
By Jennifer Weisgerber

Bob Jones is on the brink of a 
life-changing adventure. 

One that stretches across the 
country and will lead him through 
seven states and over 2,000 miles 
of varied terrain, navigating 
through hills and across highways 
alike. 

And he’s going on foot – eight 
feet to be exact. Jones traveled 
from Bristol, UK to ride horseback 
from Canada to El Paso, Texas. 
Along the way, he’ll be staying 
with kind people in small towns 
who have room for him and his 
horses to stay the night. North 
of Fortuna, Jones found Tillie 
Drawbond. He arrived at her farm 
Wednesday.

Thursday he began his epic 
journey, which will take until 
December if he stays on schedule. 
He rode 14 or so miles to Alkabo to 
stay with the Bloom family. Then 
11.3 miles to Grenora, to stay with 
the Kuefflers. 

Saturday was his longest, 
hottest ride so far, 20 miles to Zahl, 
to stay with the Smiths.

And so his ride will take 
him, through heat and wind and 
invariably, thunderstorms, across 
roughly 300 miles of western North 
Dakota. 

It’s just the beginning.

The Eve of a Long Ride
Outside, the sun is shining hot 

as Jones and Drawbond’s grandson, 
Andrew, ride into the yard. Though 
his trip officially starts the next day, 
they took the time to ride the mile 
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“I’m a quiet guy. I don’t need a lot 
of fuss. If I complete the ride, 
it’ll be worth it.”                         - Bob Jones



or so up to the Canadian border to 
make it official.

“Give me just a couple minutes 
to tie them up,” he says, “and then 
we can go and talk.”

By the time Jones is done, 
talking about his trip will be second 
nature, even though he will spend 
most days alone, riding with his 
team, Cody and Tigers.

They are the perfect pair, 
whose differences complement one 
another, hand-picked by fellow 
long rider and Montana rancher 
Allen Russell. Many years ago, 
Russell made the same journey on 
one horse, but on back roads across 
the Continental Divide. 

“Finding the right horses 
was even more difficult than I 
anticipated,” Russell said. “There 
are many horses for sale out there 
but few good ones. People keep the 
good ones, especially good gentle 
ones.”

But through much searching, 
Russell found Cody and Tigers. 
Cody had recently been working 
as a guide horse in hunting and 
summer camp, and Tigers had 
experience in fighting forest fires.

“Cody is dominant physically 
and Tiger mentally. They are a 
good team and they bonded well,” 
Russell said. “I put a lot of miles on 
them, smoothing them out before 
Bob arrived.” 

The horses made the transition 
to Bob quickly, adjusting their level 
of riding to his. Jones spent a few 
weeks on Russell’s ranch, building 
a relationship with the pair. 

“I went to where the horses 
were,” Jones said. “I’ve spent the 
last two or three weeks riding them, 
getting to know them. I’d have the 
pack saddle on with a full load, so 
we’d be doing the real deal.”

You’d think a man who doesn’t 
even consider himself a horseman 

might be a little nervous about the 
major undertaking the dawn will 
bring. Not Jones. 

He sits at a wooden table in 
the farm house kitchen with a mug 
of water. A friendly, overheated 
dog loudly laps water from a bowl 
in the corner, and the younger 
Drawbond settles into a stool at the 
counter. 

The wind, warm but still cooler 
than outside, blows through a 
window next to the table. Jones is 
relaxed and friendly, and opens up 
about his project as if he were a 
book. Though a bit sunburned, his 
kind blue eyes contrast against his 
reddened skin. He wears his soft 
accent like a gentle accessory as he 
tells his story.

Origins of a Long Rider
Interestingly enough, this 

large-scale idea didn’t come from 
years of horseback riding and 
planning. It has more to do with 
the “late, great” Marty Robbins and 
his song “El Paso” than a deep-
seated passion for long-distance 
equestrian travel.

Facing retirement from the 
real estate development business 
in Bristol, Jones feared a life of 
complacency.

“The first thing you think of is 
pipe and slippers,” he said. “And 
that’s it. Absolutely finished.”

Jones realized he needed to 
challenge himself. 

“The funny thing is, as I’ve 
gotten older, life has become 
comfortable,” he said. “Too 
comfortable. I felt fat and I 
felt lazy, so I thought, let’s do 
something a bit special and a bit of 
a challenge to get me going again.”

On his blog, americanlongride.
blogspot.com, which his wife Jan 
now updates as Jones completes 
his ride, he recalls where the 

inspiration for a horse trip.
“Now Marty (Robbins) 

recorded a lot of cowboy songs, 
and with cowboy songs you get a 
lot of horses,” Jones wrote. “In one 
particular song, he was relating 
the story of a cowboy riding to El 
Paso. It hit me like a train; in that 
moment I made the decision.”

