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 The old pickup bumped along the ranch road with Jamie and her grandfather 
snug inside. She leaned against the old man’s frayed, dusty jacket, riding between him 
and his dog Penny. The sun splashed warm waves of color over the wide, clear sky.   
But the air was frosty and crisp, and a white blanket of snow covered the ground as far 
as she could see. “Won’t be long before we lose the sun over that far ridge, Jamie,” the 
old man said.  “The wild ones will be looking for their dinner.” 
 
 Earlier Jamie and Marcus, her cousin, had loaded two heavy bales of hay into the 
truck from the barn.  These would help the wild herd during the snowy winter months.  
They would paw and scratch the snow and ice searching, but food was hard to find.  
This was wild horse country, and Grandfather had taken care of them all his life, as his 
father did before him.  “There’s room in this world for all of us,” he’d say.  Other 
ranchers hated the wild horse herds for stealing their mares and competing with their 
cattle and flocks of sheep on the grassy prairie.  They’d get rid of them if they could.  
She always wondered what made Grandfather feel differently.  He was a rancher just 
like the rest of them.  The neighbors loved him, but they all thought he was a bit loco for 
feeding those critters. 
 
 The truck rattled up the bumpy road, climbed a gentle rise to a flat spot near the 
western fence line, then rolled to a stop.  Getting the bales out of the truck was much 
easier than heaving them in!  They clipped and removed the baling wire holding them 
together, and took a look around.  Jamie thought wild horse country was the most 
beautiful place in the world.  Anyone could feel the stir of wildness in their heart out 
here.  The mountains were craggy and steep, with peaks shooting high up into the wide 
clear sky.  Rivers crashed down out of the high places with a the roar of falling water, 
raising a mist at the bottom.  Just gazing out at the rolling plains below made her want 
to run and run for miles.  She closed her eyes for a minute, and Grandpa saw the smile 
on her face as she imagined herself a mustang running free with its herd, snow flying 
all around, across the unfenced field before her.  He understood, and a little smile 
creased his worn and whiskery face, too. 
 
 Back home they crunched through the snow to the house, and left their boots on 
the porch near the door.  The house was toasty warm from the woodstove fire, and 
Jamie’s mom and grandmother were busy in the kitchen with dinner.  Marcus and her 
Dad came in a few minutes later from the barn where they’d put up the ranch animals 
for the night.  There were horses out there, too, for her to ride in the morning.  She 
loved it here.  But, she didn’t live here.  Her family was visiting her Dad’s folks for the 
Christmas holiday.  Their home was in the city, on a block with lots of other houses just 
like it.  Jamie rode her bike to school and had lots of friends.  Just the same, she longed 
for the two vacations each year that she would spend on the ranch.  In some ways, she 
felt more at home in the country – happy and free. 
 
 Tonight was Christmas Eve, and after a big homecooked meal, they all settled in 
the big front room by the fireplace.  The room smelled of pine, and hot apple cider with 



cinnamon, and puffs of smoke from Grandpa’s pipe.  As the others chatted and shared 
about their days, Jamie found a seat on a cushion near her grandfather’s chair.  She 
asked the question that had been on her mind earlier in the day, “Grandpa, why do you 
protect the wild horses when all the other ranchers around here want to drive them 
away?” 
 
 She heard the old clock ticking for a while, as he took his time thinking about 
how to answer this question.  She knew it wouldn’t be a quick and easy explanation.  
With Grandpa, it rarely was!  After a bit, she heard him say, “Jamie my girl, let me tell 
you a little story about them beasts.” 
 
 “Time was, that my grandfather first put up the fences around here and started 
to raising sheep.  Before that, there was only wild things living here, and lots of them!  
Wolves, horses, bears, cougars, coyotes, all kinds of furred, feathered and slippery 
beasts called this place their home.  We claimed their territory, and put out these little 
picnic lunches, called sheep, in their pasturelands.  Many of these wild critters were 
right grateful to us, and commenced to dining.  Well, as you know, this was the start of 
outright war.  But, the horses, well as my grandpa tells it, they never did him or his 
flocks any harm.  In fact, they were fighting some of the same enemies to save their own 
lives. 
 
 “The story he told me, when I was about your age, was about a special little wild 
colt that was part of a herd that come down from the high pastures every winter to feed 
on the hay he put out for them.  Now, this particular herd was a small one, and there 
was only one little colt that year.  These little fellers are downright playful, and he was 
awfully lonesome for a playmate his size.  He was a beauty, a sorrel red with a 
handsome blaze of white on his face. 
 
