I

n my 25 years at Western Mule Magazine, I have been privileged to stand in
some mighty awesome places and have
been witness to some special things in this
career I’ve chosen. I have stood in places
widely considered “a wonder of the world,”
and I have been involved in, participated in,
or been an onlooker of many special happenings involving mules and mule folks
across America. You bet I have been above
my raisin’, way above my raisin’ being involved with Western Mule Magazine. A
country boy from Missouri knows little
about 14,000 foot peaks, timberline, altitude, and its oxygen depleted air. Nor am I
accustomed to lingering snow cover in July
or snowfalls that come as early as September. This Missouri boy, at one time in his
life, didn’t know much more about the
world than, if your tomato plants were still
producing ripe tomatoes in October, “you’re
cuttin’ a fat hog.” By the way, I did pick a
few ripe tomatoes in October, and at this
age, considered an old man by some, I still
believe a ripe tomato out of the garden in
October beats what the Queen of England
might have had to eat that day.
Nineteen years ago, I heard of a group
called the Colorado Mule Riders, and I
wanted their story. Word got to me that there
had been a cancellation, and if I wanted to
come along with my mule, I could fill the
void and get my story. I was to meet up with

The Al Kaly Shrine Mule Barn, much like I
found it nineteen years ago is still an icon
off of I-25 in Colorado Springs. The ground
level is used for big gatherings, conventions, etc. I may have heard them say the
barn has been used for weddings recently.
The loft is wide open, and the loft floor is
sturdy; it is used for dances put on by the Al
Kaly Shrine... Oh, if that old barn could
talk.

John Ladd, one of the charter members of
the Colorado Mule Riders, now gone on. I
took this picture in Pueblo, Colorado, at the
1999 Colorado State Fair during the Al
Kaly Shrine Mule Train performance. This
is one of my all time favorite pictures that I
have taken over the years. They performed
that day looking as sharp as a tack. It
should have been of no surprise. When I got
to know John and the mule train members
sometime later, I discovered they were a
bunch of sharp men who loved their mules.
An interesting story I would like to share
that few know of. Through their kindness
and love for mules, the mule train assumed
the care of “Hambone,” the famous Army
jumping mule (google it) after the deactivation of the mules at Fort Carson. Upon
Hambone’s death in 1966, the Army requested that he be brought back and buried
at Fort Carson. The Al Kaly Shrine Mule
Train member did what was requested and
went further by furnishing the plaque
placed on Hambone’s grave.
them in Colorado Springs at the Al Kaly
Mule Barn. I had to ask, “What in the world
is the Al Kaly Mule Barn!?” That’s another
story, but the short version is, it’s where
they kept the mule train, the Al Kaly Shrine
Mule Train Mules. The Al Kaly Shrine
Mule Train is an all mule drill team and parade unit (all black mules) that performed
across the United Stated at various events
and functions such as Rose Bowl Parade
and Fiesta Bowl Parades. Their mules became the source of mules during Army-Air
Force football games just to name a
smidgen of their activities and travels.
These mules are personally owned, trained,

and ridden by Shriners. I had actually met
some of the Al Kaly Shrine Mule Train
members and saw them perform at the Colorado State Fair in 1999. They performed
and looked as sharp as a tack; I was impressed.
This landmark, the Al Kaly Mule Barn,
sets on the southern outskirts of Colorado
Springs, visible off of Highway 25. “What
a neat place this is!” were my thoughts
when I saw it setting off to itself nineteen
years ago. Today, the Al Kaly Mule Barn is
surrounded by a green plush eighteen hole
golf course, businesses, strip malls, a
school, and, of course, a McDonalds close
by, along with other eating establishments.
There is housing to the east and to the south,
and now traffic lights, with plenty of traffic
to warrant the traffic lights, a far cry from a
lowly ole Mule Barn with a statue of a mule
on top setting on the outskirts of town.
A CMR long tradition of gathering at the
Al Kaly Shrine Mule Barn to kick off the
annual Colorado Mule Riders, Ride of the
Aspens still exist each fall. The mule barn
has pens, a place to turn your mule out for
the night for those who have come from afar
to ride the annual ride, and a place to meet
up with other CMR riders. They gather in
the Tack Room, a place where meals are

