
To go on the Chief Joseph 
Ride, participants must ride 
horses registered with the 
Appaloosa Horse Club. Many 
riders rent or borrow  
Appaloosas from friends.
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A Ride 
to Honor  
Forever

 The Appaloosa Horse Club 
celebrates 50 years of the 

Chief Joseph Trail Ride to honor 
the ride’s namesake, the Nez Perce 

people and the Appaloosa horse.
Story and photography by RYAN T. BELL
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That was the effect in July when the Chief 
Joseph Trail Ride passed through Belfry, 
Montana—population 219. Drivers braked, 
fumbling for their smart phones to take 
photos. A gas station attendant left the cash 
register to rush outside, and patrons of the 
Belfry Bar quickly vacated their barstools. 
And, seated on the curb, a pod of children 
judged which Appaloosa was the prettiest.

The Chief Joseph Ride started in 1964 
when members of the Appaloosa Horse 
Club (ApHC) decided to honor the 
developers of the Appaloosa breed, the Nez 
Perce, by following the route Chief Joseph’s 
people took on their attempted march to 
freedom in 1877. Dubbed the Nez Perce 
National Historic Trail, the route is a 
1,170-mile network of farm roads, back-
country single-track and two-lane highways 
that meander through parts of Oregon, 
Idaho, Montana and Wyoming. The Nez 
Perce completed the journey in three 
months, but then again, they had some 
1,000 U.S. Army soldiers on their tail. The 
ApHC takes a more laid-back approach, 
dividing the trail into 13 segments, ridden 
sequentially from one year to the next. They 
complete the trail every 13th year, when the 
ride reaches the Bear Paw Mountains of 
northern Montana, where Chief Joseph was 
forced to surrender. From there, the ApHC 

starts the ride over again, in the Wallowa 
Valley of northeastern Oregon, ancestral 
home of the Nez Perce. 

Now in its 50th year, the Chief Joseph 
Ride is close to completing its fourth 
revolution. Participants are dedicated to 
keeping the tradition alive. To foster that 
support, the ApHC awards riders a plaque 
when they complete a 13-ride circuit, and a 
belt buckle for completing 26 rides. Two 
participants, Anne and Jim Michel, have 
attended all 50 rides. In honor of the 
accomplishment, the club gave the Michels 
a print of Nez Perce Women by Susan 
Hartenhoff. ApHC commissioned the 
painting in honor of the Chief Joseph Ride.

People participate in the ride for a 
variety of reasons.

“I love history and so I joined the ride to 
learn more about the flight of the Nez 
Perce,” says Lori Richards, an ApHC board 
member.

But history alone is not what has brought 
her and husband Doug Richards back for 
four years.

 “On the night of our first ride, we pulled 
into camp and saw everybody hugging each 
other,” she recalls. “I thought, ‘Where am I?’ 
People warned us that by the end of the 
week we’d feel like family, too. And they 
were right.”

An Appaloosa 
horseman  
riding down 
Main Street will 
catch people’s 
attention, but 
125 of them  
will cause  
traffic jams  
and bring  
commerce to  
a halt.
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The Chief Joseph Ride attracts 
participants from a variety of cultural 
backgrounds: Nez Perce, Sioux, Hispanic, 
Anglo, even international equestrians 
from as far away as Norway. An outsider 
might find it odd to picture Nez Perce 
riding alongside descendants of the 
people who persecuted their ancestors. 
But the ride’s multiculturalism has 
created a healing process for people of all 
backgrounds.

“It makes me feel good that people 
come to learn about the Nez Perce 
people,” says Olivia Carter-Herrera, a 

young Nez Perce woman. “I think we all 
should remember what Chief Joseph and 
his people went through.” 

Rosa Yearout, president of the Nez 
Perce Appaloosa Horse Club, agrees.

“We are not gathering to place blame, 
cause guilt or hard feelings,” says Yearout. 
“We gather to foster healing and to honor 
the memory of those who have gone 
before us but who still live with us in our 
memories.”

The Nez Perce Trail crosses a variety of 
terrain and passes through a host of 
different climates. Each of the 13 
segments has its own personality that, 
when paired with the historical events 
Chief Joseph’s people experienced in 
specific locations, makes some years 
more popular than others.

Despite the 50th anniversary, the 
attendance mark of 125 riders was down 
from the previous year’s 150 riders. In 
fairness, it was hard to compete with the 
2013 ride, which passed through what 
many consider is the most challenging 
and scenic portion of the entire journey. 

