is from Los Angeles get saddled up at a ranch — thanks to Mike MciNeel, who runs a program  call
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Kids trade sidewalks for saddlehorns

staff Wier

- AGUA DULCE — Far from
¢ concrete heat of South Cen-
ral Los Angeles, a group of
“omplon kids spent Saturday
sowboy Style — riding. roping
nd guenching their thirst with
gold, pristing well water,
- Mike MecMeel, the drummer
for the band Three Dog Night,
started the Inner-City Slickers
program-in 1994 to give kids
from cities a different perspec-
ive, as well as teach them
responsibility and teamwork.

“It's fun to ride and you
don’t have o worry about guns,
people getting killed, things hike
that,” said Ashton Woods, 11.
*When 1 was a little kid | was
kind of scared (of the horses),
but then I got to know them.™

MciNeel and his tcam run
about 25 ranch days each year,
sometimes. with mmates from .
juvenile detention centers. _

But Saturday’s group of

about 10 kids, some as youngas ==

six years old; leamed about the
program through their karale

See COWBOY | Page 6

David R. CranaStal Ph:ng:q_:hnr
Six-year-old Devonte White,
above, takes 1o the saddle an
Mike McNeel's ranch in Agua
Dulce. McNeel, a drummer for
Three Dog Night, runs a
program that brings kids from
tha inner. city out to experience
life on & ranch about 25 times a
year. At right, Anjuan Robison,
17, tries his hand at spinning a
lasso.

COWBOY [ From Page 1

“class.

Ten-year-old Dawn Bonds
.has made the trip to the ranch
before and said she has made
friends not just with the staff,
but also the horses,

“I feel comfortable around
horses and here,” she said
before hopping aboard Monty,
one of her two favorite mounts.
“I just like the way horses react
o things.”™

In addition to riding, the kids
break into posses and learn how
to lasso calves — they practice
on blocks of hay topped with a
ceramic bull's head — groom
horses, and even get to ride a
mechanical bull.

“This is really a sneaky way
to get a group of kids together
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that oftentimes don't. even
kniow ¢ach other,” said McNeel.
“Tust because someone has
darker skin or talks with an
accent, we're also alike,

“Just watch their faces (when
they're) on the horse. They go
from being scared to having a

......

great time, If they can control a
1,000-pound amimal then they
can control their own bodies,
their own lives,™ he said.

Rika Thibodeaux, 7, has been
to the ranch many times and
said she loves riding the horses
fast.

Atthe
ranchin
Agua
Dulce, Mike
MchMeal
shows af
group o
kids from
Compton
sometips
on being a
cowboy.

"Imier-city ds get cowboy experiencé

Her mother, also named
Rika, watched from the fence
as her tiny daughter rode a
massive, powerful animal.

“She loves it. She loves the
mechanical bull and especially
the grooming,” Thibodeaux
said, “She’s gained more confi-
dence to where she wants her
own horse. She feels more com-
fortable here than she does in
the city.”

The donation of $15 helps
keep Inner-City Slickers run-
ning, but MecNeel said he's
grateful for those who have
donated many of the horses.

“This is a way forthe-kids to

. see another side of life. And it's

helpful to get them comfortable
with the amimals,” MclNeel
said. “Without fear there is no
courage.”
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'Inner-aty slickers revel

in ranch life’s lessons
:ngram teaches mdependence, respect

. E:ﬁm:r Raisin
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- *'RGUA DULCE — Nearly 20
City girls had a tough decision to

‘make whenthevscrambled outof  §

s Angeles County sheriff's
wans Saturday — should they

onfurl their sleeping bags in the
ﬂaﬂn the general store or the

~Corw jail?
i “i}ach of the Old West buildings
s Jpart of the ghost town at Inner
City* Slickers Ranch, a 10-acre

-spread run by Mmhael McMeel

and his wife, Erlinda, where city
kids learn self-confidence,
respect and independence by
working with horses.
“Yesterday we couldn't sleep,
1w were 50 excited to come here, ™
saidd- Melanie Segura, 15, of La
-Puente. “I like the whole little
‘tawn. It's kinda funny, though,
<because when we were riding the
horses, the horse gets kinda
stibborn after a while. It just
+decides not to move.”
+ Seguraand theother girls, from
-8 1o 135 years old, are regulars in
“the Youth Activities League, run
-byde% utiesattheCityofIndustry
y 5 station. The program

-jtnz:zh:hma local youth about the -

-opérations in law enforcement.

When the cowgirls arrived for |

‘their sleepover Saturday mom-
-ing they were greeted by McMeel
.— a former drummer for the rock
:band Three Dog Night — and a
*handful of wranglers who showed

theinner=cityslickershow torope |

.and ride steers and horses.