Though the inspiration came in 
an instant, Jones sat on the idea for 
three months before he shared his 
plan with his wife of 11 years.

“I just kept it to myself. I 
thought, well, one day you’ll wake 
up and realize what a fool you are,” 
he said. 

But once he considered his 
physical and financial abilities, he 
knew it was the right decision. 

He told Jan he was planning on 
going to America for six months, 
without her. She asked what he was 
going to do.

“I said, this might sound a bit 
strange, but I want to ride a horse 
across America,” he said. 

Jan said Bob was prepared to 
cancel the trip if she didn’t want 
him to go. 

“I’ve always believed in giving 
people the freedom to do what 
they want,” Jan said. “Once we’d 
discussed it, I knew it meant a lot 
to him.”

“She said, ‘If that’s what you 
wanna do, then you’ve gotta do 
it,’” Jones said. “She’s been very 
supportive, and I’m very grateful 
for that.”

Many people have been 
supportive of Bob’s ambitious 
undertaking. And it’s certain he 
will draw more attention as word of 
his adventure spreads.

“When you do something like 
this, some people think you’re 
mad,” Jones said. “Half the people 
say ‘can I come with you?’”

Although some of his hosts 



are riding with him on small steps 
of the journey, Jones has already 
declined opportunities for partners 
the whole way through.

“This one guy who works in 
TV wanted to film the whole thing 
and make a documentary. I told 
him no. The whole point was to 
do the thing solo,” he said. “I like 
making my own decisions, rightly 
or wrongly.”

Jones, without any air of 
pretentiousness, says completing 
this ride as a group somehow 
wouldn’t be as much of an 
achievement. 

“It’s good to only have to rely 
on yourself. You make a decision, 
and you sort of fall on it or you 
don’t,” he said. “With a group, it 
becomes like a Parliment, and you 

come to a collective decision.”
Not to say Jones will be on his 

own during this trip. Between long 
days of solo riding, and bunking 
up with supporters at night, he’s 
thinking the balance will be just 
right. 

“Most of the time I’m staying 
with people like Andrew here, 
and we talk all the time, which is 
great,” Jones said. “I think you 
do need time to be by yourself, 
and just think, but you don’t have 
to be out for months by yourself. 
It’s certainly a nice compromise. I 
wouldn’t want all of one.”

Despite tomorrow being the 
first official day of the trip, Jones 
have been living it for almost a 
year.

“Every day I would sit down 

for eight hours and work. And I 
did that for months and months 
and months,” Jones said. “Now 
that sounds incredible. There was 
always something to do.”

His wife said he’s always been 
single-minded and very meticulous 
in the projects he undertakes. 

“He’s a go-getter,” she said. “I 
knew that once I gave him the go-
ahead, he would put his everything 
into organizing the project.”

For the last nine months, Jones’ 
preparation has included planning 
routes, being careful to stay out 
of the Rockies, not to mention 
researching long-riding and finding 
horses. Pretty big challenges for 
someone across the world who still 
had to learn to ride horse. 

“When I decided to do this, I 

“Bob has always  
succeeded in 
things that he 
does, and he will 
succeed in this ... 
It may take him 
longer than he  
anticipates, but 
I know he won’t 
come back until 
he’s finished.”
 - Jan, Bob’s wiFE



couldn’t ride,” Jones said. “So I’ve 
had to learn. It’s not just planning.”

Much of Jones’ confidence 
about his project comes from his 
interaction with the Long Riders’ 
Guild, the world’s first international 
association of equestrian explorers 
and long distance travellers. 
The Guild maintains the largest 
online database of equestrian 
travel information in the world, 
thelongridersguild.com. 

CuChullaine O’Reilly, one of 
the founders of the Guild, says 
despite the Guild’s many academic 
accomplishments, the interaction 
of Bob Jones and Allen Russell 
symbolize what sets the Guild 
apart from the rest of the equestrian 
world, which he sees as focused 
on expressing nationalism and 
competition.

“Long Riders like Allen 
and Bob instead symbolize a 
sense of international equestrian 
brotherhood found nowhere else in 
the horse world,” O’Reilly said. 

“Because all of us Long Riders 
were once in Bob’s boots, we 
recognize the need to assist and 
educate him so Bob in turn will 
help others to make their own 
journeys.”

While they may not be 
members of the Guild, people are 
offering Jones help at every turn. 

On occasion, he’ll have guest 
riders for stretches of his journey. 
Many times, people have offered 
to pick him up with a trailer at the 
nearest junction if their ranch is too 
far off-route. 

One man in particular lives 
south of the Guadalupe Mountan 
range, which flanks eastern New 
Mexico and western Texas. 