That ride climbed through the Beartooth 
Mountains, on the eastern flank of 
Yellowstone National Park, and culmi-
nated with a descent through the steep 
and narrow Clarks Fork Canyon, an 
awe-inspiring fissure in the mountains 
that is a testament that when water 
meets rock, water wins.

Last year’s ride also had the allure of 
coinciding with a dramatic moment in 
the history of Chief Joseph’s march. U.S. 
Army General Oliver Howard and his 
force of 600 men (200 cavalry, 300 
infantry, 50 scouts and 50 volunteers) 
were closing in from behind. Chief 
Joseph’s scouts reported that another 360 
troops, led by General Samuel Sturgis, 
were circling around the mountains to 
trap Chief Joseph’s people when they 
emerged from the Beartooth Mountains.

One of his war chiefs, a Nez Perce man 
nicknamed Poker Joe for his proclivity to 
gamble, had a brilliant plan. He sent a 
band of warriors to ride south toward the 
Shoshone River, creating a dust cloud 
that tricked General Sturgis into thinking 

LEFT: Cutouts of Nez Perce warriors greet 
visitors at a roadside historical marker in 
Wyoming. The 1,170-mile Nez Perce National 
Historic Trail was designated by Congress in 
1986, but the Chief Joseph Ride has been 
following the 1,170-mile route since 1964.

BELOW: Art Lovell rides at the head of the 
Chief Joseph Ride, leading the column of 125 
riders across a section of ground he and wife 
Rita Lovell had scouted ahead of time in 
preparation for the ride.
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that was the direction the Nez Perce were heading. Mean-
while, Chief Joseph led the women, children and elderly 
down Clarks Fork Canyon. The tactic worked, and the 
Nez Perce emerged from the mouth of the canyon with a 
50-mile cushion between them and the U.S. Army.

That’s where this year’s ride picked up, and the 11th 
segment of the Chief Joseph Ride was no slouch for 
scenery or exciting trail riding. The ride struck out across 
private ranches, over rolling foothills covered in 
sagebrush. The region was respectably remote, denoted 
by a fence line with a sign next to a cowboy gate that read 
“State Line, Wyoming-Montana.” Over the next five days, 
the ride passed through what is today a thriving 
agricultural community. The Clarks Fork of the Yellow-
stone River winds through a broad grassland valley, with 
the Beartooth Mountains looming in the west, and 
red-hued rimrock in the east.

For all the festivities of the Chief Joseph Ride, the 
experience of the Nez Perce people is rarely far from 
mind. During orientation on the first night, Ron Fowler, 
the ride’s chief scout, suggested that whatever discomfort 
riders might experience on the trail, whether a rain 
deluge or choking dust, it would be nothing compared to 
what the Nez Perce endured. The roughly 800 tribal 
members who set out from Oregon had shrunk to 400 
people by time they reached the Clarks Fork Valley in 
September of 1877. Many had been killed in battle, 
including women and children. Some elderly and 
wounded had to be left along the trail. Their Appaloosa 
herd, too, had dwindled. Of their initial herd of 2,000 
horses, nearly 500 were killed in battle, died of exhaus-
tion, or were left behind, wounded.

A look at different moments in history brings many 
interesting facts to light. For example, the Nez Perce’s 
march down the Clarks Fork Valley is rife with historic 
irony. The river was named for William Clark, who passed 
through during the Lewis and Clark Expedition’s return 
trip east in 1806. One year earlier, the Corps of Discovery 
had encountered the Nez Perce during the outbound 
journey west. At that time, unbeknownst to the explorers, 
a tribal council had given serious thought to killing the 
intruders. Instead, they voted to show them friendship. 
Had the Nez Perce attacked, as many braves insisted, 
Clark would not have survived to discover and name 
after himself the Clarks Fork of the Yellowstone River. The 

TOP: Each morning, riders wake up at 5 a.m. to a recorded 
version of Reveille. They have until 8 a.m. to feed and 
water their horses, eat breakfast, pack sack lunches, saddle 
and mount up.

MIDDLE: Cyra Cunningham, Tyra Greene and Kalela Reuben 
are members of the Nez Perce Appaloosa Horse Club in 
Lapwai, Idaho. Organizers of the ride do fundraisers in 
order to provide scholarships for Nez Perce youth.

BOTTOM: After a day in the saddle, riders enjoy a nightlife 
made possible by a portable dance floor, speakers and 
party lights. A volunteer D.J. mixes dance tunes from club 
to country music, sings karaoke, and calls for the 
occasional “broom” dance, which mixes partners around 
so that nobody is a stranger for long.
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historical outcome of the American West 
would have been very different. 

