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by Howard Patterson

My father was a strange combination of influences. His mother’s family were Lithuanian Jews who somehow ended up in the Dakotas at the turn of the 20th Century, with a now-extinct town, “Grossville,” named after them. His father’s family were Scotch-Irish Presbyterians who had been in North America for generations, some going back to the 17th Century. They homesteaded a chunk of range that looked like a Mondrian painting: a horizontal line, dark grey below, light grey above. 

They raised sheep: when he was eight his father sent him out with the flock for the summer, with a wagon, a dog, a bag of beans, a rifle to scare the coyotes  (which he was too small to fire without hurling himself to the ground on his back), and a horse he’d been riding since he was five but which he was too small to get up on without a fence to climb. Every week or so his father would ride by with another bag of beans and some bacon, and there he’d stay, for three months. 

Dad was 12 when his mother died, and his father immediately married the 16 yr old hired girl, sharing their sod house with his five brothers and sister. When he refused to call her “mother”, she had his father beat him daily with a razor strop. The hired girl didn’t want to raise her predecessors’ two infants, useless on the ranch, so my father was sent off on a train to deliver the babies to his mother’s Orthodox family in Minneapolis. He never went back. 

While life in Minnesota was not easy, it was a tremendous step up from his hellish Dickensian existence in South Dakota, where he and his brothers would sometimes wake in their single bed, crammed head to toe like sardines, covered in the snow that had drifted through the gaps in the plank roof. The difference between how he was treated by his Jewish family and by his Goyish relatives was so extreme that he completely cut himself off from his non-Jewish roots.

Though he joined his mother’s family in the garment industry, and was in the shmattah business until he retired in his late seventies, his cowboy ethic stuck with him through most of his life. He was a bastion of extreme political and social conservatism, thought the John Birch society had some great ideas, and was a huge fan of Barry Goldwater. At the same time, he was a stalwart member of the Temple, even though his Hebrew was sketchy and he was more interested in being an usher than actually having to sit still for the services. And while he only showed up for High Holidays, it was utterly imperative that I not only attend Hebrew school three times a week, but go to shul every Shabbas. He did his best to drive out every last bit of Goyish from me that he could.


My dad taught me to ride when I was eight. We never owned horses, but there were a couple of stables behind Hansen Dam in the north Valley, and we would go up and rent for an hour when we got the chance. 

He’d wear his square dance gear, and march up to the front desk, slap his gloves on the counter and say, “Give us your two best horses!” They’d give him one glance and start to hop to it, but then double-take at me – in the early days a scrawny kid, in later years a scrawny hippie – and pause. “Can he ride?” they’d ask him warily, nodding dubiously in my direction. Once he’d assured them I knew what I was doing, they’d go bring us the most responsive animals in the stable. To me, he looked like a little old Jewish guy, but to their practiced grooms’ eyes something about him proved he was obviously a master horseman, with whom the owner would sometimes trust his personal mount.

My father didn’t like to gallop: he thought it was sinful to bring a horse back wet.  His ideal gait was an incredibly slow trot, which horses hate – a gentle, rolling jog that my dad described as “like riding a rocking chair”, the epitome of comfort if you were going to spend the day in the saddle, ambling along with a flock of lackadaisical sheep.


Years later, I was surprised to find myself using these skills professionally. The Flying Karamazov Brothers, the theatrical comedy music and juggling troupe I’d founded in college, were booked to portray juggling Sufi warriors in the film The Jewel of the Nile. Since the script required us to circle the stars on horseback while juggling swords, our claim that we could ride was a major factor in our getting the gig. We flew to Morocco, got into wardrobe and makeup, and spent a week riding in the desert to get used to the unfamiliar horses. The pivotal moment came when the second-unit director, a former stuntman himself, decided to audition our riding skills. 

“I hear you fellas can ride. Saddle up and follow that Spanish boy around”, he ordered, so, in full Berber gear with turban, cape, and curved blade, I swung into the Moorish saddle of Rajito, my magnificent dapple-grey Andalusian gelding, and made sure to be the first in line, since my Karamazov comrades were diffident riders at best. The “Spanish boy” we were supposed to follow was taking it terribly slowly, plodding around the ring to avoid over-taxing our questionable Gringo skills – but fortunately, this was the thing I did best. 

I eased Rajito forward into a trot, then hauled him back to the very verge of a walk, insisting with my heels that he not relax into the plough-horse galumph he would have preferred. He shook his mane in frustration, his massive muscles churning with pent-up power as I sat erect in the saddle, waving grandly to the open-mouthed children who had assembled to watch, trying my best to make this afternoon amble look like T. E. Lawrence’s entry into Damascus. 
We passed in review before Juan, the taciturn head groom, who looked me over, gave the tiniest nod, and grunted “bueno!” under his breath – by far the most effusive praise any of us had ever heard Juan give. 

Thanks to my dad’s slow-trot training, rather than any fancy tricks we’d picked up, I clinched our opportunity to actually ride the horses once in a while, instead of climbing the portable stairs for a one-time horseback close-up like most actors. 

We ended up doing a lot of our own stunts, both equestrian and otherwise.
I had wanted to do every stunt myself, of course, dashing between the jeeps and the giant F-16 mockup amidst gunfire and explosions, but the director insisted my stunt double, Eduardo, do the bigger, more chaotic shots.  When I protested about being pulled out of a big charge scene, Eduardo yanked off his tunic to show me the enormous surgical scars on his back, where, in a similar movie skirmish, his horse had reared and fallen on him, breaking his back. 

During the filming Eduardo’s 15-year-old son came to visit, and impressed us all with his own centaur-like horsemanship. It became clear that Eduardo’s family had essentially been riding since the domestication of the horse. If this kind of stunt could nearly cripple such a master hereditary horseman, I could let the director save me for shots where my face was visible. 


I had never imagined I’d get the chance to professionally use these skills, which I’d inherited from my father just as Eduardo had passed them down to his son. 

Now, my father and I had a fairly tumultuous relationship. He was a very opinionated man, with no hesitation about expressing those opinions. While I was by nature a timid and gentle boy – another disappointment for my prairie-hardened patriarch – I was enamored of the idea of rebellion, and had the whole of the 60’s counterculture to back me up. He didn’t appreciate my criticisms of the War, the military, the President, and the overgrown smog-choked eco-disaster that is Los Angeles, his snow-free Promised Land he’d worked so hard to lead us to. 

When my hair began growing over my eyes and past my collar, he threatened to cut it in my sleep, and I took to sleeping with a pillowcase over my head. When, after graduating from college as valedictorian, I decided to perform for a few years instead of going straight to graduate school, he said I was “a drop-out”. After that, he called me “a bum” in every conversation for seven years – until he saw me on Broadway.

In spite of all the conflict, we kept riding together even after I went off to college and beyond, in fact every time I’d visit, until he finally felt too old to ride at 76. The time when I felt closest to him was when we’d spend an hour at the Dam, riding quietly side by side, watching for roadrunners and listening for meadowlarks. 

As he’d ride along with his easy, jogging gait, he’d hold the reins in his left hand and let his bent right arm rock gently back and forth in time with the horse’s trot. I’d always wondered why he made that signature gesture as he rode. On one of our last rides together, I noticed my own right arm unconsciously moving in time with the horse’s gait in the same way, and finally asked him what the reason for the gesture was. 

“I don’t know.” He searched his memory for a moment. “My Dad always did it.” 
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