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The Thru-Riding Life April 12th, 2017
So here we are on the trail again . . . and I have to say that it feels completely natural to be living out of my truck and
trailer, cooking dehydrated food, and sleeping under the stars. Just seems like what I was meant to be doing.
This adventure actually began two days ago, when I drove from my home in Topanga to a horse camp just outside of
Tombstone, Arizona. I left on Monday, April 10th, and drove 10 hours to the place from which I would launch myself
and my horses on our next thru-ride journey. I gave the horses a day off on Tuesday to rest and recover from the long
road trip, while I packed up the panniers and weighed and measured food for the next two days of riding. Then on
Wednesday we set off for our first day on the AZT. I will be riding from southern Arizona to Utah over the next seven
weeks or so, but even though I am going south to north overall, my actual travel direction will be southbound on the trail.
Confused? Yeah, I thought so. But that's the way I manage to be self-supporting on the trail, so that no one has to accompany me along the way, yet I have access to food and water and the ability to re-supply my horses and keep them healthy
and safe. I need help getting the two trucks and trailers in position at the beginning, and I also need another driver at the
end to get the second rig back home, but in-between I am able to do it all on my own. I drive one truck to a trailhead and
ride south with the horses to the other truck, then drive north past the first truck to another trailhead and ride back southbound to the first truck again, and then keep repeating in a "leap-frog" type pattern to complete the trail.

It sounds a lot more complicated than it really is . . . once
both trucks are in position, I'm good to go. That's why I
started today at a trailhead outside of Patagonia, AZ, about
50 trail miles north of the actual monument that marks the
southern terminus of the AZT. I will ride south from here,
camping overnight on the trail south of Parker Canyon
Lake. Then I will meet my mother near Montezuma Pass,
about 2 miles from the border of Mexico, where the trail
actually begins. She's meeting me there to bring the second
truck and trailer, and I will drop her at the airport in Tucson
on the following day so she can get back home. After that,
I'll be on my own until the end of the ride, sometime around
Memorial Day, when she will fly out to join me again. We
plan to ride together through the Grand Canyon, and then
we will each drive a rig back home to Topanga.
This brilliantly colored horned lizard (right) was one of the
amazing moments of my first day on the trail. But other
parts proved to be a lot more challenging, including the difficulty of finding water for our first night's camp (we finally
succeeded, and the AZT organization's water report was a
big help in telling us where to look!). We also came across
a lot of obstacles, not all of them natural. This narrow gate
(below) might be fine for hikers, but there was no way
Takoda could fit through that opening with the panniers on
his back!

A Brand New Start April 12, 2017
Here we go! I am beginning a whole new thru-ride, this
time on the Arizona Trail. The AZT starts at the border
with Mexico south of Tuscon and continues north for the
entire length of Arizona, crossing through the Grand Canyon to end at the Utah border. It is 800 miles long, and
covers a lot of dry, challenging desert terrain. I am excited
to start this new adventure!

Montezuma Pass April 13, 2017
Today was a bit more arduous than yesterday, which went
fairly smoothly other than the difficulty finding water last
night. But today the terrain turned more steep and difficult
as we neared Montezuma Pass, close to the southern terminus of the trail. We did get lucky enough to see a bear,
which was a big surprise to me, as I guess I don't think of
bears and southern Arizona as a natural fit, but we are at
quite a high altitude here, around 7000 feet in places, so
actually quite a few of my stereotypes about Arizona (such
as that it is all flat desert!) are proving to be wrong.
There were even some beautiful flowering cactus plants
(right) along the way to add some color to the scenery. On
the right are the peaks that we traveled over on our way to
Montezuma Pass, and on the left the flat plain is part of
Mexico.
Below is the view of the road leading to Montezuma Pass,
where my mom drove up to meet me. Down in the flat
grassy plain in the center top of the photo, is the border
wall between Arizona and Mexico, with Mexico on the
right (including that peak in the distance). The border monument that we rode to from here, about two miles further
south, was much less fortified, with only a small wire fence
that probably used to be for cattle back in the day. I have
to say that I never sensed anything at all dangerous about
being in this area alone.
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Many people expressed concern over my safety and worried about potential conflicts with immigrants, but nothing that I
experienced made me feel the least bit anxious. First of all, the place is crawling with border control agents; I saw a couple of hikers on the trail, but mainly I saw border police, including two on horseback in the mountains. However, the
majority of the agents I saw were just sitting around in their trucks, shooting the breeze with each other, so I didn't sense
that they found this to be a particularly stressful job. Secondly, I think most people steer clear of a prominent, welltraveled trail as their route to do something illegal, such as smuggling drugs or sneaking into the country. Clearly it
would be difficult to do so undetected right here.
In any case, I felt completely safe, even when my mother and I rode at sunset to the monument and then back in total
darkness to the truck we had left parked at the trailhead at Montezuma Pass. I really do think that it is easy for people's
fears to get blown out of proportion with the actual level of threat; just navigating in any modern city is dangerous to
some extent, and people with bad intentions exist everywhere. It feels more dramatic to imagine something happening in
a wilderness environment, but I've had occasions that made me much more uneasy on a daily basis in ordinary life.
Both times when I traveled on the PCT, the intimidating events occurred in urban situations, such as being harassed when
I was attempting to check into a motel, rather than out on the trail. In my opinion, the odds are much greater that something negative will happen in a place with a greater concentration of people, rather than out in the wilderness, where people are fewer to begin with and the effort required quickly weeds out those who don't have a genuine reason for wanting
or needing to be there.

