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The Fight for the Wild Horses of the Eastern Sierra

BY DINA RUIZ
PHOTOGRAPHY BY MARNI GROSSMAN




HEY'RE MAJESTIC, WITH SILKY MANES FLOWING FREELY IN STRONG BREEZES. DNA SUGGESTS THEY
ARE DESCENDANTS OF HORSES THAT ROAMED THE WEST MORE THAN [2,000 YEARS AGO. THEY
EXIST IN A PLACE WHERE ONLY THE STRONG SURVIVE, IN CONDITIONS RANGING FROM SNOW

DRIFTS TO SCORCHING HEAT. HOURS SOUTHEAST OF CARMEL, WHERE THE MEADOWS MEET THE MOUN-

TAINS OF THE EASTERN SIERRA, A HERD REFERRED TO AS THE MONTGOMERY PASS WILD HORSES I‘_’IAKES
THE LANDSCAPE EVEN MORE SURREAL. BUT IN JuLy, AS MANY AS 500 OF THEM ARE ON A SCHEDULE TO BE
ROUNDED UP AND TRANSPORTED TO ALTERNATE AREAS BY TWO GOVERNMENTAL AGENCIES, THE BUREAU
OF LAND MANAGEMENT (BLM) AND THE U.S. FOREST SERVICE. THE AGENCIES CITE OVERPOPULATION AND
POSSIBLE HAZARDS TO MOTORISTS AS JUST TWO OF THE REASONS FOR THE MASSIVE UNDERTAKING. BUT
CRITICS CALL THE PLAN A TRAVESTY AND SAY HORSES WILL DIE FROM TRAUMA DURING THE ROUNDUP OR
~ TRANSPORT, OR WORSE—END UP IN THE HANDS OF THE SLAUGHTER TRADE. INDIGENOUS TRIBES BASED IN
THE AREA, WHERE THESE HORSES HAVE EXISTED FOR GENERATIONS, ARE AT THE FOREFRONT OF MAKING

"
SURE THIS DOESN'T HAPPEN. THEY'RE BEING ASSISTED BY ACTIVISTS AND ARTISTS BASED IN CARMEL.




In May, Patricia Qualls Contemporary Art
Gallery will host a photo exhibition of these
beauties by Canadian wildlife photographer
Marni Grossman titled, “Free and Wild:
Horses of the Numu” (“numu” means "the
people” in the Paiute language). The exhibit
will assist a new nonprofit, the Indigenous
Wild Horse Society, to help fight the plan to
uproot the herd."They've always lived here as
long as we can remember;” says Rana Saulque,
vice chair of the Benton Paiute Tribe, located
in proximity to the horses.“We have a lot of
oral history and stories about how our peo-
ple used them and maintained them. They
were part of the family, part of our everyday
life. We see them as our ancestors.”

Mono Lake Tribal Representative and
Cultural Monitor Ronda Kauk agrees, I see
them, and my family and my children see
them, as a connection to the land and our

home and the spirit—and the sacred world

Although the horses are adept at finding water sources, tribal leaders say part of their management plan would include
having water available for the horses without them having to be endangered by crossing a highway to access it.
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Tribal leaders, and others involved in keeping
the horses where they are, highlight how their
grazing patterns actually help the environment.




between us and that. It's so important
because we've lost a lot of our culture, but
they still keep us grounded and help us
remember what it's like to be a family."

With their equine family members’ wellbe-
ing at stake, outsiders have
stepped up to help Saulque,
Kauk and other tribe mem-
bers with their fight. Carmel’s
Nico Georis and his mother
Sheila Georis are two of them. Drawn to the
remote Eastern Sierra years ago, Nico credits
his moving and remaining there to the spirit
of the Indigenous people and the hundreds of
wild stallions and mares that have become

part of his own journey.

“You could see them coming because you ¢
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“I've never seen horses being horses until
this,” Nico says."It's an incredible untold story
of wild horses and Indigenous people on
Yosemite's doorstep.” Nico ended up con-
necting with

Indigenous people during

Those fighting the upcoming roundup
are everything from perplexed to
furious with the government’s plan.

protests against BLM projects, and it didn't
take persuasion to get his mother Sheila
involved. “The instant he told me, my heart
was called in,” she says. “You cannot argue
with the heart and mine moved forward.”

Serendipity occurred when Sheila, who was

"rJ fa' las

scheduled to meet tribal leaders and observe
the horses, was expecting a visit from her
friend, one of Canada’s most renowned pho-
tographers, Marni Grossman. Together they,
Nico, and the Tribal leaders made what ended
up being a sacred trek.“There
were literally hundreds of
them

coming from every

direction,” Grossman says

excitedly of the horses. “We
were in the middle of this open area. You
could see them coming because you could
see dust flying up in the distance. | said to
Ronda, ‘That was the most extraordinary

experience | think I've ever had, to be in the

wild with 150 or 200 wild horses, just being in

ould see dust flying up in the distance,” says photographer Marni Grossman
about being in the midst of the herd. “That was the most extraordinary experience | think I’ve ever had."

