart ones figure it out fast. Yep, that dog has more friends than you or I will ever have.
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Kenja

“Now watch that young, fit, and trim African-American man over there. The surprising thing is he’s not young. Old enough to be your dad.

“Name’s Kenja. He’s the leader, and everyone here respects him. Watch how he interacts with all the students, one at a time. Checks on ’em, then gently gives direction on what food they need to resupply and how to pack it. Gives them a thumbs-up, a smile, and moves on. He’s been doing this for over twenty years and knows how to make progress. It’s much better to gently lead from the front than to push hard from the back. Before you know it, they will be at the destination and proud of their accomplishment.”

“There’s over twenty kids here. How can he keep them all goin’ and smilin’?” Pablo asked. “They’re coming from big cities, so there has to be some that will tell him to kiss off after doing fifteen miles a day in this rough country and at 10,000 feet.”

“Well, it usually works like this,” Clyde said. “After a short time, there is always a few of these young kids who pick up on Kenja’s lead and will do small acts of encouragement for the slower ones. First thing ya know, the whole group is on autopilot. All he has to do from then on is glance around once in a while, keep ’em headed in the right direction, follow along to make sure the group stays tight, and wear a smile. Now it’s time to start reloading. These duffels will be repacked with trash, some unneeded food, empty cans of fuel and all.

“The leftover empty duffel bags can be folded up and put inside others to condense, and we can start refilling pack bags. There will be fewer of them and they’ll be lighter. We’ll put the heaviest loads on the youngest horses. The older ones have earned the right to take the lighter loads. Keep the string the same alignment as we came in. They got along just fine.”

Pablo started with Pearl’s loads, even on each side. Then he put the pack tarp on, tucking the front and rear of the tarp behind the pack saddle tree so it would stay visible from the front and back. That way he could quickly tell if anything was leaning from either end while they were riding. Then he threw the lash rope cinch with hook over the top. After walking around, he flipped the cinch hook strap back under the horse, walked around again to retrieve and hook the rope to pull it tight, and secured it with a half-hitch knot. Then he threw the rope back over the top.

Clyde was on the other side where he took the rope, made a loop around the front and then the pack to form the box hitch, pulled tight, and flipped the remaining rope back over the top to Pablo. He did the same and tied off on the top with two half-hitches. This took about seven minutes. Then on to the next one until all five horses were loaded. Since they were never untied from the string, all was good to turn around and start back.

“Before we head out, let’s walk over and admire the scenery,” Clyde said. After only about thirty yards, a whole new view came from behind the lodgepole pines. “There is the top of Red Mountain. Only red at the very tip-top. Gets its color from the iron oxide. First climbed by Le Conte just before 1900. Just to the right and downslope is Hell For Sure Pass. That’s where the trail goes and the boundary for Kings Canyon National Park. You’re looking at over 11,000 feet up there.
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Lodgepole Pine

“This whole area is called Red Mountain Basin and has about fourteen named lakes and probably twice that many that are unnamed. Over there is Fleming Mountain with Fleming Lake just below it. Running out of that is Fleming Creek. Mr. Fleming was a sheepherder in this area. Worked for a boss named Helms. Helms’s name is all over this area, including the PG&E power plant we went over. Yeah, it’s buried under the mountain we came over with the truck on our way here. I’ll explain more on that later.

“Way over there is Mount Hutton. It’s almost 12,000 feet. Named after James Hutton, who passed away just before 1800. Said to be the father of modern geology. Way around the corner to the left is a canyon that will lead up to Mount Henry, which you saw from Long Meadow. Way in the back is the top of Emerald Peak. It’s about 12,500 feet high. I hear the top has a green hue. Can’t see that from here, and it’s a long way into the park.

“Imagine looking way around that corner. Far up the creek drainage are Lower and Upper Indian Lakes. Right behind them is Mosquito Pass. All the water from the top that goes this way goes into the Kings River. On the other side of the pass the water goes into the San Joaquin River and ultimately out to the Pacific Ocean. The top is the divide. Pretty cool, I mean literally. The air flows up from the valley in middle California and goes up the slope and funnels through these narrow passes. Standing up there, sometimes ya have to put rocks in your pockets to keep from blowing away. Let’s go shake hands with Kenja and the hikers and get on our way.”

After bidding a farewell, they set out back down the mountain, Pablo in the lead. “Remember Pablo, keep it slow and easy. Keep the same speed going down that we came up. We still have the same tight turns, rocks, logs, and creeks going down. They haven’t moved. Don’t forget—slow, easy, and lead with a smile. Let the horses think it’s their idea to keep moving. Always watch the lead ropes of each horse. If you have a little slack in each one, then you’re going just right,” Clyde said.

After about thirty minutes and past a rough patch of the trail, Pablo asked, “How did you come up with the names of these horses?”

“Well, that is a long story. You see, each is an individual, and a name should be given that has some meaning just for them. Take Pearl, for instance. The lead packhorse behind you. Named after Pearl Lake over in Blackcap Basin. You haven’t been there yet. The lake is about 9,600 feet high. All rock and virtually not a tree in sight. Just granite and water. Her mother was named Blackcap. It’s another way to keep track of the lineage. That big white blaze on her face against the sorrel body is a good way to recognize her in the herd. She’ll always be a packhorse, though. Will carry a load all
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