91 year old Gale Fortney, one of the Carter
members of the Colorado Mule Riders. A
member for 43 years, Gale has ridden on 35
of those 43 annual rides. Gale has been the
backbone of this organization this many
years and was presented with an Honorary
Lifetime Membership. Presented by Dean
May (middle), (right) Gale’s lovely wife and
friend to the CMR Shirley Fortney.
taken, meetings are held, and other business
is conducted. The Tack Room is gladly surrendered by the Al Kaly Shrine to the CMR
for a kickoff dinner. Considering all the
changes that have taken place around the
property of the Al Kaly Mule Barn, the Tack

2019 Colorado Mule Riders.
Normally the Aspen behind us would be a blazing yellow, however, this year it did not
happen. The warm fall temperatures that existed across the country delayed the color by
a week to ten days. This happens from time to time, but no one was denied the
experience of the Rocky Mountains and it’s crisp mountain air and spectacular views.

Room is very much like I saw it nineteen
years ago. It still provides a great view of
Pikes Peak, and the Tack Room is still
chock-full of awards awarded to the Al Kaly
Shrine Mule Drill and Parade Team, dozens
of trophies, ribbons, maybe hundreds, and
photos of places they’ve been and events
they have participated in over the years. In
this atmosphere, you meet again, from
across the country, those you perhaps

haven’t seen in a year and meet those new
to the current year’s CMR ride. The new
riders are always reeking with anticipation
with no idea of what’s next. Those who
have been here before know what’s next;
it’s the very reason they keep coming back
each fall. I always enjoy seeing through
new eyes, reminding me just how special
this group is. It brings back memories of my
first trip into Colorado Springs and the mule

barn. It still is a special place to me. The
burgers and brats served at the evening kick
off in the Tack Room are every bit as good
as they were nineteen years ago.
This annual ride all started forty-three
years ago with a few guys going into the
Colorado Rockies each year with their preferred mounts, mules, riding the mountain
trails, and enjoying the changing of the season among the brilliant colored aspen and

The facilities at North Fork Ranch are way above the founders expectations, I believe. Left is one of the tack up areas.
Pictured center is just one of several fine cabins at North Fork Ranch. The rock building is called Stonehedge and sits right
on the North Fork of the Platte River. It is where six others and I stayed during our 2019 Ride of the Aspens.
Hey, this ain’t no tent and there weren’t any lumps in my bed.

Allen Ake, 2019 CMR President
How could you not have a smile on your
face? Allen sitting on a good mule, high
on a mountain in the Colorado Rockies.
bright Colorado blue skies. As years passed,
ten were consistently making the annual
ride, and more and more were coming to
ride with them. Some were coming from out
of state, bringing mules or being provided
a mule obtained from a herd of mules that
had been dismantled by the 5th Infantry Division at Fort Carson, Colorado. An integral
part of the 5th Infantry Division was the 4th
Field Artillery Battalion (Pack) 35th Quartermaster Battalion (Pack). They were ordered to deactivate, making the mules
available at a cost from nearby Fort Carson
(another great story to tell). These men all
came to experience the Colorado Rockies,
camping and roughing it, a price you had to
pay to experience such beauty in the mountains and what better way to take it all in
than on the back of a surefooted mule.
Someone got the bright idea that they
ought to inquire at guest ranches as to what
it might cost them to come in as a group and
the guest ranch put them up. This group of

A steller view around every corner
guys had few requirements, but a couple of
their needs were deal breakers such as the
ranch must have the ability to corral their
mules, and, if possible, provide hay. They
needed to have the ability to house the guys
for a week long stay. To everyone’s surprise,
most ranches were familiar with their needs
and had the resources for their mules. They
found the costs being quoted to be reasonable. It was, after all, that time of year when
most guest ranches had geared up for the
hunting season and not all the beds were
taken or the ranches were draining the water
pipes and putting the ranch into mothballs
for the winter; extending any ranch’s season
would be quite welcomed. Having a chance

at a hot shower, heat and linens on a bed
was appealing to the mule riders. And, an
unknown bonus was about to come front
and center; it was this unknown that I believe might have clinched the deal. Any successful guest ranch has a good cook. In
those days, it might have been the lady of
the ranch, grandma, or a lady from the next
ranch over. Then, as it is now, you can’t stay
in business without a good cook. Three
square meals a day, and if out on top of the
mountain come noon, having a nice sack
lunch provided would for sure hit the spot.
There would be no more sleeping out in
falling weather, sleeping on a rock, eating
out of a can, hoping to have enough food to