A Day of Rest (not!) April 15, 2017
It was late on Thursday when my mother and I returned from our ride to the monument at the southern terminus of the trail, and we spent another hour driving to Patagonia, AZ, where we camped at a trailhead for the night. Then we grabbed a
quick breakfast in town at a cute cafe called the Gathering Grounds before driving
into Tucson. I dropped mom at the airport for her flight back to L.A., and met up
with a farrier to get a loose shoe tacked back on for Shyla. The AZT is turning out
to be just a tough on the horses' feet as the PCT!
After that, I drove south to an amazing horse motel near Tucson, AZ called the
Rocking M Ranch. The owners, Louis and Pam, have been super accommodating
and really nice to me. They have a beautiful ranch with lots of horses, including an
adorable little Palomino colt who enjoys terrorizing his neighbors! (Check out my
Instagram feed for a video of him in action.) I ran some errands in town, and then
prepped my gear and supplies and got ready to make some water caches the next
day.

Today I headed out to make those caches in two different places where I plan to
camp along the trail. I will be riding back south from a trail head near the horse
motel, ending up back in Patagonia. Along the way, I needed to be certain that
the horses would have water where we spent each night, so I was going to leave
collapsible water jugs at two locations, which I will then pick up and carry with
me when we leave (thank you, Takoda!). The water is too heavy for us to pack
with us, but the collapsible containers are easy to fold up and carry out once we
use the water.
One of the locations was fairly easy to access, but the other one required quite a
difficult drive off-road. Only one of my trucks has 4-wheel drive, and it wasn't
the one I was in today, but we managed to make it to where we needed to be.
But it took me 3 hours of difficult driving just to make the 9 mile trek there and
back!

Hopefully, the caches will not be disturbed and the supplies will be there for us
when we need them as we come through tomorrow and the day after that.

On My Own April 16, 2017

Now that my mom has gone back to L.A., leaving me with the second truck and trailer, for the next two months I will be
completely self-supported as I ride. So after taking yesterday off to make some food and water caches, today I loaded the
horses into the trailer and headed back out to the trail.
We drove to the Gabe Zimmerman trailhead, where we got back on the AZT and went southbound towards Patagonia.
Overall it was a pretty easy and relatively flat day though it was hot early on. We stopped for water from a stock pond
halfway through the day. One of the most reliable sources of water along the trail so far has been the tanks and ponds
that ranchers create to water their cattle; the horses are happy with the water, although I imagine some of the hikers don't
find it too attractive. The shoreline of the pond was so muddy that I had to retrieve the water for the horses with a bucket,
but that's often been the case at these stock areas. We also ran into a cranky gopher snake who hissed a lot and tried to
pretend that he was a rattlesnake by coiling and shaking the tip of his tail. By the end of the day, we covered 24 miles to
another stock tank off of a dirt rode close to Highway 83, where we set up camp for the night.

Another Day on the AZT April 17, 2017
This was the scene on Monday morning as I broke camp and packed up the horses before starting our ride that day.

It turned out to be another fairly easy section of trail. The morning went smoothly, with mostly gentle rolling hills.
There were lots of annoying gates to pass through, however (another consequence of the fact that we are often riding across range land with cattle). Takoda figured it was easy enough that he should get a turn to lead . . .

Then in the afternoon we
faced some steep elevation
changes as we entered a
more mountainous area. Finally at the end of the day,
after completing 25.5 miles,
we camped off of a dirt road
that the trail follows.
We also passed a sign pointing the way to
Utah . . . only a couple hundred miles to go!

Mule Daze April 18, 2017
We got back Our last day on this section was pretty unexciting, as we just followed a dirt road for 10 miles and then rode through the town of Patagonia to
where the truck was parked 2 miles outside of town at the trailhead where I first
started the last week. The only interesting thing was this adorable mule who appeared to say hello while we crossed through his pasture. Takoda loved him; Shyla was less amused.
After that I loaded up the horses and headed out for a campground north of Tucson, which will be the staging ground for our next section of trail. It turned out to
be another great place, and once again I just about had the place to myself, as this
is definitely not the "high season" for trail riders in Arizona. It's so different from
what I am used to, as on the PCT this would be considered "early" to be on the
trail, but here I'm actually getting on the "late" end of the spectrum, with the summer heat beginning to build and most people not venturing out into the desert areas for rides this time of year.

Sabino Canyon April 20, 2017
The horses had a rest day yesterday at the camp, while I prepped for our next riding section by leaving some water
drops at places where I planned to camp. I also consulted with some park rangers regarding a section of the trail
that is not recommended for stock and the alternate suggested by the AZT. The rangers reinforced the reason that
the AZT did not endorse taking stock along the regular hiker trail, as it involved some dangerous switchbacks, and
they said a horse had recently fallen off the trail in that area. But the suggested alternate was a boring dirt road that
avoided Sabino Canyon and added miles to the day, so I wasn't excited about that either.

Finally, they pointed out another possible alternate; they weren't sure why the AZT didn't show it as a choice, and the
ranger who suggested it hadn't actually walked it personally, but at least it avoided the obvious disadvantages of the other two options: risking switchbacks didn't seem wise with a pack horse and I really wasn't eager for a long roundabout
route on a dirt road. As it turned out, the choice I made was not ideal by any standard.