* While the horses were the real
~deal, the steers didn’t move

.around much — the nowvice
‘ropers practiced on bale of hay
with-attached plastic steer heads
-and horns. i

. “We used to sleep up in the
‘tents,” McMeel said during a
Junch break at the chuck wagon,
J“But we figure that if we really

“want to get them out of the city,
~we're going to take them back in
.time, to the carly 1800s and

= 19005, Mow we sleepon the town
-buildings.”

. Without radios, TV sets or the
‘Internet, the girls were able (o
= leam the waysofthe cowboy and

“piovide each-other with siipport=

“writh few distractions,

* To demonstrate the trust that
» must exist between a rider and
-her horse, McMeel had some of
‘the girls climb onto a table after
.lunch and close their eyes.

* *Lwant you turn around a few
‘times with your eyes closed and
then fall backwards,” McMeel
.said. *You have to trust that
.soméone is going 10 be there 1o
*catch vou.™

Farmer Three Dog N ht drummer Mike Mch'reer ahu:wa talks with

weekend ranch

s about the care, faadmg and saddlmg of

horses. Below, gifds get to ride horses on Saturday during the

Inner C‘-ihr Sllﬂkﬂﬁ Ranch outing.

It took most of the girls a I'e,w
times before they were able to let
go and trust the group, but by then
they were ready to bond with the
hoTses.

Preputy Sheriff Phil Cook, who
has escorted others to the ranch
before, praised the program's
character-building objective.

“It’s a program that teaches
kids respect for animals, respect
for property and respect for each
other,” Cook said. *Mike and
Erlinda put their heart and soul
into_this. Mikels philosophy. is

sHe just. doesn’t
it

W’hl!l: halurdays group con-
sisted of girls who are in school
and out of trouble, Inner City
Slickers Ranchalsoinvitesat-risk
youth and juvenile offenders to
expenence the outdoors.

In addition to leaming to rope
steers and ride horses, the La
Puente cowgirls were treated to a
rough ride on a mechanical bull
— minus the mechanics.

Instead of climbingatopajerky
bull powered by electricity,
novice ranchers at the Agua
Dulee site are place on a faux
bull’s back that is suspended in
the middle of four wood posts by
bungee cords. Once the cowgirl’s
in place, the ranch hands gather
around and jangle the cords until
the rider i5 bouncing in every
direction.

*That was scary,” said Jessica
Abney, 13. “You have to hold on
really tight. But it was funny, too.
[ was'crving and laughing. I like .

LAGTOITE u‘ﬁ"l:rq:t“!ﬂtw-um

of trogble.”

In true Western spinl, the girls |
planned tao sit around a camplire
Saturday night and roast
marshmallows.

“I really like that they do this
for us,” said Melanie Segura, the
girl who could barely sleep the
night before arrivingat theranch.
“It's a great place to leam about
horses ‘and to. help each other
out.”



City kids just
horsin’ around

By KIM PRENDERGAST
: Statt Writer

AGUA DULCE — Esteban Santillan,
16, had never boen on a horse, much less
spent any time exploving the rolling ter-
rain of the High Desert.

‘This land of ranches and cowboy cul-
ture is light vears away from the inner
city blight that Santillan and other disad-
vantaged youths are accustomed to,

But Michael Mchleel, former drum-
mer of the popular 1970s band Three
Dog Night, is changing all that.

McMeel's pastoral ranch is ground ze-
1o for Inner City Slickers, a program
Eﬁe&mﬂ at erasing racial and social

undaries among children and teens.

The ranch gives voungsters a chance
to doalittle ridin’ andropin’, They can
even try their luck on a mechanical bull

“F learned how to conguer my fears,”
Santillan, who placed firstin the me-
chanical bull contest, said “Like on the
bull; I was really scared, but Tstill did it
and it turned out good. It gives you con-
fidence totake more chances and not let
Fear take you over.”

It was shortly after witnessing the Los
Angeles riots in 1992 that McMeel
bought his large homestead in the
foothills south of Palmdale and started
the Slickers program with five men, two
horses and the dream they could make a
difference,

“It's a real sneaky way of get-
ting kids
together of all different races,”
MeMeel said.

“We teach them all the (horse)
basics. It's really about building
courageous kids because you
cam't have courage.”

MNow, eight years after he
started, McMeel 'and his gang of
ahout 20 wranglers from the
movie industry continue to spend
a couple of weekends each
month entertaining groups of at-
risk children and instilling in
them a sense of self worth.
program usually brings in. about
3,000 to 4,000 youths a year.