last the week, and no more freezing your
fanny off. This story is told with a lot more
colorful language when told by the
founders.
Forty-three years later, this model is still
in play with little modification. I have had
the pleasure of meeting some of the CMR
founding members. Most were old when I
met them; many rode for years into their
70’s, 80’s, and 90’s. I was considered one
of the young ones when I first rode with this
group. All these men had something very
distinct in common, and I caught on to what
it was they had in common fairly early.
They were good men, unselfish men, with
strong morals, and a strong allegiance to
God, their fellow man, and to country.
Some were veterans, some were not, and all
were good stewards and pillars of their
communities. Anyone who has hosted the
CMR in the past is always tickled to have
them back. Many ranches would have them
back every year, but this group of men
comes to experience Colorado, all of Colorado. The CMR has ridden in northern
Colorado, southern Colorado, in the middle
of Colorado, on the east slopes and the west
slopes; it has always intrigued me that many
riders and members of the CMR are from
Colorado. The reason the CMR members
from Colorado feel this way is that the Colorado Mule Riders ride out of different host
ranches all over Colorado and, frequently,
ride out of places with little or no public access; they could not get into these areas if
not riding with the Colorado Mule Riders.
It is conceivable that this Missouri boy has

Dean May receiving the 2019
“Best of the Best” award. Presented by
CRM President, Allen Ake.

ridden more mountain ranges in Colorado
than some living in the state.
Though the founder’s model is still in
play, what is quickly changing in Colorado
is the dude and guest ranching industry;
ranches are getting out of the dude ranching
business, no longer providing livestock,
horses, or mules for guest or provisions for
private livestock owners coming to ride out
of a private ranch into the backcountry. This
is not exclusive to Colorado; it’s happening
across the entire west. Cost, heartbeat restrictions, liability, just to name a few, are
the reasons why this is happening across the
American West. It is being felt today as the
CMR is finding it more difficult to secure
new ranches for their annual ride.There are
currently not as many ranches available as
there were just ten years ago. Forty-three
years ago, dude ranches were coming to
them.
The good news is they are not all gone;
there are still jewels out there in the Colorado Rockies, and these jewels are ranches
that look forward to these guys with their
many mules to come in for the week. This
year’s ride was like going home. Located
about an hour southwest of Denver, the

beautiful North Fork Ranch was host to the
CMR 2019 ride. The CMR had ridden here
back in 2004. The ranch is owned and operated by Dean and Karen May along with
their daughter and son-in-law Hayley and
Nick Horner, and, granddaughter, Layla.
They are affectionately called The Kids by
those of us who have known Hayley as a
wee child growing up at the North Fork
Ranch in the dude ranching business. Dean
and Karen consider themselves semi-retired
as Nick and Hayley took over daily operations in 2017, with Dean and Karen helping
during the busy season. Dean is a twentysix year member of the Colorado Mule Riders and has long been the CMR’s
Secretary-Treasurer and twice past President. The North Fork Ranch is a life member of the Colorado Dude and Guest
Ranching Association. Dean May has been
a valued asset to the CMR with his knowledge of dude and guest ranching in Colorado, helpful in finding and recommending
ranches that can accommodate the CMR’s
thirty-five members and their mules. Dean
is valued in many more ways; Dean was
awarded the 2019 “Best of the Best” CMR
award, so rightfully deserved for all he has

Nick Horner accepting the CMR appreciation gift for the North Fork Ranch, being
presented by Randy Gibbs and President Allan Ake. Pictured from left: Dean May,
Beckey Delaney, Karen May (great cook), Teresa Bozzelli, Craig Bozzelli, Nick Horner,
Hayley Horner, holding baby Layla, Randy Gibbs, and CMR President, Allan Ake.

