
Saddle up

Fresh air, horses and wide, open 
space aside, dude ranches offer 
a whole lot more to lovers of the 
outdoors. By Donna Dailey
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They call him Copenhagen. He moseys 

out of the corral, greeting me with a 

nonchalant glance as he shakes his dark, 

unkempt mane out of his eyes. He’s seen 

my kind before: eager, green, easy to take 

for a ride. I’m quickly seduced by his gentle 

ways, but to him, I’m just his job. Together, 

we’ll roam the range at Tanque Verde 

Ranch in southern Arizona.

Here, at the eastern end of Speedway 

Boulevard, Tucson’s main drag, the road 

slows to a saunter and peters out at the 

ranch entrance. Beyond lies a landscape 

a city slicker can only dream about. This 

working ranch and guest resort is bordered 

by a national park and forest, with some 

60,000 acres rolling across the desert and 

rising into rugged mountains. 

Once acquainted, Copenhagen and 

I head for my riding lesson, where he 

patiently ambles around the ring while 

I learn the basic skills of horsemanship. 

Astride his back I feel a newfound 

confidence as he follows my commands. 

But when we finally hit the trail, there’s no 

doubt who’s in control.

Our group of six riders follows a 

wrangler out into the desert. Copenhagen 

expertly weaves his way round tall 

saguaros, prickly pear and spiny ocotillo, 

my legs just millimetres from their sharp 

thorns. Lulled by the wonder of the 

magnificent surroundings, I’m content to 

trust his judgment as the ranch buildings 

fade to specks in the background.

Experienced riders can take adventure 

rides high into the mountains, but even 

beginners have a few thrills in store. My 

heart pounds as we start up a steep, rocky 

slope. Leaning forward, I cling to  

 

Copenhagen’s mane as he negotiates the 

narrow switchback trail. At the top of the 

hill we’re awed by a stunning panorama of 

distant, snow-capped ridges and a forest 

of towering saguaros in between. The only 

sound is Copenhagen munching yellow 

wildflowers and sweet desert grass.

Back at the ranch, my own reward is a 

soothing soak in my whirlpool bath. Tanque 

Verde Ranch has a range of rooms and 

suites set around courtyards and desert 

gardens but I’ve opted for a luxurious 

hilltop hacienda, painted the soft pink of 

a desert sunset. From my private patio, I 

can just pick out another group of riders 

winding down the desert trail.

After a prickly pear margarita at the 

Dog House Saloon, it’s time for a three-

course, gourmet meal of Southwestern 

cuisine. Pondering the menu beneath the 

restaurant’s massive log beams, I ask our 

Hispanic waitress about a chicken entree 

with Oaxacan mole sauce. “Forgive me, 

grandmother,” she replies, raising her eyes 

heavenward. “The chef’s mole is the best 

I’ve ever tasted.” 

It’s a delicious end to a perfect day 

in the Old West. I’m ready to call it a 

night. There’s a breakfast ride to the 

old homestead in the morning, and 

Copenhagen will be waiting.

In addition to rides for all levels, Tanque 
Verde offers activities for non-riders, 
including a spa, swimming pools, fitness 
centre, nature centre, kids’ club, yoga,  
tennis, volleyball, mountain biking, hiking 
and fishing. 

Tel: +1 800 234 3833; 
tanqueverderanch.com. 
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Zapata Ranch, Colorado
Buffalo still run free through the high-

desert grasslands at Zapata Ranch in 

southeastern Colorado. The ranch is 

owned by the Nature Conservancy and 

conservation and sustainability are at the 

heart of all its programmes. 

On a ranch holiday here, you can work 

right alongside the wranglers, driving 

cattle, riding through the 2,000-head 

bison herd or pitching in on other ranch 

chores. You can explore Great Sand Dunes 

National Park, which borders the ranch, 

on horseback, and camp out in the bison 

pasture. Experienced riders can join 

overnight camping trips into the Sangre de 

Cristo mountains.