Although the program wel-
comes any interested youngster
or group to spend a day or week-
end at the ranch, reserving a spot
is difficult, said Coco Vazquez,
supervisor on Santillan’s trip and
community relations coordinator
for the Los Angeles County Pro-
bation Department.

Besides having children and
teens visit the ranch, Inner-City
Slickers make occasional trips to
juvenile hall facilities and bring
horses with them.

Vazguez said after a recent
visit, the children in her proba-
tion department were on their
best behavior for a couple of
weeks. :

“We teach them how to ride
and handle the animals,” said
John Lemons, wrangler and for-
mer movie wardrobe supervisor.
“We try to get them to under-
stand how easy it is to control a
1,200-pound beast, so why can’t
they control themselves.”



® Foundation: Boys from
Juvenile Hall get a chance
to be cowboys for a day as
part of a program seeking
to impart more lessons
than horsemanship.

By JOCELYN Y. STEWART
TIMES STAFF WRITER

nderneath a calm summer
sky, the boys and the horses
met.

Jome encounters were smooth,
like old friends meeting again.

“Hey there, Diamond,” a boy
named Michael cooed, pently pet-
ting the mare's lace,

Most were cherged with fear—
and then triumph.

“Damn,” one boy mullered
through a smile, as he trotted along
on a stallion.

On the quad at Central Juvenile
Hall on Saturday, where the boys
and the horses mel, lessons
abounded: The boys learned what it
means L underatand an animal, and
what it means to face their own fear
and conquer iL

That, say organizers, was the goal
of the day. _

“There’s a certain magic that
happens belween a horse and a
kid—you just have to experience it
to understand it," said Michael Jo-
seph Patrick Mebecl, founder of the
Woodland Hills-based Awarencss
Foundation, which sponsored the
event.

That magic is what prompied
MeMeel to ereate his “Inner City
Slickers,” an “0Olkd Wesl Program™
that provides a cowboy experience
to incarcerated youths,

On Saturday, McMeel took 16
horses and a group of "wranglers™—
all volunteers—io Juvenile Hall 1o
teach the boya how Lo ride, care for
and approciate horaes,

-Actor and rider Chris Burgard
offered not only instruction in the
how-toe of riding, but a history
lezzon az well.

Much of what i3 seen in cowbay
movies "wasn't that way,"” Burgard
explained 1o the bovs, all dressed in
the uniform of the hall—orange
jumpauits or white T-ghirts and gray
P,

"Most of the cowbays were Mexd-
camn, Indian or black. One of the best
cowboys in the world was black, Bl
Pickett,”

The wranglers each took charge
of a "passe” of about five bays. John
Lemons and the mare named Dia-
mond offered what was for most
boys in his group their licst riding
EXPELience,

The horse can sense fear, Lemons
explained, Horses, like people, have
&. personality, and thal must be
respected. Lemons taught them
about horseshoes and saddles aod
how to hold the reins.

“If you're going Lo be a cowbay,
you leave your right hand free”|
Lemons said. “Why do you leave!
your right hand frea®"”

“To shoot with? a 14-year-old|
named Leivano offered,

"Your right hand you use for
roping, (o handle vour rope,” al
patient Lemons explained. |

At moments like these, posluring |
has no place. Jose, a 14- year-old, is
covered with tattoos. He ran with a |
gang, He once was shot.

But when it came to Mac, the|
black Arabian stallion, Jose was not
up for the challenge.

“It was scary'" he said, after Xena
Richter [nally econvineed him Lo
ride. “The homies did L™ he said
nodding to a cluster of boys, “so [
couldn’t be a chicken.”

A producer and director of com-
mercials, and formerly the drummer
in the rock group Three Dog Night,
MeMeel wanted to provide young
people with an experience that
would help them grow. Saturday's
event waz his fourth wisit o a
Juwenile Hall,

“The kids overcome their own
fear," he said "Cetting on the horse,
they have a chance to be coura-
goous. Any lime anyone pushes past
their own fear, Lthat's courage.”

Not all the bovs wore novices, |

Back in Nayarit, Mexico, anolher |
14-vear-old, named Jose, rnde|
horses with his grandfather. The
horses Saturday reminded him of

“My grandpa showed me how to
ride," Jose said, sitting under a tree
watching the horses trot by, "That's
why | wanled to come today. He
passed away. I had a lot of love for
my grandpa,”

Where Alvin lives in Lancaster,
there are lods of horses, he said 1
didn't know some of the stulf [Lem-
ons] sasd.”

f magic happens when kids and

horges come together, something
also happens with people who are
serious horse lovers, like McoMeel's
friends, many of whom are working
in some aspect of the entertainment
industry.

“T get a ot of joy just sharing my
love of horses with the kids," said
Liza Brown, a ecelebrity horse
trainer, who also works at Will
Rogers State Park.

