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My First Horse Ride 

As I sat on the cot that served as my bed large tears rolled down my face.  I had been 

betrayed.  It was the first time in my fourteen short years that I had felt this emotion. It was like 

someone had sneaked up behind me and thrust a knife between my shoulder blades. I will never 

forget the day that my one hero in life let me down, for that was the day that I realized that John 

Wayne had lied to me.  

The day started as one of the most fantastic days of my life.  It was the fourth day of the 

week that my father and I were alone from the rest of the family. I was in heaven.  I had never 

had the opportunity to spend so much uninterrupted time with my father in my entire life. When 

you have three brothers and a sister, it seems that there is always someone around clamoring for 

attention.  Being fourth of the five was hard.  I had lost the status of baby at the age of eight 

when my little brother was born.  My older siblings still hadn‟t gotten over the jealously of me 

being treated as the baby for eight years. This was the reason that today was so special to me. In 

fact the whole week had been a whirlwind of activity.   

It had all started the previous week at the breakfast table. A tradition at our house since 

my father had retired from the Navy was to sit down together as a family and eat breakfast.  My 

father worked odd hours so the only real time for the family to get together every day was at 

breakfast.  He made sure that we all got up early enough to participate in the morning ritual. He 

always got up at the crack of dawn to start the day, and he made sure that we did too.  That 
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morning my mother and father were talking about the new job that dad had landed the month 

before.   

“You know that we need to get the new house ready, and I am just so busy during the 

day. I just can‟t seem to find the time to get it done”   

“Well I can‟t come up there.  I‟m watching the kids and packing” 

When my mother used that exasperated tone of voice we all knew to keep quiet.  She was 

fed up with whatever you were saying or doing at the time.  Even my father was subdued by that 

tone.   

“Why don‟t you take one of the boys up there to help you?  They can clean and fix things 

while you work.” 

At that proclamation my two older brothers started immediately whining why they 

couldn‟t go. 

“I have to clean out the garage.” 

“I have to pack my room.” 

“I don‟t want to clean up the new house.  How gross is that.” 

  I sat there quietly hoping that my father would ask me to go. To me it was going to be a 

grand adventure.  My brothers were still angry that my father had taken a job in a little one horse 

town in eastern Oregon.  Heppner, Oregon population 1460 souls including cats, dogs and 

chickens is the county seat to Morrow County.  Its‟ main industry is cattle ranching. Its‟ main 

entertainment is the local bowling alley.  To me it was heaven on earth.  When my father had 
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gone up there a couple of months ago he brought back pictures of the surrounding area to give us 

an idea of where we were going.  It was high desert country rough and rugged.  The pine trees 

were few and far between except where there was a stream where they grew in profusion. Most 

of the bottom land is taken up with hay and alpha farming. The rugged hill sides grew the best 

winter wheat in the state.  The pictures were taken while rounding up some cattle.  There were 

scenes of horses and cows, dogs, and what I can only assume were cowboys because of their 

clothes.  I looked at each and every one of those pictures for what seemed like hours.  I loved 

western movies my favorite being John Wayne movies.  Some of my favorites are „Neath the 

Arizona Skies, Blue Steel, McLintock, The Dawn Rider, and Rainbow Valley just to name a few.  

The pictures of Heppner reminded me of the scenery of some of the movies I loved.  I couldn‟t 

wait to get there and ride the range with a six-gun on my hip, spurs on my boots, and the reigns 

of a horse in my hands.  None of those things had I experienced yet, but in my mind I was a 

cowboy.   

I was shocked out of my day dream by my father rapping on the table. “Well boy do you 

want to go or not?”  I sat there in stunned silence. I had missed the invitation.   

“Of course I want to go” I said jumping up from the table.  “That would be the best thing 

ever. When are we leaving?” 

“Tomorrow morning, you had better start getting ready after breakfast.” My father said 

with as much sternness that he could muster, as he tried to hide his amusement at my excitement.  

My mother covered her mouth with her hand to prevent me from seeing her smile.   
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We left very early in the morning.  It was still dark out when we went to the car.  The 

drive to Heppner was uneventful.  Even though I was very excited to go, once we hit the open 

road I fell asleep and only woke up when my father stopped at a rest area.   

“How much further dad?”  