Riding instruction is available at all 

levels and there are plenty of horse-free 

activities, from yoga and massage to fly 

fishing, hiking, birding, wildlife watching, 

rock climbing and photography tours. 

Rooms in the original ranch homestead  

or log cabin bunkhouse have a comfy,  

rustic decor. 

Tel: +1 719 378 2356, http://zranch.org/

Mustang Monument, Nevada
Though they once numbered more than two million, wild mustangs are now as rare as 

buffalo in the American West. But you can still see them thundering across the plains 

at Mustang Monument, a wild horse preserve and eco-resort. Hundreds of rescued 

mustangs roam free on these ranchlands and a stay here helps the preservation of the 

horse in the wild. 

On a wild mustang safari you’ll see these magnificent animals in their natural home, 

an awesome high-desert landscape beneath Nevada’s Ruby Mountains. For experienced 

riders there are horseback excursions on domesticated mustangs. Other activities range 

from roping and shooting lessons to adventure hikes and historic walking tours, horse-

drawn wagon rides, archery, rock climbing and more.

This is a luxury guest ranch extraordinaire. Accommodation is in hand-painted tipis 

with hardwood floors, Navajo rugs and big cushy beds, or cabins with equally chic 

Western decor. Massages and spa treatments are available in your tipi. And before or 

after the elegant meals, you’ll want to mount up once more – at the bar, where even the 

bar stools are real Western saddles. 

Tel: +1 888 979 1422, http://mustangmonument.com

lefT Tanque Verde Ranch, Arizona
above Luxurious tipis and old-fashioned 
carriage rides at Mustang Monument
PRevIoUS PaGe Mustang Monument’s  
wild horses

below Buffalo roam 
free in the grasslands of 
Zapata Ranch, Colorado

▶

whether you’re a keen rider 
or just want a taste of the 
western lifestyle, here’s our 
pick of the best ranches in 
the US and Canada
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The Ranch at Rock Creek, Montana
Go glamping in Montana’s Big Sky country. The Ranch at Rock Creek’s cushy canvas 

cabins range from family size to private creekside hideaways for two, complete with 

gas fires, decks and screened porches. Or opt for a stylish, Western-themed room in the 

lodge or a private log home. 

Set beneath the mountains, this luxury ranch resort covers 10 square miles and yes, 

a river runs through it. Ride through gentle meadows or along ridgetops – there are 

scenic horse riding programmes for everyone, from beginner lessons to expert level. 

You’ll also get your own mountain bike to ride the ranch’s many trails. A wealth of 

activities out of the saddle include hiking, archery, shooting, stagecoach rides and some 

of the best fly-fishing in the West. 

Whether you’re chilling out in the pool or Jacuzzi, with a massage or spa treatment, or 

at an outdoor session with your personal yoga instructor, you’re surrounded by gorgeous 

scenery. And there’s world-class, regionally inspired cuisine to enjoy at the day’s end. 

Tel: +1 877 874 4038; theranchatrockcreek.com

Dixie Dude Ranch, Texas
Family fun is the focus at Dixie Dude 

guest ranch, an hour from San Antonio 

in Texas Hill Country. Although it’s still a 

working ranch, dating back to 1901, there 

are plenty of guest amenities, including 

massage therapists, an outdoor pool with 

a hot tub and a toddler pool, plus a catch-

and-release fishing pond. 

Rates include twice-daily hour-long 

trail rides and lessons are available as 

well. Advanced rides can be arranged for 

more experienced riders. There are also 

overnight trail rides where you dine around 

the campfire and sleep in tents.

For non-riders, outdoor games include 

volleyball, basketball and, of course, 

horseshoes. You can hunt for fossils on the 

hiking trails, go on a hayride, or join in the 

campfire sing-alongs. Accommodation is in 

cabins, rustic cottages or in the main lodge, 

with most units designed for family stays. 

