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U.S. Customs Cayuses
Mustangs on the Medicine Line by Ann Chandler

Assistant Chief
Patrol Agent Lee
Pinkerton and SPA
James Perkins
showcasing
the mustangs in
the Ellensburg
(WA) Rodeo
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An assistant chief patrol agent with the
U.S. Border Patrol and a lifetime
horseman, Pinkerton was satisfied with
the horses they had been leasing from
local ranchers to patrol the U.S./Canada
northwest border, but he yearned for
something a little hardier. Something far
superior to what they had now. A horse
that could easily transverse the remote
rugged areas of northwest back country,
undeterred by harsh mountain weather,
dense forests and ragged inclines.  

Pinkerton knew there was only one
horse born to this – the strong and durable
mustangs he had admired as a youngster,
running wild on the rangelands in
Southeast Oregon. 

Approximately 200 rangelands in the
western U.S. still shelter herds of wild
mustangs – at last estimation approxima-
tely 29,000 horses. The name “mustang”

is derived from the Spanish word
“mesteno”, meaning ownerless or stray
horse. Protected by the Wild Horse Annie
Act – a result of Velma B. Johnston’s
1950s crusade to save wild mustangs and
burros from the indiscriminate slaughter
that was decimating the population –
wild mustangs are now monitored by the
U.S. Bureau of Land Management. 

Fran Ackley, a Wild Horse and Burro
Specialist with the BLM in Cañon City,
Colorado, says regular rangeland
monitoring based on grazing and
watershed management results in an
estimated ideal herd size for each area. 

Every four years, a pre-determined
number of young are singled out and
captured by the BLM using helicopters
and a “Judas” horse to lead them into a
corral.  The surplus mustangs are then
transported to privately-owned sanctu-
aries that are government funded to the
tune of $22 million per year. From here,
many are adopted, but large numbers are
shipped to training programs run by six
prisons throughout the western U.S.,
including Cañon City. It’s Fran Ackley’s
job to ensure that those adopting from his
herd at Cañon City are qualified and will
take good care of the horses. Adopters

and their chosen mustangs are monitored
closely for one year, then entitled to
purchase the horse if they pass muster.
Horses that are not adopted live out their
days at the sanctuaries. 

Pinkerton was delighted when he
heard the mustangs were available for
adoption. In the fall of 2006 he followed
the trail of a group of captured mustangs
to the prison in Cañon City, Colorado. 

In the dusty corrals of the prison yard,
anxious mustangs are paired with equally
anxious prison inmates carefully screened
and chosen for the Wild Horse Inmate
Program, a training program that in
ninety days will transform these majestic
animals into well-trained, top quality
saddle horses, and hopefully transform
an inmate or two in the process. 

Impressed with the resistance-free
training methods strictly supervised by
professional horse trainers and the bond
of genuine trust that developed between
the horses and the inmates, Pinkerton
was sure these saddle horses were what
he was looking for. Still, he insisted on
trying out the finished product himself. 

“In law enforcement, you need a horse
that can respond to special demands.
Our horses need to react appropriately
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L
ee Pinkerton loves a challenge.

So when asked to transform the

U.S. Border Patrol’s northern

equine unit into an elite mounted

force that could rival the best in the

south, he was hooked.

Senior Patrol Agent (SPA) Joe McCraw and “Slash” preparing for patrol near Colville, Washington PH
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in given situations. You gotta know it’s
the right horse for law enforcement,”
Pinkerton says. 

Pinkerton had special criteria for
choosing horses for the U.S. Border
Patrol. “I look for heavy build, cannonball
bones, and big feet. I like a round hip, a
good strong shoulder, a good shape. Our
area of border patrol is the most rugged
in the U.S. We need strong horses.” 

At the end of his visit, a smiling
Pinkerton returned to Spokane with an
order for eight new saddle horses tucked
tightly in his pocket.

In March, 2007, mustangs Sisko,
Hidalgo, Chase, Ike, Spurs, Oak, Koot and
Slash were welcomed to their new homes at
the U.S. Border Patrol stations in Oroville,
Washington, and Whitefish, Montana. 

Pinkerton’s adopted horses haven’t
disappointed. In fact, they’ve been a
smashing success. The advantage of
having mustangs, Pinkerton says, is their
agility and durability in the backcountry.
They can pick their way over rocks and
shale and along primitive trails. They
watch where they’re putting their feet,
step nimbly over logs and don’t trip. 

“These horses are at home in the
backcountry – they were raised in the

wild,” Pinkerton says. “At river crossings
they’ll plunge right in without hesitation,
go wherever it is possible. They’re
‘muley’, if you know what I mean. They’ll
even go places I don’t want to ride!”

Pinkerton says the only disadvantage
to using the mustangs is the skeptical
agents he has had to convince. “It’s the
fear,” he says. “Even seasoned riders (are
scared). They’ve heard horror stories.
They still think the mustangs are wild and
dangerous – unpredictable.” But the
mustangs have proven themselves
worthy. “Once these guys try them,” he
says, “they’re hooked.”

The project to use mustangs to patrol
the 308 miles of U.S./Canada border from
the Cascade Mountain Range to the
Continental Divide has been so successful,
Pinkerton has ordered four more mustangs
and hopes to expand even further in the
future. The program has proven very cost
effective, as well, costing less than it did to
lease horses from area ranchers.

While the hardiness of the mustangs is
a definite asset in areas inaccessible to
motorized vehicles, their stealth, sharp
eyes and keen sense of hearing and smell
are valuable even in areas with four-
wheel drive access, not to mention the

added benefit to the environment.  And
they are invaluable in the dense forest,
where even air surveillance won’t pick up
activity under the tree canopy.

Though agents do make day surveil-
lance trips, a typical assignment involves
several agents saddling up and hitting the
trails with pack horses for several nights of
backcountry camping. That’s another
advantage of the mustangs, Pinkerton
says. “Have you ever seen a horse eat pine
needles? Or sagebrush? A mustang will.
They know how to forage for food in the
backcountry, so they require less domestic
feed than our other horses. That means we
can pack less in.”

Historically speaking, it is not the first
time these borders have been patrolled on
horseback, but now the agents carry more
than just a gun and a pair of handcuffs.
Today, equipped with the latest in electronic
mapping and surveillance technology, they
are connected and well prepared.

Riding from the trailhead up into
the backcountry tracing the border, the
agents will fan out, looking for anything
considered human sign – foot tracks,
paper wrappers, empty cans – then
determine if it’s evidence of a recreation
user, or someone exploiting the back-
country border. The agents get a tactical
sense of what’s going on, identify and
map illegal crossing points, and employ a
variety of surveillance methods to
counteract illegal border activities. But
the job is not all law enforcement.
Occasionally during the summer months,
they’ve been called upon to search for a
lost backpacker or apply first aid. It’s all
in a day’s work. 

Clearly pleased with the success of the
program, Pinkerton is looking forward to
welcoming the next batch of mustang
recruits. For Pinkerton, it’s a win-win
situation. “These horses love it in the
backcountry, and we love working with
them.” c

Ann Chandler is a freelance writer and anthropol-
ogist living in New Westminster, BC. Her teen
novel, Siena Summer, about a famous Italian
horse race, will be in bookstores September 2008.

Senior Patrol Agents (SPAs) James Perkins and Steve Kartchner patrolling the border near Glacier National Park in Montana
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