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      There are many ways to experience nature, but my 
personal favorite is with my horse, Jester, during our 
trail rides. Our trail ride process is always a several 
hour endeavor - there is no such thing as a hurried ride 
in our dictionary. From early morning to late evening, 
during any season where the ground is dry enough to 
off-road, we have gone on rides together throughout 
the nearly 300 acres in the Oregon country we call 
home. The treks are great workouts for both of us - situ-
ated on the side of a mountain, the only level ground is 
manmade.

      Oregon is located in the Pacific Northwest and is 
high in biodiversity, meaning any excursion into nature 
will allow you to view a wide variety of plants and ani-



mals. In the 10 years I have been riding here, 
much has changed. Now, many more invasive 
species encroach into our trail rides. When the 
property was bought, back in the early 2000s, it 
had been previously used as timberland like 
most of the surrounding country, although it has 
not been logged in over 20 years.With the ab-
sence of logging, some invasive species, like 
scotch broom, hand only recently taken hold on 
the land in the areas that had seen the heaviest 

logging. Over a third of Oregon’s 63 million 
acres of land is used for timber production, and 
with this industry many different nonnative spe-
cies have managed to invade the countryside. 
Due to the creation of logging roads and the 
large utilization of heavy equipment, the ground 
easily becomes disturbed and allows invasive 
species and weeds to grow with little resistance. 
Invasive species usually appear in an area that 
has recently been disturbed since they can then 
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Top: Early morning 
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the beginning of the 
galloping hill comes 
into view.



outcompete the native vegetation, and once they are there, it takes a 
lot of work to get rid of them. These invasive species cover almost 
the entire property, but around the barn where Jester lives we have 
managed to keep most of the invasive species at bay through graz-
ing and diligent pasture management. It is a time-consuming proc-
ess, but one that could benefit the trails when we go on rides.

      When Jester and I set out for a ride we are usually accompanied 
by my friend riding her horse, Ami. The two horses are similar in 
age, but nearly complete opposites. Jester is an average-sized 
thoroughbred-quarter horse cross whose chestnut coat alternates 
between orange and red while Ami is a dainty, jet-black Arabian. 
Jester is slow and steady, Ami is fast and flighty. It is like comparing 
a basset hound to a border collie, minus the large ears and droopy 
eyes. Because of their differences, and therefore their tendency to 
spook at completely different things, my friend and I pay much more 
attention to the world around us on our trail rides. Horses have been 
domesticated for nearly 5,000 years, but they still are prey animals 
with a large flight instinct. When they feel threatened, instead of fac-
ing the threat, horses will usually run. With lots of training, this flight 
response can be largely replaced by having the horse listen to cues 
from their rider. Because of the attention I pay to my surroundings, I 
have noticed the advancement of invasive species more.

      On our trail rides we start at one corner of the property, from the 
barn, and slowly increase our elevation as the trail progresses, allow-
ing our horses time to warm up. Just as with human exercise, horses 
need to warm up before exercising to prevent injuries and to mini-
mize muscle stiffness and loss of range of motion. We follow the 
gravel roads for as long as we can, but stick to the grassy sides 
where the rocks won’t hurt the horses’ hooves. By the time we reach 

the end of the gravel roads, the trail really begins to climb in eleva-
tion and both of the horses are usually warmed up. We continue to 
plod along anyway, since there are still many scattered rocks left be-
hind from the gravel trucks. These are the rocks used for the base 
layer of the roads and average about two inches in diameter - hav-
ing our horses step on one, especially at a fast pace, could cause a 
variety of injuries and many expensive veterinary bills. This stretch of 
the trail is also popular to many of the invasive species that can be 
found in this area due to the large disturbances gravel trucks and 
large, heavy logging machinery have made in the past.

      Tansy ragwort and several species of thistle in particular seem to 
thrive in this area, despite our best efforts. Tansy ragwort is toxic to 
animals, and if it was located within the grazing range of our horses 
we would walk the pastures and remove each plant. The most effec-
tive way to remove tansy is also the most time consuming - you must 
pull each plant up by the roots, seal it in a plastic bag, and dispose 
of it through the garbage. Like many other plant species, burning or 
clipping the plant only encourages germination and regrowth. Be-
sides the tansy, we have also identified six different types of thistles 
on this piece of land: bull thistle, milk thistle, Canada thistle, scotch 
thistle, Italian thistle, and yellow star thistle. With exception of the yel-
low star thistle and its bright yellow flowers, the rest of these thistle 
species are incredibly similar in looks with bright purple flowers. Like 
tansy, thistles quickly populate sites that have had some kind of eco-
logical disturbance. Thistles can be mowed as well as grazed by 
goats to keep them in-check, and if the thistles are blooming our 
horses love to eat the blossoms. However, many of these thistles are 
located on steep slopes that cannot be easily mowed and we do not 
have any goats available for grazing, so it is a slow battle to remove 
the thistles.
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      Once we pass the leftover rocks and 
thistle patch, my friend and I allow our 
horses to gallop up the long, steep incline 
and we race each other to the top. Our 
horses almost love it more than we do, and 
oftentimes they will anticipate the change 
in pace as soon as they come around the 
bend. These gallops serve several pur-
poses, from letting our horses safely ex-
pend any excess energy they may have to 
effectively conditioning them in both endur-
ance and muscle strength. When we reach 
the top of the hill our horses are breathing 
hard and starting to slow down. Every year 
our views change as surrounding moun-
tains are logged, litter piles are burned, 
and the hillsides are finally replanted. Dur-
ing this process the invasive species also 
increase, since there are long periods of 
large areas of bare ground available. Here, 
between remnants of past logging opera-
tions and newly planted forests lay scat-
tered meadows. Overtaking the meadows, 
in dense stands of their own, grow large 
communities of scotch broom.