We started the day by trailering to the American Flag trailhead, where we got on the trail and then climbed and climbed
our way up to the top of Oracle Ridge. We then traversed the ridgeline all the way to Mt Lemmon, where there is a super

cute little town called Summerhaven. This is where I decided after much debate to detour
around the ill-advised Romero Pass and instead took the Box Camp trail down into Sabino
Canyon, which the Arizona Trail Association's detour completely bypassed. So I took the
Box Camp trail so I could still see Sabino Canyon but avoid Romero Pass. It was easily
the steepest terrain I've ever walked down with a horse that was considered "trail" (we've
gone around obstacles on steeper ground, of course, when the trail itself is blocked; this
used to happen almost every day on the PCT).

It was a long five miles straight down, basically a kind of chute. It really felt like
7 or 8 miles since it took us over 3 hours, and I've never seen my horses work up
such a sweat when going downhill. They were really working against the pull of
gravity. Sabino Canyon was worth it, though! I'm glad I didn't take the route
around it suggested by the AZT, but it made me wonder how much worst the actual trail could have been than this one that I was on . . . maybe the one they told me
not to take was easier!

New (and sort of old) Friends April 21, 2017
After the difficulty of yesterday, it was a relief to have an easy 18
miles of trail today. We took our time and even found green grass for
the first time and had a long lunch break. I also met a great couple of
women out for on a trail ride, and they sent me this picture from my
lunch spot. Everyone in Arizona has been awesome! The hosts at the
horse camp where I stayed before this section, Lou and Pam at Rocking M Ranch, the farrier Eric who helped tack on the shoe Shyla lost
during the first section (and who I am going to meet when I'm done
with this section to have him change out my horseshoe nails for the

borium-headed ones that I brought with me, as the trail is
tearing up the regular ones)--all of them have been super
friendly and supportive.
And then a little later in the day I came across two other hikers who were doing a thru-hike of the AZT, and it turns out
that they were on the PCT with me last year! In fact, they
finished at Manning Park about four days after I did. Somehow, we managed not to run into each other, even though we
were in the same parts of Washington around the same time
on more than one occasion. But now, here we all are in Arizona, and this is when we meet each other! Their trail names
are Ant and Rat, and they have a very ambitious plan to try
todo a Triple Crown thru-hike: that's the AT, the PCT, and CDT--all in one year! Good thing I'm not that crazy . .

Snakes and Downed Trees April 22, 2017
Today was another long day and consisted of snakes and downed trees.
I saw one kingsnake and two rattlesnakes along the way. I lost count of
how many down trees, some of which I had to use my saw on to clear
dead branches out of the way before the horses could cross them. But
nothing was too challenging, so that was a relief.
I did miss a turn-off while in Saguaro National Park so that added an
extra three miles to what was supposed to be a 26 mile day, and we
didn't get to camp till 9pm. It was a great camp, though, in the bottom
of a wash, and the horses passed out and lay down a lot in the soft sand.

Miles Under Our Feet April 23, 2017
It was a very hot (high 90's) but thankfully only 13
miles to where I had parked Tuna Can (that's the
smaller of my two truck and trailer rigs) as we completed this section today. Along the way I saw lots of
mountain bikers and sadly one mountain biker who
was doing the whole trail but seemed very bitter about
having special bike detours due to parts of the trail not
being open to bikes. He said, "I wonder if I shit everywhere on the trail, if I could then go where I please
like horses do?" What could have been an awesome
conversation about a shared adventure from two people trying to explore Arizona on their preferred
mounts was spoiled by ill manners and him needing to
throw jabs. He was also obviously ignorant about the
fact that horse riders face restrictions of our own.

Guess how many
miles we’ve
completed so far?

Unfortunately, there often seems to be a lot of conflict caused by differing perspectives about how a trail should be used.
Hikers, bikers and riders don't always see things eye to eye, and each has a unique agenda and differing concerns about
the perceived problems caused by the others. I agree that a single horse causes more damage than a single bike, but
bikes outnumber horses about 100 to one on this trail in parts. Riding just isn't a common sport anymore. And the bikers
go fast, which is more of a safety hazard to hikers and horses on steep terrain.
I've had plenty of close calls with bikes on trails near my home, and thankfully my horses are pretty spook-proof, but
that's not always true, and it can be really dangerous on both sides; not only can the rider get thrown if a horse bolts, but
the horse itself can get hurt, and even the biker can lose control and skid or take a spill when suddenly encountering a
horse in his path. Plus bikers run over snakes and lizards all the time, even if they are trying to avoid them. I am perfectly happy to share the trail with bikers and will gladly move out of the way if I have space even though horses officially
have right of way. What I hate is the refusal of each party to acknowledge their own negative impacts on trail. Especially when horseback riders are the vast minority, it really becomes a bullying environment against riders who don't have
the numbers or voice to compete with hikers and bikers. There have been campaigns to prohibit stock in the Sierra, and
obviously this biker that I met would like to see them off the AZT as well. I think it is a shame that some people are so
small-minded and selfish.