accomplished, past and present for the
CMR.
Behind every good man is a good woman,
you know. Without exception, Karen May
is the epitome of a GOOD WOMAN. All
who have placed their feet under Karen’s
table have fallen in love with her. You know
earlier I mentioned “The Bonus” (a good

cook)? Today, at the CMR Ride of the Aspens, many of these guest ranches have on
board a chef with stars around their titles
and with hours of culinary schoolings.
When you get all that, along with years of
experience, you get a cook the likes of
Karen May. She cooks things that I don’t
even know what is. She will tell you what

it is, what kind of sauce it’s in, or what kind
of cheese it has on it. Plus, she’ll tell you
exactly how she prepared it, but it always
gets lost in the interpretation when I try to
explain it to my wife, Neta. “It’s kinda like
fried potatoes… but it’s not.” Karen May is
a 5-star + plus chef to this group called the
Colorado Mule Riders; she is a dear friend

CMR’s 2019 “Maverick,” Duane Kent,
first time rider from Castle Rock,
Colorado. He had a smile on his face
like this all week.

Over the mountain to lose your troubled mind and find your soul...all day long

Randy Gibbs and “Squirrel Tooth Betty”
Winners of the 2019 Colorado Mule
Riders Game Day

From left: Bob Doolittle, Colorado Mule Rider member from Snyder, Texas, enjoying the
fishing during the 2019 Ride of the Aspens. If fly fishing is your thing, this is Colorado fly
fishing at its best. The North Fork of the South Platte River running through the ranch
only fifty yards off the back porch of the Dinning Lodge, chocked full of Rainbow, Brown
and Cutthroat Trout.
The North Fork Ranch is a premier Orvis endorsed fishing destination and lodge. Dan
Delaney, Colorado Mule Rider member form Las Cruces, New Mexico-note his goofy hair
hat. You could spy him a mile way standing in the river. Dan is a frequent fisherman at the
North Fork Ranch and has a phone full of trophy fish he, friends, and family have caught
over the years.

Bob Doolittle CMR Photographer
,from Snyder, Texas

Cliff Johnson, Colorado Mule Rider and 2019 Vise President. Cliff lives in Grand Junction,
Colorado. He has landed a dandy and if you can’t tell, he’s pretty tickled about it. Likely
a little bragging going on to his friend and fishing buddy Bob Doolittle. I believe Cliff has
got big fish bragging rights. Cliff is probably not doing the size of this fish justice, Cliff
Johnson is as big as and has hands the size of a full grown grizzly bear. He’s the kind of
man, when the fight breaks out you want him on your side.
to Ben and Neta Tennison and to Western
Mule Magazine and is loved by all who
have met her.
Each morning, before breakfast, the
Pledge of Allegiance to the flag is recited
and thanks to God is given before each
meal. On the day of the High Ride, high on
a mountain top, they remember and honor
those who have gone on before them, anyone who has been a part of this organization; their names are mentioned there during
the Empty Saddle Ceremony. On that same
mountain top, first time riders are officially
welcomed during the Maverick Ceremony.
All in attendance help to bury a time capsule with the first time rider’s names in it,
along with names of all who are on that
year’s ride, and other things. Western Mule
Magazines have made their way into some
of those time capsules over the years, gen-

erally buried above timberline, always high
on the mountaintops in those Colorado
Rockies.
This year’s ride was great, though, the fall
colors did not show before the end of the
week. This happens from time to time. We
have learned over the years, there is always
something beautiful in the thin, crisp,
mountain air of Colorado. The Rockies are
always special. When you have a combination of mountains, mules and men, great
memories are made. It’s special: special because of the spectacular mountain views
you see while sitting on a good mule, the
good food, good friendships that have been
made, and in this group, good men. Good
men started all this and good men is the formula that has kept the CMR so special this
many years. I’m not a member of too many
things. It’s just how I roll, but I am a

Chuc Heil, CMR Photographer,
from Cox’s Creek, Kentucky
mem,ber of the Colorado Mule Riders. I am
so glad I went to get their story. Today, this
country boy is proud to be apart of that
story.
It is possible to ride with this group. If
one of the thirty-five members does not go,
it leaves an opening for a non-member to
fill that rider’s position. See details below
on how you can get an application. Applications are available January 1st. They are
chosen on a first come first serve basis.

If you would like an opportunity to ride with the Colorado Mule Riders in 2020, request an application now to be included in the
January 1, 2020 mailing. Visit www.coloradomuleriders.com. Application forms are available there.
For more information call 303-868-5470 or email: dean@northforkranch.com.
We would be honored to have you ride the Ride of the Aspens with us in 2020. It’s a trip you’ll never forget…a trip of a lifetime!

