
I
n the history of the U.S. military, the

main source of cargo and supply trans-

portation over land was on the back of

a trusty pack animal. This was the norm

until our military became completely

mechanized and did away with pack stock.

The fly in the ointment of a fully mecha-

nized military has been that many of our

current military’s actions have been in a

terrain that has always been more sensible

to travel through by foot or riding on a

horse or mule, than a motorized vehicle.

This has led to a reintroduction of training

for our soldiers and marines in the fine art

of working with pack stock.

How the heck did Ed get himself into the

training seat to offer any insight for a U. S.

Army unit on stock handling and packing?

This all got started while I was putting on

a saddle fitting workshop and was ap-

proached by a U.S. Army Veterinarian,

Major Therese Kreutzberg, who was at-

tending the class, and asked me to consider

a program to introduce some officers and

soldiers from the 84th Civil Affairs Battal-

ion, Alpha Company, out of the Joint

Lewis-McCord Joint Base near Tacoma,

Washington, to horse and mule handling. It

seems that this is a very unique military

unit. They are our country’s good will am-

bassadors in camo. They are prepared to go

to any part of the world that has suffered a

disaster to be the front line of humanitarian

assistance to the injured and suffering

members of these countries. In the course

of these duties, there may be the need to

use pack animals to move medical equip-

ment, supplies and food into an area that

has had its roads, airports and infrastruc-

ture devastated. This was not intended to

be a packing instruction class, but instead

one to prepare these soldiers to work safely

around stock being packed by indigenous

packers from the country they are working

in.

A request like this comes with a great re-

sponsibility and requires one to check out

their own references. As a fire officer, I

have been training semi-military units,

such as firefighters, for years, plus putting

on stock safety classes for the Washington

State Department of Natural Resources and

U.S. Forest Service; so I agreed to take this

on! But because of the numbers of students

and varying locations, plus transportation

needs, I was going to need helpers. These

great assistants were my wife Sue, April

Campbell (one of my packing helpers),

Dale Fye (The Co-Owner with April of

The Cross-roads Equestrian Center in

Shelton, Washington) and Destiny

Beninger!

The bottom line of this project for me

was to, in three days, make thirty three

members of Alpha Company, who may

have never placed a hand on a mule/horse

or even stood next to one, comfortable and

safe in the possibility of needing to handle

one. I can see the wide eyes many of my

readers have looking back at me. My re-

sponse to that is, no problem! I had a plan!

The first thing I did was to look at the train-

ability of my students. One could never ask

for a better pallet to work from. All were

highly trained and educated. The bulk were

medics, a Medical Doctor, a Veterinarian,

different grades of officers and non-com-

missioned officers, many of whom were

combat experienced. With this quality of

student, if they did not get the material

needed, it was not going to be their fault,

but mine the teacher.

The second was to develop a compre-

hensive plan of action.  The first day of in-

struction was at our place in Shelton,

Washington, for a class on how to operate

near and with a mule or horse. The students

each brushed an animal, took control of

their feet and picked it with a hoof pick.

This gave them confidence to go on to dif-

ferent handling evolutions.
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Safety was the order of the day, for 

all three days! 
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During this evolution they were con-

stantly being made conscious of the ani-

mals’ attention, location and moves to

define safety and awareness. To offer the

true element of realism, an obstacle course

was set up, through which everyone in

their team led a mule or horse through.

They had to traverse logs, brush, swampy

ground and streams. To do this safely, we

taught them to use our two man leading

system to control the animal at all times.

We broke up after a very busy and ful-

filling day. The next day the troops went

back to the base to gather their gear and

prepared to meet us at the Dosewallips trail

head.

We all met at the trail head at 0900 with

the rain coming down in buckets. Here is

where the rubber was to meet the road for

our future third world stock handlers. They

again broke up into small units of four han-

dlers and each unit was assigned a mule or

horse to care for during the next twenty-

four hours. Because this was not a packing

exercise, I packed up all of their six pack

animals, with their assistance, but they led

them on the trail, watered and fed them

(under supervision). In short, they took

care of all of their needs, including check-

ing on them all night long.                                                                          

After considerable instruction, the group was broken up into teams and the team leader

was the safety watch. This put several sets of eyes on each animal and handler.  

April instructing, to the army students,

our two person safer animal lead, with

Gus the mule.

Army students leading our Ms. Kitty

across a log, using two people to 

safely control her every movement. 

Thus, allowing them to always 

stay in a safe location! 

April supervising, as Ms Kitty is being 

led through a wet and gooey bog.
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They hiked in five and a half miles to the

trail head, at the Olympic National Park’s

camp ground. This is a large meadow area,

which was able to absorb the numbers of

Army campers at one time and still leave

space for normal use. By the end of our

time together, I was confident that every

one of the handlers would do the best for

any one of my mules or horses. This has

been one of my finest experiences training

folks to use the back country. These offi-

cers, men and women  are some of the

finest one could ever wish for to represent

our country.   

NOTE: “A project like this takes some

serious planning. Not just because of the

sheer numbers, but because it represents

the desire for such fine members of our

U.S. Army to work outside of the normal

view the world has of our country. The

planning for this has to take into consider-

ation that one is not working on one’s own

time table, but a bigger one being kept by

our student’s employer.” 

The leaders and members of this unit

were very appreciative for all of our efforts

and our understanding of their type of op-

eration. The Olympic National Park was

great to work with! This program was

greatly assisted by the Olympic National

Park Ranger, Mark O’Neal. He assisted us

with help to open the way for the use of the

parks facilities at the Dosewallips camp

ground.  

The value of this project rang true in my

ears when one of the soldiers took me aside

and told me that this was one of two high-

lights of his military career. The first was

jumping out of an airplane and the second

was the time spent with his team’s mule!

Josie’s crew. She has never had so much

love and attention. She was a real suck up

to it! Josie is packing in twenty gallons of

water and two five gallon buckets, for an

additional training demonstration on the

construction of a sand filter, to purify

drinking water.

Getting Army stock handlers and pack

stock lined up and ready to go. 

Stopping for a pack rigging check, 

after going through a rough spot at 

a trail re-route.

Ed Haefliger

Coauthor: “The Mountain Canary Company Packers Guide Book” and 

“The Mountain Canary Company Trail Skills and More”

www.mtcanaryco.com / Email mtcanary@msn.com or call 360-427-4297

Volunteer Packer: Olympic National Park, Olympic National Forest, Washington

State Department of Natural Resources. Member: Back Country Horsemen of 

Washington, Western Washington Long Ears Club
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