“Only about half an hour we‟re almost there”  

I looked around and saw a hilly and forbidding landscape.  It looked just like the movie 

“McLintock”.  Rolling hills with sage brush, a sky so blue it was hard to look at, in the distance 

the purple haze of mountains at the horizon all came together to make me feel western.  “Get in 

the car, son.” My father rarely called me by my name. It was always “son” or “boy”, hardly ever 

Lee, which in a way made me feel special. The ride into town seemed to take forever, like the 

wait at the top of the stairs on Christmas morning.  Even though my father liked to drive fast we 

seemed to be strapped to the back of a snail.  All of a sudden we were there.  Over the top of a 

hill and my father announced “There she is, boy, our new home” which technically wasn‟t true 

as we had to drive three miles out of town before we were truly at our new home.  

Turning off the two lane road onto a dirt and gravel road which served as a driveway for 

three houses and a big rusty barn I saw the medium sized white house that dad had described to 

us.  Over a bridge made out of railroad timbers that spanned a great trout stream was our new 

home.  It wasn‟t large three bedrooms, a large living/kitchen/dining room, two baths, one being 

the master bath, and an enclosed back patio.  It was homey.  It hadn‟t been lived in for a while 

and I could see immediately that my work was cut out for me.  The walls were spider webs and 

dirt.  The floors were sawdust and moss.  For just a moment I regretted coming.   
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“Don‟t worry, son it only seems horrible right now.  Once you get started it won‟t take 

that much time at all.”  My father said sensing the thoughts going through my head.   

The next three days proved him right.  The first day was a tornado of floor cleaning. The 

second day was washing walls and cleaning the kitchen. The third was all of the finishing 

touches that make a house a home.  All three days my father would recount his day, regaling me 

with stories of ranch work.  I could sit for hours and listen to my father tell a story.  He had the 

gift of gab, as he put it; he had kissed the blarney stone.  On Wednesday night my father asked if 

I would like to go with him the next day to load some cattle for market.  I held my breath waiting 

for the retraction. When it didn‟t come I nodded my head and tried to be nonchalant “Sure that 

would be fun”.  My heart was beating a mile a minute, thoughts of horses and riding ran through 

my head.  Excitement and sleep are like oil and water to me. After what seemed like an eternity 

tossing and turning on an uncomfortable cot I was using until the furniture arrived the window 

lightened and the day began.  I heard my father open his bedroom door indicating the day was 

starting.  I was dressed in a flash and out to the kitchen.  My father, a cigarette in one hand and 

the coffee pot in the other, looked me up and down shaking his head in disapproval.  

“There is no way I am letting you out of the house like that.” 

My heart sank.  I knew this was going to happen. There were times when my father 

would play practical jokes on us kids.  I just knew that this was one of those times.  Putting down 

the coffee pot dad crossed the kitchen and took me by that arm leading me back to his room.   

“No, this won‟t do at all” he said as we walked into the bedroom. There on the bed was a 

pair of blue jeans, a shirt, and some boots.  Not just any boots but cowboy boots, pointy toes, 
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large heels, made of leather the color of dark coffee.  Letting out a whoop and a yell I was 

stripped before I reached the bed.  The denim jeans fit like a second skin.  The shirt was one of 

those western shirts that have what looks like lapels on the front and snaps instead of buttons, 

long sleeves that had three snaps on each cuff.  The boots were the real treasure. I thought they 

would be stiff and hard to put on, instead they were soft and supple like a pair of fine gloves. 

They didn‟t feel like boots, but slippers as I drew them on my feet.  I looked in the mirror feeling 

like my hero.  I was a real cowboy now.  Well except for the hat, as if he could read my mind, 

my father plopped a straw cowboy hat on my head.  It was a little big and came down over my 

ears a bit, but to me it was a crown of gold.   

“Now you‟re ready to help me load those cattle today”   

It came out with such certainty that I believed it too. We went out and drove the pickup to 

the feeding pens up the road about a mile.  In my mind we were going to drive the cattle to 

market using horses.  In actuality an eighteen wheeler was backed up to a chute and yearlings 

were being driven inside.  As we drove up I spied a sight that caused my breath to catch.  There 

standing next to the pens were two horses.  One was a drab brown color middling height with its 

head down eating grass that grew around the edge of the pen.  The other a magnificent creature, a 

red mahogany stallion mountain tall above his surroundings; his head held high surveying his 

kingdom.  The saddle seemed like a toy on his broad back. I picture John Wayne sitting on that 

horse, and he somehow came up wanting. 
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“Son, are you just going to sit there or are you coming out?”  

