
I
n 1993, I took a job with the Bureau of

Land Management (BLM) in Kingman,

Arizona (northwestern part of the state)

and moved there with my wife, dog and

three saddle mules, from the Utah Western

Desert, where I had been a long-time em-

ployee of the Army, first as a soldier, then

as a civilian. One of the reasons that I ac-

cepted the job in Arizona was that I had run

out of roadless country to explore from the

back of a mule within a couple hour’s drive

of my stomping grounds in Utah.

Together, the BLM and the Forest Service

manage half of the lands of the West: 320

million acres. These are public lands owned

by, and open to, you and me. The Kingman

Resource Area of the BLM has a great deal

of designated wilderness. Wilderness desig-

nation of lands presents some management

problems but on the bright side, it protects

those lands from construction of new roads.

Motor vehicles and mechanized equipment

is prohibited. Kingman Resource Area had

enough roadless country to keep me busy

for quite some time!

Kingman BLM employs horse wranglers

and has large holding corrals where excess

burros, gathered from public lands, are

sorted, inoculated, freeze branded and held

prior to adoption. For a time, the Kingman

office also employed a mule packer to un-

dertake various tasks required in designated

wilderness areas, where motor vehicles can-

not be used. For this wilderness packing

program, they had purchased four big, stout

mules from Montana. I’m not sure why they

bought such tall mules as pack stock (three

of them were 16 hands or larger). Shorter

mules are easier to pack and can still keep

pace with a horse.  

Anyway, shortly after I arrived, funding

got tight, the mule packer got laid off, and

four mules were standing around at the

Kingman corrals, doing nothing. At least a

couple of the BLM pack mules were green

broke to ride and one of them, a 16 hand

sorrel mule named Hamsi, was a real char-

acter. When the wranglers would freeze

brand burros, or any other activity was tak-

ing place, Hamsi would race around in her

corral, shaking her head and big ears, as if

she wanted to be in on the action. She had a

lot of energy and she wanted to burn it. She

was obviously very athletic with fluid

moves and could change direction with de-

ceptive speed. 

And she was flat out fast! One day, the

wranglers turned out all the stock, wran-

gler’s horses and the mules, into the big pas-

ture that surrounded the corrals for some

exercise. Soon all the critters were running

as a herd, in large circular laps one mile in

circumference. I didn’t witness the event,

but one of the wranglers told me chuckling,

that Hamsi was on her second lap while

everything else was still on its first. I be-

lieve it. Rumor had it that Hamsi had once

been on the race track. That wasn’t hard to

believe either. But Hamsi was not wild, just

high energy and she was very friendly, easy

to catch, and liked people. 

It wasn’t long before I was riding Hamsi

into wild country surrounding Kingman.

For a short time, she was as apprehensive

of me as I was of her. She was jumpy and

really green about basic neck reining and

about manners under saddle in general, and

she always hated standing in a stationary

trailer, too much energy for that! But soon

we were good buddies and I began using her

more often. She was always eager to go, en-

joyed being out and about and improved

steadily as a saddle animal with miles on the

trail. Actually we were seldom on an estab-

lished trail, unless it was a burro trail, or a
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bighorn sheep trail, and she learned to han-

dle the roughest terrain while carrying a

rider. 

Before long, Hamsi wasn’t living at the

BLM corrals; she had moved to my place,

with my other mules, and her name gradu-

ally changed to “the Hamster.” I’m not sure

why. So, that was first time that I stole the

Hamster. I didn’t actually steal the mule,

just took possession of her (though the dis-

tinction isn’t totally clear to me, and proba-

bly isn’t to you either).

My job allowed me to spend a good deal

of time in the field, and I preferred to be

mounted on field excursions whenever pos-

sible. I often mounted other field-going

BLM staff on mules and I also rode recre-

ationally on most weekends, so having

plenty of mules was a plus (as if I needed

an excuse anyway). I owned my own stock,

but Hamster was quickly becoming my fa-

vorite.

The Hamster had so much raw power that

she would often jump a wash, gully or other

obstacle that a lesser animal would have had

to negotiate in a more pedestrian sort of

way. And she did it with such ease! This

mule had wings. She was more fun to ride

than a Harley (I know, I’ve had both). She

could climb like a homesick angel too, and

it took a very good horse or mule to keep up

with her for very long, especially in rough

country. Her idle speed was an easy, but

ground-eating walk and I rarely need to

touch the throttle. 

Like most mules, Hamster’s hooves were

very sound and tough and I mostly got away

without shoeing her. Though I sometimes

had her front feet shod, I preferred not to,

as the soft iron shoes would work-harden,

within a few weeks, from the pounding they

took, and become very slippery on rocky

surfaces.