Gila River April 26, 2017
I had a truly awesome day on the trail today. I started with the horses at the Picket Post trailhead and rode to the Gila
river. The whole way there I was on the lookout for the guys in the non-profit organization Heroes and Horses that I
met the day before while out caching supplies for this next section.
This is group dedicated to helping veterans through a program of wilderness riding. I had been following their "500
Mile Project" on social media for several months and knew that they were on their ride, but I never imagined we would
end up on the same trail! Last I knew, they were riding in New Mexico, but they trailered into Arizona for the concluding section of their journey. I saw them on a dirt road as I drove by and recognized one of the horses from pictures that
I had seen earlier, so I stopped in to introduce myself because I was curious if I would see them on the trail. We had a
great chat and then I went on my merry way. As I learned later, one of the riders ended up having a collision with a
mountain biker shortly after I left and had to be rushed to the hospital, so they got delayed and I unfortunately missed
them on trail.
This section of the trail went through some beautiful canyons with dramatic rock formation,
and it felt like we were in Zion (even though I haven't been to Utah, so I'm only basing that
on what I have heard).

I also saw a gorgeous blue collared lizard in the morning that
was the most colorful lizard I've ever seen (right). The Gila
river was pretty darn impressive too and it took a while to find
a place to cross that kept the water below my knees. The
camping was better on the opposite bank, so I wanted to get
the horses across, but the first couple of times that Shyla and I
walked into the water from the bank, there was a very steep
drop-off and the water was immediately up to my knees, so I
turned her around. Takoda was content to stay put and watch
us until we found a better crossing, then he followed along
behind. I still got very wet feet though, but we made it safely.
(check out my Instagram @thru-rider for a cool video of us
crossing the Gila river!)

Critters for Company April 27, 2017
It was very appropriate, after spending the night at the Gila River, that one of the first things I saw the next day on the
trail was a Gila monster!

It was a very beautiful specimen, with brilliant markings, and not camera-shy at all! He let me get up-close and personal with the pictures.
The views on the trail the rest of the day were not as impressive and we did a long 32 miles. The morning was scorching
hot while the late afternoon felt like we were in a wind tunnel. Thankfully we saw even more amazing reptiles, including
a large diamondback rattlesnake and a coachwhip, in addition to the Gila monster earlier.

Change in the Weather April 28, 2017
Wow--what a difference a
day makes! The temperature dropped like crazy today, from the mid-nineties
yesterday to the low sixties.
The horses liked it and I
didn't mind much either; it
just felt odd to wear a jacket. Again the trail didn't
offer much in the way of
views, but there were lots of
interesting things if you
looked closely, like the bird
nest in this cactus.

Overall, we did 26 miles today and saw three diamondback rattlesnakes. One of them was very impressive, rearing way
up off the ground and putting on quite a display (right), although he never actually tried to strike (not that I was going to
push the issue, of course!)
The wind was also relentless most of the day and did not let up in the evening like it usually does. We camped in a big
cow pen for the night, where there was a good stock tank with water for the horses, and naturally the horses had to roll
and sleep literally right next to my tent; they could not possibly have used the rest of the enormous pen. That kicked up
lots of dirt with the wind, and I and my sleeping bag were covered in dirt till I got the rainfly out and put it on over the
vents on the top of the tent. But then the wind was so fierce that it ripped the rainfly!. A tough night for sleeping all the
way around.

Help and Hinder April 29, 2017
Overall, we did 26 miles today and saw three diamondback rattlesnakes. One of them was very impressive, rearing way up off the ground and putting on quite a display
(right), although he never actually tried to strike (not that I
was going to push the issue, of course!)
The wind was also relentless most of the day and did not
let up in the evening like it usually does. We camped in a
big cow pen for the night, where there was a good stock
tank with water for the horses, and naturally the horses
had to roll and sleep literally right next to my tent; they
could not possibly have used the rest of the enormous pen.
That kicked up lots of dirt with the wind, and I and my
sleeping bag were covered in dirt till I got the rainfly out
and put it on over the vents on the top of the tent. But
then the wind was so fierce that it ripped the rainfly!. A
tough night for sleeping all the way around.

This was the last day
of our section of trail,
which took us to the
trailhead where my
truck and trailer were
waiting. It was another dull day view-wise,
but we had some interesting challenges,
like getting water
from a huge tank and
crossing Highway 77.

Unlike the PCT, much of the AZT runs through rangeland and
pastures or fairly near "civilization" in one form or another.
That's been a good thing in terms of the access to water; I've
pretty much come to the conclusion that it would be really
difficult to ride a lot of the trail if there weren't stock tanks
with water for cattle on a regular basis. It's probably less appealing to the hikers, but my horses don't complain at all! The
picture here is of a water tank that we came across where I
retrieved water for the horses. Thankfully there was a ladder.
The water was about three feet down from the top so I had to
bend at the waist and was really hoping I didn't fall in as I got
water with the small collapsible bucket. I had to make four
trips up and down that ladder. But the horses waited for me
patiently at the bottom.
The only snake I saw during the day was a little blind snake
(right). You almost never see them out during the day so I was
really surprised and it was very lucky I didn't step on it since
it's thinner than a pencil.

