Equine

Grace
Taking the reins is easy with
good instruction, guidance
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hen I was asked to write about horseback
riding from a saddle perspective, it seemed like a
good idea. But now, standing at Dan Patch Stables on
the grounds of Grand Geneva Resort, I find myself
wishing I hadn’t taken this assignment.
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I’m not very knowledgeable around horses. I can’t
whisper to them and have them promptly do the
next thing right. I am having serious second thoughts
about riding off into the sunset … even if it is only
10 in the morning.
Accepting this gig, I seem to have forgotten one tiny
detail: I’m afraid of horses. My late mother raised my
brother and me to be very afraid of these magnificent creatures. When she was 14, she rode a friend’s
horse one day; it was her first and only ride. Right
after she mounted, the horse reared up. Inexperienced, she pulled so hard on the reins that the horse
fell over on her. The horse promptly shook it off. My
mother, however, was hospitalized for over a month
with several broken bones. Her back never was the
same, and her fear of horses was deeply embedded
into her children’s DNA. I can count on one hand
the times I’ve been in the saddle, and that includes
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those pitiful circular pony chain-gang rides in supermarket parking lots.
While waiting for Rocky, a 12-year-old quarter horse,
to be brought to me, I am trying to remember the last
time I rode. After racking my brain for a few minutes,
I realize it was over a decade ago in California’s Central Valley when I thought a horseback ride around my
friend Becky’s pasture was the perfect way to end a
wine-fueled evening.
Fortunately, Becky hadn’t been drinking and what I call
a “ride” was really a slightly larger version of the parking
lot pony experience. Percy, a quarter horse still living the
California dream, was saddled up just for me. But my
so-called ride was probably no more than 10 minutes,
including the considerable time it took me to get in the
saddle. Not once did Becky let go of Percy’s lead rope as
we walked the perimeter of the orchard-framed pasture.

Before I realize
it, I am back
in the saddle
again and no
one is holding
the lead rope.
The reins are
in my hands.

So, I’m not a horse expert, but I do love them just the
same. I love how they watch over us from their fencedin corners of the world, protecting and comforting us
with their mere existence, even when our only contact
is of the drive-by variety.
Here at Dan Patch, named for a world champion harness racer, my heart is pounding. Why am I doing this?
Maybe I can just walk along the other riders and take
notes. Then, before I can announce my plan, a man
so tan his skin is practically leather shows me how to
position my foot in the stirrup. Before I realize it, I am
back in the saddle again and no one is holding the lead
rope. The reins are in my hands.

Giddy up

There are 12 of us on this ride, and we are a mix of
ages and experience. As we leave the stable and begin
riding single-file through an open meadow, I quickly

realize that Rocky is wrongly named. He is not a fighter,
he’s a lover. Rocky seems to know I’m inexperienced
and scared and other than stopping frequently to snack
on wildflowers and prairie grass — a horse’s potato
chips, if you will — he does exactly what he is supposed to do. All I have to do, really, is steer when he
goes back for fourths and sevenths of bluestem and
marsh blazing star.
And by steer, I mean move his reins in the direction
I want him to go. If I want him to go right, I pull up
a little toward the right. If I want him to go left, I do
the reverse. If I want him to stop, I pull back and say
“whoa.” But quite honestly, I don’t really have to do
much at all but enjoy Rocky and our surroundings.
That’s the thing about riding a horse through the
southern Wisconsin countryside; you get to see things
you wouldn’t otherwise. You get to literally insert
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Clearly, she’s been here before. But I suspect she has eyes for Lucky
because he is, as she pointed out, in front. Hopefully, she’ll be more
discriminating when it’s time to select a mate. As I say goodbye to
Rocky, I am grateful that I didn’t chicken out. While I’m a little sad
to leave Dan Patch, another stable is calling my name.