Lemons, who rode out of stables
in South Loz Angeles and for many
vears taught youth there Lo ride,
gaid the program would show the
boys that “they're not forgotten.
People still care about them.”

Patrick Shining Elk, a Shoshone,
lived on the Wind River Heserva-
tion in Wyoming and shares Native
American stories with the boys

*“This is the closest [ can get to
back home," he sasid, "1 can learn
from them just as much as they can
learn from me.”




At Home on the Range

A former rock star has transformed his own passion
for horses into a way to help inner-city kids.

here’s a certain magic that
happens between a kid
and a horse,” Mich
McMee
videos and commercials and a
former drummer for the '70s
rock group Three Dog Night. “I
knew [rom experience that there
was gold in that relationship.”
In 1992, after riots tore
through South-Central Los An-
geles, McMeel began searching
for a program that would bulkl
self-esteem in
to 18. Two years later, in pm.d

by his own happy memorics of
growing up on horseback in rural
Colorado, he hit upon a novel solu-

tioy ki led  and it take

program
Tnner ity Slicker
Cowboys Meet the Streetboys.

Working with church groups and
public schools, Tnner City Slickers,

anonprofit sul

Awareness Foundation, selects chil-

a producer of

Where the

Michasl McMeel is usually joined at the inner Gity
slickers ranch by daughter Amber, 10.

“These kids are dealing with
is enormous, unfamiliar animal,
L of their attention.”
When Inner Gity Slickers cannot
bring kidls to the ranch, it brings the
ranch to kids. About ten times a
year, McMeel takes 16 or so horses

dren from poor and hi

eas who have alreadly shown signs of
trouble and brings them to the pro-
the foothills north
e, some 2,500
ed the five-

gram’s rancl
of Los Angeles. To dats
young people have
acre §) h

ich is home to 30

ry of McMeels — inside the high ty facility of
Los Angeles’s Central Juvenile Hall,
] ar-  the largest juvenile-detention cen-

ter in the country. There, inmates
have a chance to ride, rope, and
groom a horse—and, prison officials
note approvingly, get a firsthand
glimpse into the virtues of patience,

horses, 23 head of cattle, a potbel-

- one-day,
-week “rousd:
o the children’
country, not
perience
ceding, stall mucking,
plirc, and

lied pig, and an emu—f
thre
ups.” OF
fixst ventures into the
to mention their fi
with horse
singing around a
above all, horseback

“We always try to bring m,.(-rhm
I

a mixed

and caring for a living
creature. McMeel begins by asking
involved
angs. “Well, this is my gang
behind me,” he referring to
the team of volunteer wranglers
who accompany him.

“We're not trying to turn kids into
cowboys,” McMeel says. “We're just
making them aware of the va
that govern cowboy [m'—\l)t-ngrh

Asians,” McMeel sa
with horses virtuallv erase

ks, Latinos,

, and hard work.
rm more information, contact




problem. It just seems that learning
about a relationship with a horse and
the responsibility associated with car-
ing for and nurturing that animal has
rot to be an alternative—or a choice
that many kids don’t even know iy
available to them. Horses cross barri- 88
ers of sex, race, age and socioeconon-- 8
ic background. Horses don't care
about those Factors.” :

A case in point is Inner City :
slickery, an ongoing "Old West™ pro-
gram and nonprofit project of thed
Woodland Hills, California-based ¥
Awareness Foundation. Founded by
Michael McMeel, former drummer
for Three Dog Night, Inner City
Slickers uses horses to thwart gang
involvernent. Inner-city children par-
ticipate in a number of activities that
cover the basics of grooming, horse
care, riding and western skills, such as
roping; "This program is one of the
only means that ['ve seen that can vir- G
tually erase the color barrier between B Wi ;
teens with the magic of horses and our volunteers,” McMerl
says. Slickers” volunteers range From Hollywood stuntmen and
tormer rodeo pros to amateur riders, whose involvements
impact at-risk youth and kids already inside detention centers.

“These children are just mystified,” says Mcheel. "They have
this enormous animal that thev're not familiar with, and they're
scared of it. Consequently, they forget about color and they con-
centrate on the horse.”

Eight-year-old Timothy Lewis, one of the organization’s par-
ticipants, says he already loves horses. “They're cute and they're
amart and they've got good eyesight,” he says. Lewis has already
grasped why they're good for people: "To keep them company
and to have somebody to talk with," he states.

“If vou're lonely, vou can get on a horse and go ride some-
where,” says Brandon King, 9. Dearl Camimell, 12, the most
experienced participant, savs, "They're sensitive and they run
fast. And they can love.”
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