At the hwy crossing, the trail signs
directed us to cross underneath the road,
but the underpass is only 4 1/2 feet off the
ground. I'm sure there is a stick crossing
somewhere but there weren't any signs
and it wasn't close. There was no way my
horses could army-crawl under that road!
And we couldn't just walk across the
highway either, as there were barbed wire
fences lining it on both sides.
I patrolled along the other side of the highway looking for a way through the barbed wire for about 30 mins.
Finally I had to undo a repair job in the fence, fetch my horses and cross the road, and then repair the fence. I was
not a happy rider. Thankfully we were pretty close to the rig at that point and then the horse camp we stayed at
was only a 10 min drive away. However, when we got to the camp, the water was turned off there. Thankfully I
always carry several full 5-gallon containers, so the horses were okay. No shower for me, though, which I had
really be looking forward to!

To Pidgeon Springs May 2, 2017
We got going on the trail a wee bit late this morning (around 11am) at Hwy 87 near Sunflower AZ. We spent most
of our afternoon on a wide and fairly easy dirt road.
Along the way we had some views of Roosevelt Lake, which is where I had camped the previous two days as I was
preparing to ride this section.
As the sun started to sink, we had some pretty views over the hills.

Just after sunset, the road turned back into trail, and thankfully camp was just a 1/4 mile further on past that;
overall it was a fairly easy 19 miles from the trailhead to Pigeon Springs, where we spent the night. At the
springs, there was also a little patch of grass for the horses to eat, so they were happy about our choice of places
to stop, despite having to share the spot with a very territorial snake or two.

When I went to get water for the
horses, there was a rattlesnake
guarding the spring (literally
perched on the concrete wall of the
spring). I chased him off but he was
back just 20 mins later. So I set up
camp as far from the spring as I
could. The horses didn't have any
complaints, however, as they were
busy grazing. In the morning I discovered that there was not just one
persistent rattlesnake, but two! So
maybe the first one I chased off
didn't come back 20 mins later like
I had thought but was instead the
second snake. Anyhow they were
both hanging out at the spring in
the morning and were still there
when I left camp that day.

Roosevelt Lake May 3, 2017
We continued on in the direction of the lake today.
The trail started off very eroded and overgrown. We
traversed some rough trail for the first 10 miles or
so with views of Roosevelt Lake in the distance. I
had to trim branches on some downfalls so we could
get past and the trail was pretty thick with brush at
one point, so that it was difficult for the horses to
squeeze through.
The second half of the day was spent descending
down to Roosevelt Lake where we then walked
along Hwy 188 for half a mile, crossing over the
lake on a large arched concrete bridge spanning the
water near the marina. I was very proud of the
horses for being calm even with some pretty big,
noisy trucks whizzing past us on the bridge. We
camped pretty close to the lake that night at a stock
tank by Thompson Spring after a fairly tough total
of 23 miles.

Superstition Mountains May 4, 2017
This morning we left Roosevelt Lake
behind and began a very steep climb
into the Superstition mountains. Once
there it was a series of challenging
climbs and descents, one after the other. It was a pretty section of trail but
my goodness was it exhausting for the
horses and for me as we were constantly climbing straight up or straight
down. I had to adjust the pad under
Shyla's many times as it wanted to constantly slip out the back. We finally
made it to camp just after dark, having
covered 26 difficult miles. One of the
water jugs that I had cached earlier had
sprung a leak, so we only had 10 gallons of water for the horses overnight.
That meant in the morning we had to
back track a wee bit to get to some
pools of water in a creek bed since it
was going to be 8 miles till our first
water on the trail, and with the heat and
the way the horses sweat on the tough
trail, I didn't want to take any chances
with them not having enough to drink.

In the Heat of the Sun May 5, 2017
It was hot today. Very very hot. Thankfully it was also
mostly downhill (to where it was even hotter) on our
way to where I left the rig 10 days ago at the Picket
Post trailhead. Five miles before reaching the rig I met
another hiker named Carl. He had been hiking the
Grand Enchantment Trail which goes mostly through
New Mexico. It isn't a well marked trail and he got sick
of bush-whacking through catsclaw and cactus so he
decided to do the last 500 miles of the AZT instead. My
other hiker friends, Rat and Ant, have gotten too far
north for me to catch so Carl is the new replacement
hiker pal. I'm not used to being out paced by hikers but
we've need to travel slower on this trail to let the horses
eat and give me enough time to do my caches. Anyhow,
Carl also did the PCT last year and we even met a couple times, though never properly chatted. He gave me a
fresh mango which I shared with Shyla. We parted
ways and the horses and I got to the trailer by 3:30.
Thank God there was plenty of water stored with the
trailer. We all drank down about 10 gallons of it as soon
as we arrived, even though we had just drunk 6 miles
earlier. We loaded up and drove 2 hours to Payson AZ
where we are resting for the 6th before getting back on
the trail on the 7th. Nearly half way there in terms of
miles on the trail!

Lava Rocks & Sunset Trails May 7, 2017
After a day spent catching up on chores at a horse camp, we
got back on the trail in Pine today and rode 23 miles to LF
ranch. The trail was covered in chunks of lava rock that was
not much fun to ride over and definitely slowed our pace. It
was like picking our way over bowling balls and made for
very tricky footing for the horses.The folks at LF ranch
were very nice. I had been trying to contact them for quite
some time, but the location is very isolated and rustic, so
they don't always have communication by either phone or
internet. I had hoped that I could stay there with the horses
as a way to be sure the horses got plenty of rations and water without having to cache supplies for them on my day
off. And just in the nick of time, late in the afternoon yesterday I got a message saying that they would be glad to let
us stay overnight. It took us longer to get there than I had
though it would because of the tough trail conditions, but in
the end the horses were happy and had plenty of hay to
chow down on. It was a lot cooler today too and stayed in
the low 50s. The clouds made for a great sunset though.