“It’s pretty desolate, not many 
people down there,” Jones said. 
“I’m staying on a ranch and the guy 
said to me, when you come within 

100 miles of me, I’m going to keep 
that trailer hitched up ‘til you get to 
El Paso.”

He pauses, considering the 
kindness of strangers concerned for 
his safety. 

“That’s 200 miles,” Jones said. 
“If I want, he’ll come and get me.”

Though Jones’ 2,000 miles, 
a little more once he gets lost, he 
figures, is enough to get him into 
the Long Riders Guild, he certainly 
isn’t the first.

Started in 1994 by explorers 
from only three countries, the 
Guild now has members in 39, all 
who have ridden the required 1,000 
miles to become invited. 

O’Reilly himself is an 
accomplished traveller, having 
completed five separate journeys 
through Central Asia, including 
the largest journey in the history of 
Pakistan.

“As this remarkable Welshman 
proves, anyone with a dependable 
horse, a strong saddle and a dose 
of courage can set off on a life-
changing equestrian journey,” he 
said. 

O’Reilly says though setting 
off is no guarantee of finishing, 
he’s sure that once Jones hits his 
1,000-mile mark somewhere in 
America, he’ll understand what so 
many Long Riders before him have 
learned. 

“No one can give us a blue 
ribbon,” O’Reilly said, “except 
ourselves.”

Overcoming the Obstacles
Jones knows there will be 

challenges. And danger. 
Drivers, for one. Though, 

ironically, the bigger the road, the 
bigger (and safer) the shoulder, he 
must always keep an eye out not 
only for things that may spook his 
horses, but other people on the 

road.
“I can’t wait to get going, but 

I’m not frightened. I’m not nervous 
of what’s out there, but I’m quietly 
cautious,” Jones said. “I know 
there’s going to be things I’m not 
going to do right. But I think part 
of the challenge is not only riding 
this thing, but overcoming all of 
the problems.”

To help arm himself against 
potential challenges, he’s learned 
about packing essentials, snakes 
and other dangerous wildlife, 
equine first aid, and undoubtedly 
enough about the terrain that lays 
ahead of him to be safe. 

His wife refuses to consider 
negative things that may lie ahead 
of her husband. 

“Bob has always succeeded 
in things that he does, and he will 
succeed in this,” Jan said. “It may 
take him longer than he anticipates, 
but I know he won’t come back 
until he’s finished.”

Utilizing Google Earth, Jones 
was able to visually go through his 
route.

“It’s just like you’re in a 
helicopter fifty yards off the 
ground,” Jones said. “I did it twice. 
I want to know what I’m going 
through.”

As far as negotiating housing 
each night, it wasn’t so much 
to find shelter as it was to find 
support. 

“Every night where I’m staying 
with somebody, there are horse 
people. So if I came here, and 
there was something wrong with 
my horse, they would know,” 
Jones said. “That support network 
I’ve brought up is not only for 
somewhere to stay every night. If I 
need help, OK.”

To find these “horse people,” 
Jones would often call the closest 
sheriff of the town where he 



wanted to stop, tell his story, and 
ask if they knew anyone with 
horses.

“They think and go ‘Ah! So 
and so just down the road’s got a 
couple of horses – you might be 
able to stay there,’” he said. 

Then he’d get the phone 
number and tell his story again. 

“Not one person said no,” Jones 
said. “Incredible. About 50-60 
people, and not one person said 
no.”

He leans over to Drawbond, 
who has been sitting with his arms 
folded, cowboy hat tilted down, 
listening along to Jones’s story.

“How about that?” Jones asks.

“That’s pretty good,” 
Drawbond says, smiling. 

He’s probably never been 
refused because he’s doing 
something different. Extraordinary, 
really.

“Maybe, maybe,” he said of 
these theories of support. “They’ve 
been very good to me.”

The dog’s not yet finished 
drinking, just like Jones isn’t yet 
finished telling his story. He’ll 
be telling it many evenings for 
months, years even. 

The lap-lap-lap of water leaving 
the bowl fills the comfortable 
silence for a second. Many times, 
Jones becomes contemplative, as 

if chewing on what this experience 
will mean for his life. After all, he’s 
not doing it for anyone but himself. 
Not for the media attention. Not for 
the story, even.

“I’m a quiet guy. I don’t need a 
lot of fuss,” he said. “If I complete 
the ride, it’ll be worth it,” 

When asked if he has any 
doubt that he’ll finish, his answer is 
instant. 

“No.”
He considers the circumstances 

and delivers the rest of his answer 
with a wry smile.

“Unless I break my neck, or 
lose both horses, I’ll finish,” he 
said. “I’m determined.”