For about four years, Hamster and I,

sometimes alone, often with other people

and mules, explored a lot of northwestern

Arizona. We explored roadless parts of the

Hualapia, Cerbat and especially the exten-

sive, mysterious and intriguing Black

Mountains. This is mostly Mohave Desert

country with a touch of Sonoran Desert

mixed in at the southern end.

On some excursions, I would take an

extra mule, switching mules several times

during the day, and allowing the unridden

mule to free-trail. I did this partly to exer-

cise multiple animals, and partly so that I

could travel faster by alternately lightening

the load. Hamster would always follow,

faithfully and in close trail, with the mule I

was riding at the time, unlike another of my

mules, who liked to explore on his own and

would disappear, sometimes for hours, to

my aggravation.

The problem with Arizona, in my biased

opinion, is that it’s too hot for human habi-

tation during most of the year, at least from

a northern boy’s perspective (though warm

winters seem more alluring as I age). So, in

1997, I gladly accepted a job with the BLM

in north central Nevada, in the Great Basin

cold desert, where I had spent much of my

career and felt more at home.  

But shortly before the scheduled move to

Nevada, I was involved in a freak sort of a

mule wreck. I won’t go into the details but

when I picked myself off of the ground, I

was surprised to see that my left arm had an

extra joint between the elbow and the wrist.

My radius and ulna had both been cleanly

broken. This was not a compound fracture

(where bone protrudes from the skin) but it

was still pretty shocking to see an extra joint

in my arm. The extra arm joint, of course,

required an unscheduled trip to the hospital

and an operation (I still carry titanium plates

in my forearm).

The first thing I did after my escape from

the hospital was to retrieve the Hamster

from the Kingman BLM corrals, where she

had been taken after the wreck. I then

drafted a document proposing that I would

transfer Hamster from the Kingman, Ari-

zona BLM office to the Battle Mountain,

Nevada BLM office, that I would board and

care for Hamster at my expense and that I

would be allowed to use her on, and off, the

job. To my surprise, the BLM manager in

Kingman signed the document. I’m not sure

whether he was just eager to be rid of me,

Hamster, or both of us, but in any case, it

saved me from having to really steal the

Hamster because I definitely did not want

to leave her behind! So, I had now success-

fully stolen the Hamster a second time.

In Nevada, Hamster and I had new terri-

tory to explore in every direction and we

did. For ten years, roadless parts of the Fish

Creek, Shoshone, Toiyabe, Simpson Park,

and Tobin Ranges became targets for our

explorations. Seldom did a week go by

without a serious mule expedition, or two.

As in Arizona, Hamster was always easy to

catch, easy to load in a trailer and always

game for a day of exploration. She was not

a moody animal, though she did not enjoy

time spent in a trailer. 

One day after returning home from a long

ride in hot weather and a long trailer ride,

Hamster was eager to be rid of her saddle

and to roll. She danced around as I unsad-

dled her, and lashed out in frustration with

a hind foot. Her hoof caught me in the upper

leg just inches from my groin and it fright-

ened me more than it hurt. Her eyes

widened (comically, in retrospect) as she re-

alized what she had done. She got an angry

rebuke and a swift reactive kick in belly

from me (which probably hurt me more

than it did her) but she never did it again. It

was one of the few times that I ever raised

my voice or struck at the Hamster.

As she had done in Arizona, Hamster

would regularly (at least once per week) ex-

cite my other mules into a twenty minute-

long running frenzy around the property.

Pretending that a ferocious predator was in

pursuit, she would race around at full gal-

lop, snorting, jumping, bucking, changing

directions, raising great dust clouds, and

providing great entertainment. I never tired

of watching this. She really did have a sense

of humor. 

And nothing went un-noticed by the

Hamster. If you wanted to know what was

happening in the neighborhood you had

only to check out what the Hamster was

looking at. No coyote, dog, cat or human

could prowl the locality without notice by

the Hamster’s watchful eye.

Eventually, I began to worry about how I

would retain Hamster when I retired. There

was no provision that would allow me to

buy this animal from the government,

though I would have paid a handsome price

for this old mule, for by this time, she was



my buddy and my pet. But, as is often the

case in life, we worry about things that

never come to pass, while other problems

sneak up on us, unnoticed. In 2007, I lost

the Hamster to a severe colic. She was, as

nearly as I can tell, twenty-five years old. 

I really miss that mule. By show stan-

dards, Hamster was not beautiful. Although

she had impressive conformation, her head

was too large to win a show ribbon. But

handsome is as handsome does, and in my

mind she was a beauty, fast, powerful, in-

telligent, athletic, willing, alert, and fun to

be with. It was winning combination. It was

a long time until I could write this story, and

her loss is painful to think about, even now.

If there really is an afterlife (and I have my

doubts) I sincerely hope that I can meet up

with the Hamster there. 
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