      Ever since it was introduced in the 
1800s, scotch broom has taken root and 
effectively crowded out native species on 
both coasts of the U.S. as well as several 
states in-between. Native to central and 
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southern Europe, it forms tall, dense stands that outcompete native 
vegetation. On this property, and our trail rides in particular, the 
scotch broom has been cut away to leave a traveling path for any 
creature or machine wishing to use it. Once a year the path is 
mowed with the help of a tractor mower attachment, keeping young 
scotch broom plants at bay. In some locations the scotch broom 
rises up to 10 feet on either side of the trail, two dense walls block-
ing out all sight except for the path directly ahead. Scotch broom is 
very difficult to get rid of - a single bush can produce up to 20,000 
seeds, which can remain viable in the soil for 50 years. The most 
popular methods of removal are herbicides and mechanical treat-
ments, such as mowing, but it is still a slow process. We have been 
trying to remove scotch broom for 10 years, and we have both 
gained and lost ground in this attempt. We did not realize what 
scotch broom was at first, and since we did not respond quickly to 
trying to remove the species, we lost the opportunity to effectively 
and quickly remove it.

      Despite the compactness of the tall shrubs, wildlife is evident all 
around. Many different species of birds rest in the upper branches 
of the scotch broom and trees around us, calling loudly to each 
other. We will sometimes spook deer, rabbits, or feral cats as we 
round a corner. On either side of the trail, hundreds of tunnels weave 
throughout the understory of the scotch broom, carved by coyotes 
and other smaller mammals. My friend and I have discussed these 
tunnels on multiple trail rides. What would it be like to see from the 
coyote’s point of view? We speculate on how we could accomplish 
this, plotting to somehow capture a coyote and attach a GoPro to it. 
But then we run into mechanical issues, like how we would attach a 
half-pound object to the animal and how we would manage to re-
trieve the camera once it was finished filming. Would we see more 

invasive species, than what we can find from the trails, growing in 
the understory?

      Where the scotch broom has not managed to take hold on these 
trails, Himalayan blackberry has filled in the gaps. Another invasive 
species and native to Armenia and northern Iran, Himalayan black-
berry was introduced during the 1880s and has spread throughout 
most of the United States and parts of Canada, but little is being 
done to combat it. Besides humans, every other manner of creature 
loves the blackberries, from small birds to the horses themselves. At 
six, Jester still has not figured out how to eat the delicious berry from 
the bush. Instead he prefers to randomly grab chunks of the black-
berry bush, shaking his head in frustration when those chunks turn 
out to be full of thorns or green, unripe berries. Out of all the invasive 
species present on this property, Himalayan blackberry is one of the 
easiest to remove, and usually does not get a high priority for re-
moval. Besides the use of herbicides, these blackberries can be 
mowed in early spring and the growing grasses can usually outcom-
pete most, if not all, of the blackberry plants.

      At this point in our trail ride we are usually nearing the top of the 
incline and preparing to start the trek back down to the barn. Some-
times we have to stop to adjust our horses’ tack, whether the saddle 
has slipped to one side or if the saddle pad simply needs to be read-
justed. To do this, we must get off of our horses, undo the tack in 
question, adjust it, and then find a spot where we can remount. This 
is easier said than done - normally we use the help of a mounting 
block or a fence but when we are on a trail ride there is very little 
available that could help us. In our experience, invasive species 
have never had a strong enough base to support the weight of a hu-
man, making us wonder how so many species with relatively little 
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above-ground mass can be so successful. It is important for us to 
go through this process, even if it is inconvenient, so that our 
horses do not develop sores underneath their tack. 

      If we do dismount to fix our tack, we suddenly can see the 
small, t-post fence that borders this property that is usually hid-
den by blackberries and scotch broom. Here, however, the black-
berries and scotch broom give way to hawthorn trees. The trail 
never gets within ten feet of the fence, but it is close enough to 
see the hawthorn trees anchored in the fencing. Hawthorns are 
large shrubs to small trees and named due to the number of 
spikes littering the branches and trunk. It is an invasive plant that 
is hard to get rid of - the berries the tree produces are favorites of 
birds, who can - and do - scatter the seeds all over the country. 
We have only be able to effectively remove hawthorn by spraying 
them with herbicides for 2 or 3 years in a row, making sure to kill 
any and all of the resilient new growth.

      The hawthorn follows us partway down the hill, and we begin 
to cool down our horses. Cooling down is just as important as the 
warming up we did at the beginning of the trail ride, and allowing 
half of the ride time ensures that our horses have nearly returned 
to pre-workout levels of pulse and respiration. Like with warming 
up, cooling down our horses ensures that they stay healthy. If our 
trail rides were strenuous we would make sure to measure their 
pulse and respiration at constant intervals, with hand-walking in-
between, until their rates returned to close to resting levels. Since 
we start our cooling down so early, by the time we return to the 
barn our horses are cool and we can focus on properly putting 
them away.

      As soon as my friend and I untack Ami and Jester, their ears 
perk up, and once my friend and I have made it to the tack room 6

Near the barn in early summer, look-
ing up towards the trail.



we will usually hear a nicker from at least one of them. The treats are 
stored in the tack room, and if they have been good on a trail ride 
they will get a couple once they are back at the barn. If they haven’t 
been good on a trail ride, they don’t mind asking anyway. In this 
case, they deserve the treats and we have to watch our fingers as 
our horses eagerly devour the tiny tidbits and occasionally leaving 
slobber. After Jester finishes his treats, he likes to like my hands just 
in case he missed anything as well as to get any salt that is on my 
hands. He has a salt block in his stall, but licking hands is much 
more entertaining. Once the horses are properly put away the sun is 
usually disappearing beneath the horizon - a beautiful way to end a 
beautiful day.
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