My reverie broken I sheepishly got out of the truck.  My fathers‟ co-workers were taking 

a break.  After the embarrassing introductions and comparisons of mine and my fathers‟ looks 

they got back to work loading the cows into the truck.  After one was full they backed another 

into place.  During this time I only paid a very small part of my attention to what was going on.  I 

was sitting on the fence paying the majority of my attention to that giant of a horse.   

“That there is Skeeter, the pride of the Wilkenson ranch” said John, the ranch foreman. I 

was a little startled as I didn‟t hear him walk up.  “He‟s got a personality to him that puts most 

off, but me I kinda like em feisty.”  John had that easy way of talking to anyone that made them 

feel like long lost friends.   

“He is just; just magnificent.”  I said. “I wish I could ride him.” 

“HEY RAY” John shouted “can I put your boy on Skeeter?” 

I held my breath waiting for my dad to answer.  I just knew that he was going to be 

protective and say no.  I could see him weigh the options in his mind.  Do I let my boy have the 

thrill of a life time, or be the stick in the mud that doesn‟t let him do things?  Time stood still as I 

waited for the „no‟ that I knew was coming.  I had all of my objections lined up as my father 

stopped what he was doing to walk in our direction.  I was ready when he got there, my first 

whine ready to launch.   

“John, I think that‟s a great idea.  Why don‟t we show him the real cowboy way of sitting 

on a horse”   
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Stunned at my fathers' pronouncement I bit off my whine that was about to come out of 

my mouth.  I am pretty sure that my father knew what had happened as he winked at me and 

helped me down from the fence.  By now I was the center of attention. All the work had stopped 

and the other men came over to offer sage advice about the art of getting on a horse.  My dad had 

his hand on my shoulder and pulled me to a stop about 10 feet from Skeeter.  He leaned down 

and whispered in my ear.   

“Don‟t be afraid, son, he can feel it. I know that‟s hard but he‟ll spook if you let him 

know you‟re afraid.”   

I walked up to the horse with all the bravado I could muster.  Inwardly I was shaking and 

nervous.  Standing taller than my father at the shoulder Skeeter shuffled his feet and snorted as I 

reached out to touch him.  His muscles rippled as my hand stroked his shoulder almost daring me 

to run away from his power.  My father caught my attention, “Stand on his left side, Lee and put 

your left foot in the stirrup.  Pull yourself up and throw your right leg over the other side. Find 

the other stirrup and just sit there.  Let him get used to you sitting there.”  I knew that this was 

important information because my father had used my first name.  I went over it in my mind a 

couple of times before he asked “Ready son?”  Before I really know what is happening my foot 

is in the stirrup and I am on my way up. My right leg goes over the back miraculously finding 

the other stirrup on the first try.  I had barely felt my fathers' helping hands.  John hands me the 

reigns steps back and says “Now don‟t he look just like John Wayne.”  Time seemed to stand 

still.  Sitting on top of a mountain looking down on all of creation captivated by the feeling of 

power and grace I felt invincible. I had a weird sensation sitting in the saddle it felt wrong 

somehow.  I stood up in the stirrups to reposition my butt and when I sat back down I must have 
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hit the sides of Skeeter.  All of a sudden I am holding on to the saddle horn for dear life Skeeter 

is galloping full steam down the road.  I knew I was going to die.  In a moment of clarity I said to 

myself, self what would John Wayne do?  So I started to yell.  “Whoa, Whoa, Whoa” any good 

cowboy knows that yelling Whoa at the top of your lungs is the way to get a horse to stop.  

Skeeter either didn‟t hear me or was one of those horses that didn‟t understand English because 

he did not stop.  If anything he started to speed up.  Unbeknownst to me my father had jumped 

onto the other horse and was trying to catch up to me.  Unfortunately Skeeter was the fastest 

horse on the ranch.  In the distance I hear a voice like the buzzing of a fly around your ear.   