Trot this way
yourself into the environment and absorb it. You can’t get this
on a Sunday drive. Sure, you could hike or bike, but that takes a
little more effort and doesn’t allow you to form a partnership with
another species. For 45 minutes, I am not just in nature, but a
part of nature. On Rocky, my senses are heightened and my gratitude growing.
We ride past amber waves of grain, into wooded forests of towering
oaks, through open meadows and just when I realize I don’t want
the ride to end, we are looping our way back to the stable. As we
file in, a gaggle of Girl Scouts is eyeing us from behind a split-rail
fence. Well, not us riders, but the horses we are on; they are the
real eye candy here. As we wait to be assisted with our dismounts,
their chatter grows louder.
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“I really want that brown one in the front,” says a girl in a white
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lace tanktop with a pink heart embroidered on it. “I want Lucky.
He’s the best horse.”
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A week later, I’m at Fantasy Hills Ranch and not the least bit nervous. My ride here was supposed to come the day after my Dan
Patch baptism, but as I am a fair-weather rider, I waited a week for
a break in the rain.
I’m glad I did as the day is gorgeous. The sky is a perfect shade
of blue, the clouds are few, and Willie Nelson tunes greet us
in the stable office. When I am introduced to Bob, a 10-yearold white Appaloosa whose tail is flecked with silver and gold,
Willie is singing “Good Morning, America” and I am having
one of those perfect life moments that usually only happen in
movies. If this story teaches you just one thing, let it be this:
Willie should be singing to you when you’re on a horse. Really,
it should be a law.
Like Dan Patch, our ride at Fantasy Hills is just under an hour and
covers farm fields, woods and open meadows. Here at Fantasy
Hills, I feel confident enough to try to trot when we’re offered the
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chance to do so midway through our ride.
Horses have four gaits — walk, trot, canter and gallop — and each increases in
speed. We are told that if we don’t want to
trot, we don’t have to and we can split off
with another trail guide. I choose to trot;
but one trot-trial is enough. It felt a little
unnerving, as though as I had shot straight
from walk to gallop. When we’re offered
a second chance at trotting, I politely
decline. I don’t want to push my perfect
moment too far.

H. Krueger & Associates
Interior Designers Incorporated
7600 Terrace Ave., Middleton, WI

But I am not the only one having a perfect
moment; up ahead, nine-year-old Cameron Klug is having the time of his life and
trotting like there’s no tomorrow. He’s at
Fantasy Hills today because he’s visiting his
grandma, Collette Hintz of Elkhorn, who
is riding behind me. Cameron lives in Virginia, where his dad, Jason, is stationed in
the Air Force. His mother, Becky, says they
are horseback riding today because it was
on Cameron’s bucket list. Yes, some nineyear-olds have bucket lists.
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Cameron is on his second trot, and he
looks like he was born to do this even
though this is his first ride ever. He is the
second in our line of riders and other than
a marked difference in height, it is hard to
tell the difference between him and our
lead trail guide. I am watching him from
the other side of a meadow and while I
can’t quite make out his face to see if he’s
smiling, I can feel his happiness on the
breeze. He is sitting straight in the saddle, his body perfectly in tune with the
horse’s rhythm. Watching him trot is like
watching a dance. He and his horse are
perfect partners. But they are more than
a dance. They are grace, two living beings
acting as one, the prairie grass bowing in
their wake.
When we return to the stables, I ask him
what it was like to ride a horse, to trot not
once but twice under the blue Wisconsin sky.
“It felt like going in a twister because I just
started getting dizzy,” he says. “But then I
wasn’t dizzy anymore, and it was good. It
was really, really good. I want to do it again.”
Me, too, Cameron. Me, too.

If You Go

Even if you don’t have a horse, local saddle
opportunities await at Dan Patch Stables
and Fantasy Hills Ranch. Led by experienced guides, both stables take riders of all
abilities and are open year-round, except
for Christmas, and offer pony rides for
small children, petting zoos, carriage and
sleigh rides and can accommodate large
groups. Riders must be at least seven years
old. Individual instruction is also available.
Trail rides at Fantasy Hills Ranch are $32
per person, last 50 minutes and start at
9 a.m. The last ride of the day depends
on weather conditions. Reservations are
encouraged. Tucked between farm fields,
Fantasy Hills covers 70 acres of rolling and
wooded trails and a vast open meadow
where riders with proven abilities can, with
guide permission, trot, canter and gallop.
In addition to on-site trail rides, Fantasy
Hills conducts all-day and half-day rides
through the Kettle Moraine. The full-day
Kettle ride is not for inexperienced riders.
Beginners are welcome on the half-day ride.
Call for Kettle pricing.
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Located at the entrance of Grand Geneva
Resort, Dan Patch Stables offers 45-minute
trail rides for $30 per person. The first ride
of the day starts at 9 a.m.; the last ride of
the day departs at 5 p.m. Reservations are
encouraged. Haunted hayrides and a corn
maze are popular in the fall. Special packages can be arranged for guests staying at
Grand Geneva.
Helmets are mandatory for child riders at
both stables and optional for adult riders.
However, nearly every major equestrian
group recommends helmets for all riders
to help prevent disabling or fatal head injuries. Helmets are provided at no additional
cost by both stables.
Dan Patch Stables
At the entrance of Grand Geneva
Resort off Highway 50
7036 Grand Geneva Way,
Lake Geneva, WI
262-215-5303
danpatchstables.com

tall sheepskin cuff

Fantasy Hills Ranch
4978 Town Hall Road, Delavan, WI
262-728-1773
fantasyhillsranch.com
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