 “In the summers, the herd would stay high up in the mountains, eating the sweet 
grasses and wildflowers that can only be found way up in the meadows far above our 
hills.  Once the snow starts covering everything, their food gets mighty scarce, and they 
start coming down to the lower pastures looking for grasses in the flats.  This is 
dangerous for them.  There are many more predators down here.  Especially now that 
the sheep are here to attract them.  Their numbers have been declining.  So, your old 
Great Grandpa started putting out hay for them – at dusk, so they could slip in just 
before dark to eat.  Of course, our ranch horses would be put up in the barn at that time, 
so they never met each other. 
 
 “A little filly was born that December on the ranch.  She was a pretty smoky 
gray, with dark brushstrokes on her fine strong legs and rump.  As spring approached, 
and the snow was just starting to melt, he decided to let the ranch horses out to pasture 
a bit, so Smokey could romp and play.  He was still feeding the wild ones, and one day 
their paths did cross.  They felt safe around the ranch, and although they didn’t come 
near during the daylight, they could often be found not too far away, having a drink by 
the stream.  One day, the little wild colt spotted Smokey, and they had a great time 
romping and playing, running and racing along the fence line that separated them.  We 
could see them through the ranchhouse window, and called them Smoke and Fire.  
They were a sight, believe me!  Of course, the other wild horses stayed at a distance.  
But, this was too much fun for the little colt to resist! 



 
 “Finally, it was time for the wild herd to move back up the mountain to the 
higher meadow.  The poor little guy was in a terrible dilemma.  His instincts were 
pulling him away.  But, his love for the little filly made him not want to leave her.  
Grandpa should’ve kept that little mare penned up tight, but he always preferred to let 
nature take its course whenever he could.  He trusted the wisdom of wild things. 
 
 “Well, sure enough, one morning he saw that colt leap the fence.  Maybe he was 
thinking about staying at the ranch?  Nope. Next thing, they both take off over the 
fence, and Smokey goes off with the wild herd for the summer in the high country.  He 
says a little prayer for her, and wishes her the best.  Just like a papa at his daughter’s 
weddin’! 
 
 “Those two did some growin’ and they turned into a couple of real beautiful 
animals, I can tell you.  Grandpa couldn’t wait ‘til the herd returned every year so’s he 
could see how they’d come to look.  Well, that November, the snows started coming on 
real heavy.  He started putting out the hay at dusk, just like he always had done.  And, 
sure enough, he saw the next morning that they’d been there.  But, there was no sign of 
the horses during the daylight when he could get a look at them.  He started gettin’ a bit 
worried about his “babies.” 
 
 “Well, December came and went, and he kept on puttin’ out the hay.  Two more 
years went by, just the same, and he believed he had lost Smokie to the wild herd. Then, 
one year, by April the snow started to melt, and it warmed up just a bit.  He was 
heading out to the barn one morning, rubbing his hands together to keep warm, when 
he saw something coming over the rise.  They were an amazing sight, those two.  All 
grown up, and looking right snappy in their winter coats, like thick velvet.  He could 
see right away his mare was expecting a foal sometime soon.  She was coming home to 
have her baby, and he was following right along.  Well, let’s say he was a bit hesitant, 
but wasn’t going to let her get away from him.  They walked right up to him at the gate 
he’d opened for them, snorting clouds of steamy breath in the cold morning air.  He 
welcomed her first with a big hug, and a handful of oats.  The stallion, for that’s what 
he was now, wasn’t so sure about this whole idea and pranced around a bit before 
accepting the oats.  Forget about the hug!  But, he followed Smokey into the corral for a 
bigger bucket of the crunchy grains.  He would never be captive here, but a guest for as 
long as he wanted to stay.  That fence would never be able to hold him if he got a 
hankerin’ to take off again.   He stayed on to rule the roost around the ranch for a good 
many years, so he was happy here.   
 

“The foal was born at Eastertime, a little dapple filly we came to call Cinder.  
Now, her baby is Little Feather.” 

 
“Little Feather!” squealed Jamie.  “She’s my favorite, Grandpa!” 
 
“I’m not surprised, Jamie.  I saw the look on your face out there on the flats.  I 

think you’ve got the wildness in your heart, just like Grandpa did.” 
 
Jamie smiled at her Grandpa, and he smiled back and gave her a hug.  She felt 

that they both knew a wonderful secret knowledge.  Just like the wild horses. 