“PULL BACK, PULL BACK”   

“ON WHAT, ON WHAT”   

By this time I am crying and my legs are bouncing and I am barely holding on. I feel 

myself starting to slip out of the saddle I try to pull myself back up using the reigns and the 

saddle horn.  Skeeter miraculously starts to slow down shaking his head.  The next moment my 

father is beside me grabbing the reigns from my hand stopping my wild ride.   

“Didn‟t you hear me tell you to pull back on the reigns?” 

“No, all I heard was pull back” 

“You know that by kicking his sides you told him to go faster” 

“Well I know that now” 

“Are you OK?” 

“I‟m OK, but I think I pissed my pants” 
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With that admission the tension left the air and my father laughed.  By that time we were 

back to the corral and he pulled me down.  I was dragged into his rough embrace.  My father 

didn‟t hug me that often I knew then that he had been genuinely worried. The other men were 

there too and they all gave me all kinds of advice on what to do the next time that happened.  I 

knew in my heart that there wouldn‟t be a next time.  I was never; ever getting on a horse again. 

My dad said that he thought that I needed to rest.  It was getting a little late in the day.  We 

stopped for the day as the last truck was loaded and ready to go.  When we got home, I was 

expecting to be lectured on how dangerous that was, how stupid I was, and how I had 

embarrassed him.  I was numb. I went through the motions of eating and getting ready for bed.  

The shower felt dull and didn‟t seem to wash off the grime encrusting my soul.  I told my father 

good night and went into the room that I was using.  As I sat on the cot that served as my bed 

large tears rolled down my face.  I had been betrayed.  It was the first time in my fourteen short 

years that I had felt this emotion. It was like someone had sneaked up behind me and thrust a 

knife between my shoulder blades. I will never forget the day that my one hero in life let me 

down, for that was the day that I realized that John Wayne had lied to me.  John Wayne was not 

a cowboy. Horses don‟t stop when you say whoa, it was all a lie.  I welcomed the darkness of 

sleep.  

I awoke from a dream of monster like horses and large faces laughing hearing my father 

rustling around the kitchen.  I hurriedly got up and threw on my clothes.  Dad must have heard 

me because I heard him yell. 

“Come on boy, we have a big day ahead of us.” 

“Coming dad” 
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I heard the front door close, I wondered if dad was punishing me by not letting me have 

breakfast.  I rushed out of my room, and ran out the door.  I stopped short stunned at the scene 

before me.  There was Skeeter and Brie, the other horse from yesterday, saddled and ready to go.   

“I can‟t do this dad, I just can‟t. I don‟t ever want to see that monster again.” 

“How many times have I told you if you fall off a horse you get back on?” 

I had to admit to myself that I had not put that saying to much scrutiny.  I didn‟t think 

that it had a literal meaning.  Big tears started to well up in my eyes.   

“Dad, I can‟t I‟m too scared. You told me that he can sense my fear and I will get hurt 

this time.” 

“Boy, I am telling you. You will get on this horse.  We can do it the easy way or the hard 

way.  Which is it going to be?” 

I thought about that as visions of my father throwing me up on the horse went through 

my mind.  I knew deep in my soul that he would do it.  I walked slowly, timidly up to the horse.  

As if to show me he was sorry Skeeter lowered his head almost as if to say “See I won‟t hurt 

you.” I mustered up the courage and put my foot in the stirrup and got up on the horse.  My 

father handed me the reigns.  

“Just remember what I told you about control” 

Triumphant I was ready to get down when I realized that dad had gotten on the other 

horse.   

“Now we are going to really teach you how to ride”  
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“But dad I haven‟t even had breakfast yet!” 

“Don‟t worry we will eat on the way” 

That was the start of a very long day of rounding up strays, eating in the saddle and 

falling in love with Skeeter.  We lived on the ranch for three years. Whenever I could I would 

take Skeeter out and ride him.  He became “my” horse; even though John loved him too; he 

knew that Skeeter and I had a special relationship.  Over the years I learned that you can teach a 

horse to stop when you say whoa.  It takes patients and lots of apples.  My relationship with John 

Wayne changed too.  Although I still admired him for what he stood for.  I realized that he was 

an actor; a person that is told what to say and do for the camera.  I also knew from that day 

forward that I had a new hero. I lived with him every day. 

 

 


