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RIDERS ON THE FLY

Guest ranchers enjoy thrill of driving horses, herding cattle

BY SUSAN SELIGMAN
For the Journal

he sky looked

ominous. We were at

least an hour’s ride

from the ranch, but
our job was to move stray
cows into an upper pasture.
With one eye on the black
clouds quickly closing in and
the other on the task at hand
we drove the cows up the last
trail and loped back to the
ranch as lightning pierced
the sky.

Ever since Billy Crystal
galloped across the screen
in the movie “City Slickers”
looking for that “one thing”
and rescuing an orphan
calf named Norman, folks
have been heading to guest
ranches across the country.
While many ranches are
geared toward “dudes,”
those more comfortable
in the saddle will find
an unparalleled riding
adventure at the working
Cottonwood Ranch, driving
horses and cattle in remote
northeastern Nevada.

Ilove moving cattle;
the lull of mooing, the
scampering of calves behind
their mamas, the rustling of
willows as the animals move
through a creek. But driving
horses is another matter.
Cows tend to lumber along;
horses can move. Driving
horses is 10 times the pace
and 10 times the thrill. Cows
are pushed from behind;
horses need to be kept from
stampeding.

Our first morning of
moving horses was a rider’s
dream. Riding here is always
with a purpose, and today’s
task was to gather horses
from high-country pastures
and drive them home to
the corrals. Cottonwood
Ranch has 1,200 private
acres adjoining 38,000
acres of Bureau of Land
Management and Forest
Service land, so there’s a lot
of ground to cover. Although
the landscape looks harsh
from a distance, wildflowers
punctuate the ground with
an explosion of color. The
smell of sage and wild onions
permeates the air.

As we crested the high
terrain, the vista below
revealed a stunning sight:
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Riders move out on the fast 26-mile horse drive from the ranch to grazing pastures. Once the
horses are driven onto open land, riders move in front, back and sides of the herd to keep it
from stampeding. Only a few ranches in the United States offer the opportunity to drive horses.

Riders head down the steep Jarbridge Mountains in the Hum-
boldt Wilderness on an all-day “sweep” to find stray cows,
moving them through streams and brush to lower pastures.

Nearly a hundred horses,
the sun reflecting off their
shining coats, grazed in the
pristine pasture beside a
winding creek that sliced the
endless valley.

We spread out. Eight
guests and four wranglers
positioned themselves
to bring the herd home.

As the horses sensed us,
their heads jerked up from
grazing. They started to run.

Iloped through the brush

in pursuit, but soon found
myself separated from the
rest of the riders, with no
horses in sight. I slowed to

a walk and hidden in the
brush by the side of the creek
were a half dozen mares,
foals in tow. They took off
the moment they saw me. I
urged my horse forward to
an adrenalin-pumping clip ...
racing through creeks, water

splashing, horse hooves
flying, ducking low branches
until we arrived with the rest
of the herd and the riders to
move them several miles to
the ranch.

Ranch lore

To say the Cottonwood
Ranch is remote is an
understatement. “When
the wagon trains traveled
through this area, they kept
going,” laughs Kim Smith,
one of five generations that
remain stewards of this
special land.

“It’s a 2%-hour drive up and
back to Twin Falls, Idaho,
just to get provisions.”

The area’s contemporary
history started with the
O’Neils in 1884, a family with
a reputation for robbery,
rustling and even murder.
Horace Agee bought the land
in 1935. Several generations
of his family have worked
Cottonwood since, among
them Agee’s grandson,
Horace Smith, now 80, and
his wife, Irene, who still
work and live on the ranch.

Since 1995 Cottonwood
Ranch has been under the
leadership of their son,

Agee Smith, and his sister,

If you go

Cottonwood Ranch,
Wells, Nev.

cottonwoodguestranch.
com

Daily nonstop flights to
Salt Lake City. Rent a car
for the four-plus-hour drive
to Wells. From Wells it's
37 miles of unpaved roads
to the ranch.

Kim, a vice principal of

a Nevada school district,
who previously taught

at the nearby one-room
schoolhouse until there
weren’t enough students to
need a full-time teacher.

“Family ranches like ours
are becoming extinct. Large
corporations are buying and
families are selling,” says
Kim.

The Smiths raise grass-
fed organic beef. They are
dedicated to holistic land
management in a team
effort between their ranch
and numerous state and
federal local agencies. Each
cow is worth about $1,000
at market. Keeping track of
them is essential. One day
we trailered horses up into
the Humboldt Wilderness.
Starting at nearly 10,000
feet, we began a six-hour
downward “cow sweep” to
the ranch.

Maneuvering our mounts
down incredibly steep
terrain, we found a dozen
bovine grazing in an
impossibly rough area. It
was quite a chore to bring
them down the mountain and
back to the larger herd. We
had profound respect for our
steady horses.

Horse drives at Cottonwood
usually include camping,
but very wet ground and
mosquitoes kept us at the
lodge. (This was our vacation
after all!) Rather than a
two-day slower drive, we
compressed one day into
a very fast 26-mile horse
drive, an experience we’ll
never forget, during an
unforgettable week at the
Cottonwood Ranch.