Hearty Texas-sized meals are served family-

style, and there are outdoor barbecues and 

cowboy breakfasts. 

Tel: +1 830 796 7771; 
dixieduderanch.com/

Hunt for fossils, take a hayride or join a 
sing-along round the campfire, Texas-style 

Try your hand at fly-fishing at The Ranch at Rock Creek
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ABOVE FROM LEFT The rolling meadows of 
east Texas, family-friendly Dixie Dude Ranch
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Klondike Ranch, Wyoming
If trail riding is becoming old hat, you can 

ride with a purpose at Klondike Ranch. 

Established in 1886, it lies in the heart 

of Wyoming’s cowboy country and you 

can work alongside the owners and ranch 

hands as they move cattle to summer 

mountain pastures, or help out with 

fencing, baling hay and other chores.

Each guest has their own horse, saddled 

and ready to explore the ranch’s wide-open 

spaces beneath the Big Horn Mountains. 

There are also rides into the mountains 

with camp-outs under the stars. Because of 

the long days in the saddle, the rides here 

aren’t suitable for younger children. At 

day’s end, everyone eats together, family-

style in the lodge, and later you’ll bed down 

in Western-style log cabins. 

For non-riders there is hiking, wildlife 

viewing, sightseeing tours and fishing trips, 

angling for rainbow trout in the pristine 

waters of Crazy Woman Creek. Weekly 

rodeos in nearby Buffalo offer traditional 

Western entertainment. 

Tel: +1 307 684 2390, 
klondikeranch.com

Top lefT The  wide-open spaces of 
Wyoming above Tack room at Echo 
Valley lefT and below Helping with 
the cattle at Lucasia Ranch, Alberta



Lucasia Ranch, Alberta
Established in 1881, this family-run 

working ranch is as authentic and low-key 

as you can get. The main ranch building 

has two guest bedrooms and the only 

other accommodation is a refurbished 

two-bedroom log cabin built in the 1900s. 

The ranch, which is about 100 miles south 

of Calgary, raises Texas Longhorns and 

Crossbred cattle, and also Percheron, 

Appaloosa and Quarter horses.

Experienced riders who are used to 

six to 10 hours in the saddle can get a 

real cowboy experience and join a week-

long cattle drive. You might help the local 

ranchers move cattle to their new summer 

pastures or take part in the big round-

up in October, bringing them back from 

the forest reserve. Guests can also take 

roping lessons and watch the cattle being 

branded.

When not riding, enjoy hiking and 

watching the wildlife. You might see 

cougar, moose, deer, grouse, eagles and 

beaver, or even the local black bear that 

visits the ranch looking for honey from the 

beehives. They’ve called it Winnie the Pooh.

Tel: +1 403 625 2295; lucasiaranch.com/

CANADA

Echo Valley Ranch and 
Spa, British Columbia
Rustic doesn’t mean roughing it. 

Surrounded by hundreds of thousands 

of acres of forests and mountains, this 

wood-built ranch may look historic but was 

actually purpose-built as a luxury ranch 

resort. Its crowning glory is the Baan Thai 

spa, with hand-crafted Thai beds and a 

herbal steam bath, where you can indulge 

in ancient healing treatments. 

The ranch’s stable includes some 

Tennessee Walkers, known for their gentle 

natures and smooth gait: ideal horses for 

beginners. Trail rides from two to six hours 

go through forests of pine and aspen, 

across meadows and along mountain 

tracks. Children can take pony walks or 

ride on the ranch’s donkey.

Other ranch activities include yoga, 

hiking, biking, fly-fishing and gold-panning, 

with white-water rafting available close 

by. A gourmet restaurant serves organic 

produce from the ranch, which also raises 

its own cattle, pigs, turkeys and chickens. 

There’s a ranch-wide recycling programme, 

a bio-degradable sanitation programme, 

geothermal heating systems and other eco-

friendly features. 

Tel: +1 250 459 2386, evranch.com
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