Long Day’s Night May 8, 2017
Today went from one challenge to the next--even into the middle of the night. The day got off to a bad start when Takoda managed to tangle himself in the picket line at LF Ranch in the morning before we left. He ended up with a nasty
rope burn on one of his back pasterns, and I was delayed for a while as I tried to doctor him up to the best of my ability
before heading out on what I had planned as a 21 mile day. But then, when we got to the spring where I had planned to
camp, we found that it was dry, and I had no choice but to keep on going. We ended up covering 6 more miles before
we located another water source around 9pm. We had been given a head's up from a hiker we met on the trail that there
would be water at this spring, but then it turned out that there was nowhere to camp with the horses. So we had to go
back a 1/4 mile to a camp spot on the ridgeline, empty Takoda's panniers, and go back to the spring to fill several 5 gallon jugs, load them on Takoda, and return to the camp.

I finally got to bed at 11 pm and decided to skip setting up the tent since it looked like a clear night. Well that changed at
3am when I was woken up by thunder and lightning and the sky opening up to downpour on me in my sleeping bag. I
rushed around frantically in the mud and rain to set up my tent but was wet by the time I finally got inside. It didn't let
up for most of the night, though the rain did change to hail over the course of the night. Overall, it was tough, miserable
night on the AZT, but that's just what happens sometimes when Mother Nature decides to remind you who is boss.

Clear Skies Ahead May 9, 2017
It was still raining and hailing on and off
when I packed up camp the next morning,
and later on we even got some flakes of snow
along the trail. We got a late start cause I was
hopeful the weather would let up, and it finally did around noon, though I was thoroughly soaked by then. The sun was a welcome sight though, and I eventually got to
warm up and dry out in the afternoon. We
rode 25 miles back to the Hwy 87 crossing at
Sunflower. It was very good to see that trailer
and know we were headed for some rest days
in Payson at the horse camp again.

Takoda’s Turn May 12, 2017
After a couple of days off to rest and recuperte, we started another section today. We got a late start on the trail but still
managed to cover 24.5 miles. I decided to leave all the gear at that night's camp before I drove ahead to get on the trail.
That way I didn't have to pack Takoda and instead rode him. Shyla got the day off for the most part and tagged along naked. She is definitely not as good about sticking close to Takoda which would often upset him when she would stop to
grab a bite to eat and lag behind. I gave Shyla the day off because her back was a bit sore (inflamed withers) two days
before. I cut some sections out of my extra saddle pad liner to give her a little more room, essentially creating a cutback
pad. It did the trick too and she has been comfortable ever since.

Taking the Easy Road
May 13, 2017
This current part of the trail is proving to
be one of the easier sections. We've definitely moved out of the more desert-like
regions of Arizona and into the higher and
greener elevations of the northern part of
the state. We have trees and grass and
wide-open stretches of trail (and not rocky
like some of the earlier sections!). We
even stopped for lunch at a nice grazing
spot by some water, so the horses were
really enjoying this day's ride.

Hitting Our Stride May 14, 2017

We covered 23 miles today to another lovely campsite, with plenty of grazing; the horses are going to get spoiled
at this rate! I even got to stop for lunch again, which is a nice treat that we don't always get to do (and sometimes
there wasn't any place inviting even if we had the time). But the trail was nice and easy again. We encountered a
few down trees but the horses were able to jump them. Check out our Instagram for some videos of our treejumping feats!

Green Acres May 15, 2017
It was a lovely, sunny morning in the meadow where we camped the night before; there was even a cabin/shelter at the
campsite, but I still chose to sleep in my tent (sometimes those old structures are pretty infested with mice!). This day's
ride was a beautiful 21 miles to the trailhead in Pine. We dropped quickly off of a mesa and then rode along its base for
several miles.
I even quite literally stumbled upon a newborn elk calf! It was lying just on the side of the trail at the end of a switchback.
It was very small (only about 30 lbs.) and had spots like a fawn, which I didn't even know was the case with elk. When I
came around the corner I scared it and it jumped off the trail and right into a thick shrub. It was then stuck and suspended
off the ground and started crying for its mom. Thankfully she wasn't within earshot, or she might not have been happy that
I was there, even though I was trying to help her calf. I quickly picked up the calf and laid it down again just off of the
trail so its mom would find it. Once I laid it down it immediately went into self-protective "freeze" mode and pretended to
be a log, so I quickly left. That was a pretty exciting and interesting adventure for our day on the trail.

Elk Alert! May 17, 2017
After a nice day off at a horse camp called Little Eldon Springs just outside of Flagstaff, we got back on the trail
and covered 27 miles this day. Shyla absolutely power walked the whole way and was obviously enjoying the easy
dirt trail. You know you have seen some rough trail when dirt trail is this exciting and welcome. Along the way,
we saw a couple big elk herds, and the horses were quite fascinated by them.
It was a clear day, and we had a wide open view of the surrounding plains. It was also an incredibly windy day, so
I was happy that we were actually riding back to the camp at Little Eldon Springs, before continuing on south from
there the next day. Just before the camp, we had to go through an underpass for Hwy 89, which was a pretty low
ceiling for me!
It even started to drizzle as we reached camp, and during the night it rained and hailed a bit. It has been quite cold
at night--a real change in the weather as well as the trail itself from when we were further south.

