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It is 10 o'clock on a Saturday morning and I am in the most unusual place. I am on horseback, 
riding through a trail high on a ridge in the mountains that loom above the YMCA of the Ozarks 
camp. 
 
We are here for the weekend, my husband, mother -in-law and my niece, Jennifer. We are 
visiting relatives, escaping from the big city and enjoying some time with nature — and visiting 
family who live and work on the campgrounds. 
 
A mere 90 minutes outside of St. Louis, the grounds are arranged around a stunning lake. 
Camp is closed for the season, but we have rooms in the Trout Lodge, which thrives with 
visitors year-round. It is Halloween weekend and some families bring their children here to 
take advantage of countless activities and enjoy a little nature before winter sends them 
scurrying indoors. In addition, there are corporate groups, including a group of realtors who 
gather in the lobby each morning to determine which team -building activity will cause the least 
damage to their hairdos. 
 
If there are a million things to do in the naked city, then this camp is a fit rival. Today, Jennifer 
and I chose horseback riding, a two-mile jaunt up into the mountain ridges. The rides begin at 
the Y Ranch, an actual real-life ranch run by actual real-life Cowboys. They work the land and 
the horses and exist in a life mirroring that of their predecessors in the West. Except with 
plumbing and electricity and all that stuff. 
 
But they still have the hardened look of men who have lived without cable. Under hardy 
Cowboy hats, their wise 'n weathered faces sport thick mustaches. Suede coats, chaps over 
their jeans and Cowboy boots worn down to the heels. And spurs! For-real spurs! 
 
One of the Cowboys lines us up and then after giving us the once-over points us in the 
direction of a particular horse. My niece is pointed to a beautiful young horse, sandy yellow, 
name of Junior. 
 
My horse is Ma Bell. She is old and round and, it turns out, lazy as hell. If there has been any 
attempt made to match riders with a particular horse, then I am highly insulted. As if the 
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acrobatics required to get my left foot into the stirrup are not embarrassing enough, my 
weakling upper body strength only gets my chin on the saddle. But it's okay. I can ride like this.
 
The Cowboy in charge of strapping me onto my horse disagrees and next thing you know, I've 
got a Cowboy's hand on my rear pushing me up until I can actually sit in the saddle. He 
tightens the saddle, adjusts my stirrups and pronounces me good to go. I apologize ahead of 
time to my horse. 
 
We aren't far into the trail — perhaps, say, 10 feet — when it becomes apparent that Ma Bell 
and I are going to have a somewhat antagonistic relationship. Odd, because we are very 
similar in spirit. For example, it turns out she would far prefer standing still to walking uphill 
with a heavy weight on her back. Me, too! 
 
Still, we have horses in front of us, horses behind and we all have to do our part. "Give Ma Bell 
a kick!" the Cowboy calls from somewhere behind me. I don't want to kick the horse, but I'm 
assured it doesn't hurt her. I kick her sides and in her own virtually indeterminable way, Ma 
Bell goes a little faster. 
 
By the time we are ascending the steep trail to the top of the mountain ridge, I'm over the 
whole non-kicking thing. Simply put, the horse ain't moving if I ain't kicking. Is my fat horse a 
sadist? Still, I have a certain amount of karmic fear. I know full well that if someone were 
kicking me as I climb a steep hill, at some point, I'd have to kick back. 
 
The riders from the trek before us warned us how chilly it would be in the mountains. 
Fortunately, by the time we reach the ridge, the sun has come out and the warmth from the 
horse (which is how I know she's still alive) helps keep me from freezing. 
 
Occasionally, I look up from my horse to take in the scenery. Woods. Lots and lots of woods. It 
is raw nature up here, acres and acres of opportunity for me to get lost were I alone. The sway 
of the horse beneath me, the crisp morning air and the sight of us all on horseback make me 
feel a little Pa Ingalls. I can imagine, for a moment, how the pioneers made their way through 
this land the first time. What I can't imagine is how they did it without polar fleece. 
 
I hear a noise from behind and I turn around just in time to see Junior start trotting with 
Jennifer on his back. We are beginning our descent and I know the trail is almost over. This 
experience alone has been worth the trip. The cost of a one-hour horseback ride: $12. The 
cost of a hot cup of coffee to warm up afterwards: $1.00. Spending quality time with my niece 
and watching her face contort into sheer terror as her horse attempts a gallop: priceless. 
 
Julia Smillie Carey pens our "Ask Julia" column, which appears on the STLtoday.com 
homepage each Tuesday. 
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