
F
airbanks, Alaska is a place of ex-

tremes, extreme beauty and wild

country and extreme weather. Tem-

peratures in the summer can soar into the

80’s and in the winter -40 is not unusual.

So, what better place for mules! Two years

ago, Amos, an 11-year-old john mule, came

into our lives. I had grown up riding horses

in Montana but had been out of the saddle

for about twenty years. My husband, who

worked in the Bob Marshall Wilderness for

the Forest Service, introduced me to mules

when we first got married and I was

hooked. From that point on, I always

wanted a saddle mule. 

We moved to Fairbanks, Alaska in 1992

and I settled into a career as a school coun-

selor and my husband began training re-

trievers professionally. We recently bought

a farm outside of town and the mule bug

surfaced again. I began talking to mule peo-

ple all over the country and several people

mentioned that I should contact Tom Jones

of Jones Gentle Saddle Mules. I did and the

rest is history! He paid close attention to

what I was looking for and connected me

with Amos. I did something that was reck-

less and crazy and something I would never

do, if I lived in the lower 48, I bought Amos

without ever meeting him. Living in Alaska

you can’t just jump in your truck and run

around looking and trying things out. You

have to fly everywhere and it’s expensive

and time consuming. Tom made it clear that

if things didn’t work out with us he would

make our deal right. I trusted him and took

the leap of faith. I did make a couple trips

out to ride him before he was transported up

here and fell in love with him. 

Amos arrived here in June of 2011 and

we spent that first summer getting to know

each other.  He was introduced to a world

he didn’t know existed. One morning I went

to the barn and was a bit alarmed because

he always meets me at the gate and he was-

n’t there. I called his name and he stuck his

head out of his stall but wouldn’t come out.

I started surveying the area and noticed all

the electric fence was down and a wooden

post was broken off at the ground. Upon

closer inspection I saw fresh moose tracks

that went through his paddock. I checked

him all over and physically he was just fine.

I can’t imagine what he thought when a crit-

ter that looked like a fellow mule (kind of),

went through his fence and who knows

what happened from there. It took me sev-

eral hours to convince him that there were

no monsters in his pen.

Poor Amos, he didn’t read the travel

brochure carefully, especially the part that

says that winter begins in the end of Octo-

ber and doesn’t end until April. Growing a

good winter coat is imperative to staying

warm all winter. He started growing his in

August and grew a pretty good one the first

winter but this year’s is luxurious. Blanket-

ing is avoided here as much as possible be-

cause it will cause slow coat growth and

also causes the hair to lay flat and decreases

the insulating factor. Our winters are cold

but dry so there isn’t moisture in the coat to

cause them to be chilled. He is only blan-

keted if he shivers or the temperature drops

below -30. The first winter he had his blan-

ket on about seven days total and this winter

he hasn’t needed it at all. He is a beautiful

mule and when he is slicked out in the sum-

mer he is stunning and in the winter with his

four-inch long hair and thick undercoat he

looks like a furry donkey!! Mules don’t

shed their coats like a horse does in the

spring and Amos wasn’t going to let go of

his coat last spring so body clipping was a

must for him. In June we clipped several

large garbage bags of hair off him. If we

hadn’t he would have suffered in the hot

temperatures of June and July. 

Winter brings innumerable challenges.

Snow is too deep to do a lot of riding and

temperatures are often well below zero

which makes riding almost impossible.

Temperatures below -10 degrees cause his

face to frost completely up and ice to build

up on his long eyelashes and around his

eyes. All Alaskans carry the hand warming

packets that are air activated; I always slip

a pair into my mittens when I go to do barn

chores when it’s cold. They are also won-
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derful to melt ice off mule eyes. Amos loves

them and stands quietly while I hold them

over his eyes and thaw the ice off.

During the summer I don’t put shoes on

Amos but with all the snow and ice I do

shoe him in the winter to prevent him from

slipping. The shoes he wears have borium

slubs on them and we put a rim pad on to

keep the snow and ice from building up

under the shoe. It takes quite a bit of effort

and ingenuity to shoe a mule in the winter.

None of our barns are heated so the poor

farriers that brave the cold temperatures to

put shoes on our animals really earn their

money. The day came for Amos to get his

winter shoes on and it was -20 degrees out.

My friend said I could use her heated garage

and she would put a stall mat down in the

middle of the garage for us. This sounds like

an easy solution! In order to get Amos in the

garage we had to use the small people door

because we were concerned that he might

get spooked by the automatic garage door

opener. The small door has about a six-inch

lip on the bottom and the shiny floor of the

garage between the door and the stall mat

looked like water to him and he was going

to jump over the lip and the shiny floor to

the stall mat. Thank goodness he listens to

me and I convinced him that was a bad idea

and he stepped carefully into the garage and

onto the mat. Once in there he was very cu-

rious about all the tools, summer toys, skis,

and lawn furniture. Our farrier, who is from

Georgia, just shook his head when he saw

us in the garage and was pretty sure none of

his friends would believe that he put shoes

on a mule in a garage!!

Our latest adventure was New Year’s Eve.

In Fairbanks we don’t have fireworks on the

4th of July because we have twenty-four

hours of daylight. Our big firework displays

happen on December 21st, the winter sol-

stice to celebrate the days getting longer and

New Year’s Eve. Typically the temperature

is about -20 to -30 on New Year’s Eve so

people don’t spend a lot of time outside cel-

ebrating; this year it was unseasonably

warm about 25 above so people were out in

force. When the fireworks started it sounded

like war had broken out. By the time I got

to the barn Amos was nowhere to be found.

I called his name and he came up the hill at

a dead run, ears flat back on his head and

eyes glazed. He slammed to a stop and let

me put a halter on him. He had been run-

ning for some time before I got a hold of

him because he was sweating and his heart

was beating really fast. With me there he

stood and watched the show with just a little

trepidation. I was worried he’d go through

the fence or something worse but we made

it through with only losing one shoe.  

This past summer we spent a lot of time

riding the trails around Fairbanks. I’m the

president of the Interior Alaska Trail Riders

Association and we sponsor a ride almost

every weekend. Like most people who live

in Alaska they are an adventurous group and

ride in world class country. Tom and Levi

Jones came up in June, over the solstice,

and put on a trail riding clinic. We had a

great time and they enjoyed the twenty-four

hours of daylight! We participated in the

first American Competitive Trail Horse As-

sociation trail challenge ever in Alaska. We

came away with the honors of “Best

Groomed Horse” and 6th place in the Pleas-

ure Division. 

January is almost behind us and we are

eagerly looking forward to break up, that is

Alaskan for spring, even though it is still

several months away. We take advantage of

warm days, any day above zero, and plowed

out arenas to do as much work as we can

until the snow is finally gone and we can hit

the trails. This summer we have plans to

teach him how to drive so he can pull a

sleigh in the winter and help with hauling

firewood in the fall. 
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