Events as they were, the Corps of 
Discovery made it safely back to the East. 
And in the published account of 
Meriwether Lewis’s journal, readers 
learned for the first time about a strange 
breed of horse with dots all over it.

“Their horses appear to be of an 
excellent race; they are lofty, eligantly 
[sic] formed, active and durable,” Lewis 
wrote. “...some of these horses are pided 
[sic] with large spots and white irregu-
larly scattered and intermixed...” 

Modern riders bring their own horses, 
but once they reach camp, ApHC handles 
the logistics. It’s an impressive undertak-
ing because 125 horses require a lot of 
hay, and their riders can put away a heap 
of pancakes.

To pull off the event, ApHC has a 
55-person support staff that is divided 
into a camp and trail crew.

One look at the encampment, and it’s 
hard to believe that it will be taken down 
and put back up every day of the 
progressive ride. There are dozens of RVs 
and horse trailers parked around a camp 

kitchen, with a picket line running the 
length of camp. In the morning, before 
the last rider heads out, the camp crew 
has already sprung to action, folding up 
tables, taking down awnings, packing up 
the kitchen, hoisting port-a-potties onto 
flatbed trailers, and hauling water tanks 
and hay bales. They work with a speed 
and synchronicity that comes when each 
person knows his or her job by heart.

Undoubtedly, their strangest task is 
setting up and taking down the social 
centerpiece of the ride: a 40-foot square 
wooden dance floor, complete with 
speaker stands and multi-colored party 
lights. In the 1980s, ApHC had the idea of 
building a portable dance floor to use for 
evening entertainment. Some of the 
more traditional ride participants frown 
on the dancing. But there’s no denying 
that it creates a jovial atmosphere that 
fulfills the young-at-heart.

Out on the trail, a team of “scouts” 
works to keep the riders and horses safe. 
With 125 horsemen riding 20 miles a day, 
calamities are inevitable. ApHC pays a 
farrier, a physician and a veterinarian to 
join the ride. The rest are volunteers who 

have risen through the ranks to the 
prestigious position of scout. Candidates 
must have ridden on five Chief Joseph 
Rides to qualify, and they spend their first 
year as apprentices, getting gates and 
relaying messages. Once they become 
veterans, scouts take assigned positions 
through the rider column, keeping an eye 
on their charges, guiding the route, and 
keeping up the pace on drag.

In the months leading up to the Chief 
Joseph Ride, the route is planned ahead 
of time by ApHC. Some years, they need 
only to secure permits from public land 
agencies, such as the Forest Service or 
the National Park Service. However, the 
Clarks Fork Valley segment almost 
entirely crossed private land, requiring 
outreach with local ranchers. Fortu-
nately, ApHC had two local ambassadors 
in the form of Art and Rita Lovell, veteran 
Chief Joseph riders who moved to the 
area after falling in love with it on the 
1988 ride. They negotiated with area 
landowners for access, then rode the trail 
ahead of time to scout the location of 
gates and to time how long a day’s ride 
would last.
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Most landowners welcome the Chief 
Joseph Ride, so long as participants are 
considerate of picking up garbage and 
not accidentally setting grassfires. Some 
ranchers even watch the calendar, 
expecting the group’s arrival every 13th 

year. Such relationships have been 
crucial to ensuring the ride’s longevity.

The Nez Perce’s attempted flight to 
freedom is a somber event in American 
history. The U.S. Army caught the tribe 
just 40 miles short of the Canadian 

border. While some Nez Perce broke 
through the Army’s lines and made it 
across, obtaining political asylum, 
others did not. Chief Joseph stayed 
behind with them. Announcing his 
surrender, Chief Joseph reportedly 
spoke these somber words:

“I am tired;  
my heart is sick and sad.  

From where the sun now stands  
I will fight no more forever.”

History’s wrongs cannot be undone. 
But the Chief Joseph Trail Ride accom-
plishes the next best thing—atonement. 
For 50 years, descendants from both 
sides of the conflict have come together 
to ride in celebration and remembrance 
of the same trails once traveled in 
sorrow. And those eye-catching 
Appaloosa horses have been witness to 
all of it.

Contributing editor RYAN T. BELL writes the 
Backcountry column. Visit his website at 
ryantbell.com. Send comments on this story 
to edit@westernhorseman.com.

The ride brings together people from a variety of backgrounds. This year’s ride included 
participants from 15 states and one Canadian province. Many young people have grown up 
attending the ride like a summer camp. They’ve made friendships across diverse ethnic and 
regional backgrounds.


