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The morning was bright with the promise of a fast warm-up and a fine early May day in the San Luis 

Valley. So we packed a picnic lunch, loaded the mountain bikes and jumped in the truck to head out to 

the Alder Guard station near South Fork. Just two other vehicles and a horse trailer in the parking lot 

made us feel as if we would have the place to ourselves. The excitement was mounting. A couple of 

“newbies” to the sport of mountain biking, my two daughters had only been riding 3 times before this at 

the awesome Stone Quarry trail system. We lathered up with sunscreen, donned our helmets and 

hydration packs, eased our bikes around the closure gate on the 610 road and we were off. 

I’d like to say we went flying up the hill but that just wasn’t the case. It was slow and required much 

effort including some bike pushing up the steeper parts. Sometimes I forget that mountain biking isn’t 

just “riding a bike.” There are many elements to it that require thought, planning, skill and perhaps a 

little luck. Being a seasoned rider, I tried to coach the family on tips for more efficient climbing, 

especially when the terrain dictates more finesse. 

Hoping we’d get up to the 611 road junction, I pushed the family up. On one of our water breaks (ok, it 

was a rest and we drank water) we watched a couple of deer down in the drainage below us. We think 

that they didn’t think we could see them. We could. They probably didn’t care. I pushed the family up 

higher. We got to the base of yet another long, steep, rocky section of the road and my three partners 

advised me that they’d had enough uphill riding. I’d expected it sooner and was pleased they’d climbed 

this high. 

My daughters had already learned the thrill of a long downhill run, so I gave them one last bit of advice 

on how to stay safe and we all mounted up for a fast-paced downhill run.  I would alternate with flying 

down the road with the girls and holding back to ride with my wife.  As we neared the bottom, I sent the 

girls ahead and rode the last stretch with my wife. As we rounded a curve, we saw two horseback riders 

and slowed with plenty of room to spare as the riders guided their horses swiftly off the road and well 

up the hillside. I waved as we passed slowly by on the road below them. They didn’t wave back. I was 

disappointed. 

And then, the weight of good sportsmanship landed on me as it occurred to me that my daughters had 

passed these horse riders just a minute before. Worse yet, I knew that I hadn’t ever advised them of 

what to do when meeting other trail users. Arriving at the truck, I inquired if they had slowed as they 

passed the horse riders and was advised they hadn’t. More guilt on my part. I explained to them that 

horses may get scared or agitated around bikes and we have a responsibility to be as careful around 

them as possible so that we, the riders, or the horses don’t get hurt. 

I strive to be a courteous and responsible recreational user, so I wrote an apology note that explained 

my oversight and placed it on the windshield of the truck that had the horse trailer in the parking lot. I 

hope that they were the riders we encountered that day. I wanted to do more to correct my oversight, 



so I reached out to the local Trail Wise Back Country Horsemen chapter who eagerly provided me with 

these tips for mountain bikers that meet horse riders on a trail. 

1. Stop at least 30 feet from the horse. 

2. Greet the equestrian and the horse to demonstrate that you are a human and not a predator. 

3. Ask for instruction on how to pass safely. Offer to get off your bike. 

4. Pass slowly and steadily, but only after the equestrian gives you the go-ahead. Sudden 

movements can spook the horse. 

The bottom line is that many people use our Rio Grande National Forest lands in different ways. We 

have an obligation to society to recognize that, just as we enjoy the privilege to conduct our activities on 

that public land, others do as well. And those different activities should never clash. It is easy to take just 

a few seconds to acknowledge other users and ensure their safety as we pass ways. 
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