CARMEL MAGAZINE<SPRING 2026



wildness and their beauty is soul
stopping,” Sheila Georgis says
after being up close with the herd.
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In May, Patricia Qualls Contemporary Art Gallery will host a photo
exhibition of these beauties by Canadian wildlife photographer
Marni Grossman titled, “Free and Wild: Horses of the Numu.”

their environment!” One of Grossman's
guides, Ronda Kauk, told her that usually
they'd only see a few, maybe up to a dozen,
horses. Grossman, who works on major
movie productions as a set photographer, but
prides herself on her stunning wildlife pho-
tography, says she was gobsmacked when it
happened for a second time two days laten
“This band, they circled around and around,
then they went by us and took off. When they
left, we were all crying and hugging each
other...We think it had to do with their ener-
gy and our energy being in a collective.”
Sheila also says it was unreal."You look into

these faces and these eyes, and they are

ancient and they are so beautiful and so full of
intelligence. They embody and allow us to actu-
ally feel the spirit of freedom. It's exhilarating,
it's very magical to be out there with them!”
Grossman and Sheila Georis edited almost
6,000 shots down to 200 in a months-long
labor of love. The photographic results are
gorgeous, showing everything from skirmishes
to nuzzling, galloping to grazing. But Rana
Saulgue and Ronda Kauk say even these
exquisite pictures can't encompass the real-life
impact of the buckskins, sorrels, grays, palomi-
nos and duns. "l always like to say my favorite
color is wild,” Saulque says. “They have the

most amazing colors, shapes and sizes. Some

are tall. Some are short. They have the coolest
little personalities. Just to sit out there, you
lose track of time because being out there is a
feeling—being around them is so special.”
Kauk soaks in the many lessons they offer.
“After having my kids, | had an autoimmune
disease and my skin started changing and
my kids would always say, ‘You're beautiful!
And then | would see the horses in different
color skins, and they were like, ‘See mom,
you're beautiful like them!" All the colors are
beautiful.” She is emotional when describing
their influence. “It's hard to tell how we feel
about them because you have to be here to

experience it. Their hooves are the heart-

In this large equine family, many emotions are shown by the herd, whether visiting their human “relatives,” running freely
through the meadows, nurturing colts, nuzzling or engaging in a powerful, but beautiful “dance of dominance.”
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“This nonprofit is not about prevention. It’s about not regretting. We started Indigenous Wild Horse Society because
the wild horses are more than life. They are relatives,” says Tribal Representative Ronda Kauk.

beat for us here, and they breath the same
air as us.”

Those fighting the upcoming roundup are
everything from perplexed to furious with
the government’s plan. Indigenous leaders
want the horses left where they are and
placed under their care. "We want a seat at
the table [with government agencies]. We
have a management plan, and they haven't
been managed,” Rana Saulque says.

Nico Georis emphasizes
that his Native American
“neighbors” know more
than anyone else about
what must be done. “These
folks hold the key to how to
take care of the land. The
concept of wilderness is like a slur to them—
like having a child and not combing their hair”

Ronda Kauk says they plan to manage the
herd as closely as possible to the way their
ancestors did. “We want to take care of the
land from what we learned from the past
until now. And, to prevent the animals from
harm: roundups, displacements, slaughter

pipelines, loss of habitat, and them not being

treated like a problem—but like a present.” To
all involved, it's vital that the Indigenous rep-
resentatives are respected and listened to
most. “We got a second chance to have our
voices heard for our ancestors,” Kauk says.
“For some reason, it's coming to us and to
other people who are interested to say: ‘We
need to speak up.We need to be a voice for
the horses! It's scary, but we're willing!”

Gallery owner Patrica Qualls says her

With their equine family members’
wellbeing at stake, outsiders have
stepped up to help Saulque, Kauk and
other tribe members with their fight.

efforts to be part of that voice are but a drop
in a huge bucket. “For me, it's how can we
open our hearts and scrape the barnacles off
our hearts? What can we do to make a softer,
gentler world?” She, too, emphasizes that the
tribes need to be in charge. “Imagining these
horses that have walked on that wild land for
many generations, to think that they may be

moved and put in transport and broken...
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anything could happen once they leave that
land. If they don't have these guardians, those
little spirits can be broken.”

Qualls, Grossman, Sheila Georis, Saulque
and Kauk, are donating their time, talents, and
valuable gallery space to raise money for the
Indigenous Wild Horse Society, which is
thought to be the only Indigenous run group
of its kind. “This nonprofit is not about pre-
vention—it's about not regretting,” Kauk says.

Qualls ensures attendees
will have no regrets seeing
these photos—they will be
life changing. “Come with
like-minded, open-hearted
people and let's gather in a
circle of good people who
care about innocent beings.”

"Free and Wild: Horses of the Numu” will be
shown at the Patricia Qualls Gallery (located on
Dolores Street between Fifth and Sixth in Carmel)
from May |-8.A Variety of events will take place
during the week. To learn more or to donate, visit
www.patriciaqualls.com or www.indigenouswild-
horsesociety.com, and to see more of Grossman’s
images, visit www.freeandwild.org. |
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https://www.patriciaqualls.com/
https://horsesociety.com/
https://www.freeandwild.org/