Water & Grass May 18, 2017
After the rain of the night before, I took my time in the morning to let the sun do its work and dry us out. We have a
beautiful campsite here at Little Eldon Springs, with a big grassy meadow, and I was reluctant to get moving too early in
the morning when the horses were obviously enjoying the chance to graze. It's amazing what a little green grass and some
water can do! Shyla was even running around and kicking up her heels quite a bit--pretty frisky for a senior citizen!
Later in the day we rode an easy 12 miles to the trailer. Once back at the trailer we drove back to the horse camp in Flagstaff. That same spot is going to serving as my base camp for most of my rides here in the northern AZ area. There are
some cowboys from Nebraska also camping there, so I've had some company, and they have been nice enough to invite
me to eat some meals with them. Tomorrow, one of them named Mike is going to come on a cache run with me as I get
ready for a 100 section; we're going to cruise the back roads and leave feed at the places where I plan to camp for the next
several days.

200 Miles to Go May 20, 2017
After making my caches yesterday, I headed back to start a
new section of the trail just south of the entrance to the
Grand Canyon and rode south for 22 miles. We got a pretty
late start but made good time. At the beginning of our day
we obviously rode under some sort of helicopter highway
because we had a low flying helicopter pass over us about
every 90 seconds for about a mile. The horses weren't too
impressed with that. It seemed to be more how low and fast
they were flying (and coming head on at us) that unnerved
Shyla and Takoda rather than just how loud they were.
Shyla isn't a fan of riding along busy roads for the same
reason; she doesn't enjoy having large moving objects coming directly at her. That's definitely why, aside from the
most obvious being it's more scenic, that I try to stick to
riding trails rather than roads, which is where many long
riders go simply due to the lack of trails at times. In the
afternoon we even spotted our first pronghorn antelope!
Couldn't get close enough for a picture but it definitely had
an interesting gait that I hadn't seen before. Despite our late
start we we got to camp just after sunset, and looking back
we could even see the south rim of the Canyon just before
we stopped for the night.

Friend to All May 21, 2017
We had a wonderfully easy 20 miles today. The trail was flat and crossed through some horse pastures. Takoda is always
such a social butterfly and was eager to say hello. Most often the other horses are suspicious of his pack saddle and
avoid him like the plague. However this herd had a brave dun gelding that was willing to say hi. I'm always so proud of
how friendly Takoda is and how he isn't ever aggressive. Takoda's name is of Sioux origin and means a friend to everyone. I could not have picked a more fitting name if I had tried. I'm glad it worked out so perfectly too since I chose it the
day he was born before knowing his personality. We made it to camp by 5pm and were lucky enough to have a stock
corral for the horses to stay in rather than the usual highline. They definitely seemed to enjoy the extra space.

Long and Winding Road May 22, 2017
Today was a very long (31 miles) ride. It was almost
entirely on dirt road too which isn't my cup of tea.
The miles just seem to drag slowly by when your
horizon and view never change for hours.
We crossed through a few cattle ranches and ran into
another little herd of horses. Again there was only
one gelding (though honestly he acted a lot like a
stud) that came running out to investigate Takoda
while the rest of the herd ran off. The horse was putting on quite a display for Takoda, running around
and stomping the ground. At least the panniers act
like a type of armor for Takoda so I don't have to
worry much about another horse being aggressive.
Despite the long day we actually made pretty good
time and got to camp by 7pm. I had cached some hay
and water for them at this spot and was very happy
that noelk had gotten into it.

Back to Little Elden Springs May 23, 2017
Thankfully back onto single track trail, we had a nice day
riding through pine and aspen trees. We even got to see a
tiny bit of leftover snow. Both horses love taking mouthfuls of snow as they pass by. We got pretty close to the ski
slopes in Flagstaff and it was funny to see how different it
looked from when I was snowboarding there back in January. After 26 miles, we rode into the horse camp ground
at Little Elden Springs before 6 pm. It was nice to see the
horses suddenly realize where they were and power walk
the last half mile. We've spent quite a bit of time here over
the past two weeks, as it has been more or less our base
camp for this northern section. I've used this camp more
than any other on the ride because of its convenient location near the trail and close proximity to town. Once I got
them settled in, I went into town for dinner. We had an
appointment to get new shoes for the following day so I
also needed to check in with the farrier too. And then on
the next day, my mother will fly into Flagstaff and I'll
pick her up so that she can accompany me on the last leg
of the journey (and then drive one of the rigs back home
to Topanga).

Utah Border May 26, 2017
After two days off (one spent getting new shoes on
the horses and one spent picking up my mom from
the airport and driving up to the Utah border) we got
back on the trail to start our final 100 miles. It was
pretty low key at the border, no monument, but it was
a fitting place given Shyla's coloring as this section is
called Buckskin Passage, after nearby Buckskin
Mountain.
We rode about 27 miles on the Arizona Trail and then
met up with my mom just off trail where we camped
on a dirt road. Apparently around where we were supposed to meet there is another long distance trail
called the Great Western Trail (through its really all
dirt road and popular with long distance bikers for
bike packing). Poor mom saw that sign first and
thought maybe the Arizona Trail joined it and that
was where I would pop out to meet here. So naturally
I was very confused when she wasn't at the dirt road I
was expecting and it took us both several texts over
my satellite texting device to figure out the mix up.
Lucky enough she was just a half mile away so she
walked over to us and guided us to where she had set
up camp.

