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When I first started the 4-H horse packing project, there was only one issue: I disliked horses. In 
fact, I was scared of them. I could get kicked, stepped on, 
The alternative was to sit at home while the rest of my family went to packing clinics. Except I 

watch the helmet safety video, pick out one to wear, and start learning how to pack.  
 
so far I had unwittingly started to appreciate the skill that went into each highline and the 
technique in every manty I helped with. People from the community were at each clinic to help 
myself and other members in the project understand horse safety, map reading, equine first-aid, 
and more. We put together and weighed loads and practiced trail etiquette. In my project book, I 
progressed from level to level with each new skill I learned.  
 My very first trip was camping at a trailhead in a wall tent with the horses on a highline 

ncluding making sure the 
three horses we had were fed and watered, tied correctly, and feeling happy with the new 

conclusion that they never stopped eating, either.  
 

the family we most often go on trips with had enough pack stock to carry some of our things into 

the outhouse and clean up blow down trees, and throughout the week we went fishing, hunting, 
and surprisingly I enjoyed being with everyone at camp who get head lice that week. That 
was the trip I realized I could probably keep doing this and not be bummed there was no cell 
phone service in the wilderness.  
 Somewhere in between age thirteen and now, I saw more to what I was at first being 

helped get gravel to areas of trail that needed it, repainted a Forest Service cabin, and even got 
cross-cut and chainsaw certified -  all because of joining this 4-H project. There will be many 

personally promote 4-H packing through 4-H events. As a youth member of the Northwest 
Montana Backcountry Horsemen and the 4-
demonstrations at our county fair, participated in annual highway cleanups, and recently, I put 

-H project fair.  



 trips. My horse and I have 
finally bonded and can tolerate each other even in a torrential downpour on the side of a 

weather I get to experience something most people can only imagine. Generation after 
generation of packers, dudes, outfitters, and trail riders have gone down the same paths as me, 
and hopefully people my age can keep that mountain tradition alive and kicking. I did end up 
getting stepped on, nibb
able to take my sweet time mastering horsemanship and having mentors who want me to 

-H backcountry 
horseman is quite an understatement.  



How Trail & Packing Impacted my Life 
 

By Melanie Totten 
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To whom it may concern, 
 
 My name is Richard Owens and I manage Wilderness, Recreation and trails 
program on the Spotted Bear Ranger District. Spotted Bear is the largest Ranger 
District in the lower 48. There are over 1,100 miles of trail on the District which 
includes 850,000 acres of the Bob Marshall Wilderness Complex. We coordinate 
with a lot of volunteers not the least of which is the Backcountry Horsemen. Our 
partnership with the Backcountry Horsemen is our longest and historic 
relationship. In recent years there has been a sharp drop-off in active participation 
from the Horsemen. There are several factors for this drop-off but the biggest one 
is that the average age of membership is getting much older. Here at Spotted Bear 
we maintain the largest stock program in the Forest Service and part of our mission 
has always been to carry on the legacy of stock handling and other traditional skills 
in order to preserve the backcountry lifestyle. The Northwest Montana chapter of 
the Backcountry Horsemen has started a fantastic new program with their 4-H trail 
and packing program. The number of young people participating and receiving the 
training and experience of packing into the Wilderness has been very impressive. 
The District has been reaping the rewards of this group packing themselves in the 
backcountry and working on various projects such as rebuilding corrals. The 4-H 
Trails and packing program has been the most successful program I have seen 
trying to generate interest in traditional skills and I am ever hopeful that the 
program continues to grow.       
 
 
        
         Richard Owens 
         Wilderness and Trails Manager 