Condor Country May 27, 2017
We had a pretty long day ahead of us today (30 miles) and
the trail went through some interesting area, from pine
trees, to old burn areas, to grassy meadows.
Easily the biggest highlight of the day was getting to have
a close encounter with a California Condor. It's hard to
describe how big that bird was. I was in front of Shyla
walking down the trail when I saw something large and
black moving on the ground near some bushes. For a moment even thought it might be a bear. As I got closer
though it took flight and flew into a tree above us. Even
the horses both stared as it flew, seeming to be in just as
much in awe of its size as I was.
I figured out pretty quickly why the condor was on the
ground; there was a deer carcass nearby so I had interrupted lunch. It was wonderful to see such an amazing animal
especially since the condor has made an incredible recovery from just 22 individuals left in the whole species. It's
one of the most remarkable comeback stories of any conservation effort.

North Rim May 28, 2017

At long last it was time to ride through the Grand Canyon!!! My mom and I just had to first ride 20 miles to get to the
north rim first. We had been warned by a hiker that there were a hundred downed trees in our way so we were a little
nervous to say the least. Thankfully it was more like several dozen than a hundred and most were small and easy to get
around or hop over. Hopping over fallen trees while wearing a backpack is probably the least graceful thing you can ever do while riding a horse. The backpack just throws off your weight so when the horse lands all your momentum slams
you face first into the neck of your horse. My mom and I had more than a few laughs that brought us to tears watching
each other go over the trees (especially Mom on Takoda, as he is a jumping fiend and there's just no persuading him otherwise when he decides the best thing to do is jump over, rather than go around). The horses are so good to put up with
our nonsense and never back down from tackling an obstacle on the trail.
We made it to the north rim by 3pm. We had to wait around and graze the horses for 45 minutes while the last of the
mule trains made their way out of the Canyon. The descent down from the rim was breathtaking and the rock was a
shockingly red color. The drop-offs were very impressive too and after the trail being pretty flat for the last 200 miles, I
was actually happy to have some thrilling trail.

We got to camp in good time, just before 7pm. However, apparently the Grand Canyon didn't think I would honor my reservation or just totally forgot about me, because when we arrived at the Cottonwood Camp stock site, we discovered that
the corral was padlocked, the water turned off, and our site had been given to two hikers. Lucky enough, the two hikers,
Slingshot and Goldie, were thru-hikers I had met several times and they were happy to have us squeeze into the campsite
with them. Slingshot and I even found a piece of rebar and used it to twist the chain link around the corral gate until it
broke. Then I was able to lug 70 pounds of water up from the human campsites a fifth of a mile away. It was a pain and not
at all what I paid for in order to get my permit. The Grand Canyon overall just didn't seem to know what to do with horseback riders, even though horses are allowed in the Canyon. Apparently it's just not a place people come to ride.

The “Grand” Finale May 29, 2017

Today marked my last day on
the AZT as we rode out of
Cottonwood Camp and across
the Colorado River, then up
the South Kaibab trail to the
top of the South Rim.
It got hot quickly at the bottom of the Canyon, reaching close to 100 degrees as we made our way towards Phantom
Ranch. Several times we stopped to wet our shirts and hats in the river near the trail. I also got to see lots of reptiles
while we were at the bottom, including desert spiny lizards and a large chuckwalla.
I cracked the glass cover on my phone screen while digging the chuckwalla out of a rock pile. Sometimes the little kid
inside of us comes out, and for me that's always with reptiles. I used to drive my mother crazy while we were riding
when I was a child because every time I saw a lizard or horny toad I had to jump off my little Arab gelding, Sparky, and
catch it. Some things never change . . .
I spent a lot of time walking for the first 8 miles or so as we made our way down to the crossing of the Colorado River,
as I knew that Shyla would be working hard to carry me back up out of the canyon and I wanted to give her whatever
kind of break that I could before then. There's over 5000ft of elevation gain between the river and the south rim, so it's
pretty much nothing but up, up, up all the way.
Once we passed through Phantom Ranch we took the South Kaibab trail over a narrow bridge over the Colorado River
and through a rock tunnel. Then it was 6 VERY steep and waterless miles up to the south rim. The views were incredible
and got more dramatic the higher we went.

We were also stopped several times by hikers asking where they too could rent horses. It's funny how often I get mistaken for a wilderness ranger or outfitter in National Parks. "Nope, I'm just a tourist who brought along her horses," is usually my response.
When we did get to the North Rim we were right by a mule pen that had a large water trough inside. I made about 4 trips
to and from that trough before the horses had their fill of water. They must have each drunk 10 or more gallons in that
one rest break. They worked hard climbing out of the Canyon and did so fairly quickly too. I was so grateful to have had
them so that I could really appreciate the views. It's days like this when you appreciate all that your equine companion
does for you. From there it was an easy 6 miles to where I had left the rig on the 20th. My mom, the horses, and I were
all very happy to reach the rig. It was a wonderful way to conclude my ride across Arizona and I hope I can come back
to the Canyon with my horses again. After all, someone has to whip this place into shape when it comes to horse folks
riding and camping here!

