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Clearly Romeo was a lover, bui Clark had no idea whether he
could count on him to lead his 1cam successfully in the White
Mountain Winter Gumes,

Until the next day, anyway

Clark took Romeo along [or i 1es1 drive at Sunrise Park. He
strapped him in with his other dogs— Timber and Ophelia, both
malnmutes, and Konan, a Stherian husky and malamute mix—1to
a pangline attached wo his wooden sled. To Clark's surprise, Romeo
was a natural, even il he didn't know the commands yet. “Hike!"
gets a dogsled team going, “Gee!” turns them right, “Haw!™ left,
and “Whon!" makes them stop, Clark discovered thit Romeo could
ke all the right moves when he was paired next 1o well-trained
Konan, who knew the lingo

Romeo instinctively knew 1o veer away from thin paches of snow
and displayed pure drive and verve, Best ol all, “He was just so last”
Clark said, beaming with parental pride. He trustied Romeo com-
pletely, Then

As Clark frecied about the race, ellow members of the Arizona
Mountain Mushers readied their dogsled teams. This odd assort
ment of racers ranges in age from 31 o 69 Some live in Arizona’s
high-altitude snow country, Flagsiall or Pinetop, while others dwell
in desert areas. Mushers make an amusing sight in the desert. They
man three-wheeled carts made ol inch welded pipe and harrel past

Finish Line! Four weary dogs slow to a trot as they pull their sled
beyond the finish ling &t the White Mountain Winter Games.

jarring ride, as Tucson musher Don Uhlir, who's had
hip-replacement surgery, can atest. The engineer’s
solution? Shock absorbers, of course.

Like the famed Olympic Jamuaican bobsled team
depicted in the comedy hit Cool Runnings, not even a
lacle of snow can deter the Arizona Mountain Mushers
[rom passionately pursuing their sport. Every year, they
gather on the White Mouniain Apache Reservation for
some [un-loving competition

Bundled like Alaskan Inuit native people in
heavy parkas, wool caps and mittens, nearly o dozen
mushers, both men and women, hustled their antsy
Sibertan and Alaskan huskies and malamutes [rom
their trucks. Exciiement hung in the air like the
|I|1|-\|!'||.'I‘i' i |1,'H.H.|.h 1.1| |1I'|.':i'||1 As w ired as |'II'|;:‘5I,'|'I.I.'I|.\i|'r.‘1
at Disneyland, the dogs yipped, yelped, whined and
clanked their chains

Feathery snow(llakes dusied the mushers’ wool
caps as they unloaded Hghiweight dogsleds made of
ash, birch or cak. Just the sight of the sleds heighuened
the renzy lor the wolllike dogs—thick-shouldered
barrel-chested malamutes; perky-eared, medium-
sized Siberians; and their leaner, long-legged and
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Off We Go Wearing their game faces, Barh Mays and her
three-dog team surge from the flarting chute

run. “| know the minuie | show my tewm the harness they 1l jus: go
halbstic,” saad Clark

For Clark. the games weren'l so much a race as an opportunity
1o fulfill a lifelone dream. He'ld grown up reading Coll of the W3
American novelist Jack London's vivid saga about Buck, a “super
dog” shanghaied o servitude in the Yukon during the Alaska
Gold Rush. Years later, Garv Paulsen’s Winterdance « apeurcd Clark's
tmagination. This man-against-nature adventure vividly portrays
the blinding wind, snowstorms, moose attacks, [rostbite and sleep
lessness the amhor suffered during the lditarod, a punishing 1,150
mile race through the Alaskan wilderness

The hisiory of the lditarod, called the Lasi Grest Race on Earth
leatures the 1ale ol Balio, a Scandinavian immigrant’s dog tha
gined international renown on the storied “serum race 1o Nome
in 1925, That winter the snowbound city was struck by a disastrous
diphtheria epidemic, and Balio's owner, Leonhard Seppala, was
s¢lected 1o drive south Irom Nome by sled voward MNulao 1o obtain
a lile-saving supply of antitoxin. While Seppala hooked up his
best lead dog, Togo, lor most of the mission, it was Balto, mushed
by Gunnar Kaasen, who braved the final miles through a storm to
Nome and became the most celebrated lead dog of all—as a statue
in his honor in New York City's Central Park can attest.

Little did Clark know that on this Saturday, January 24, his 3151
birthdlay, he'd become a lead character in another dogsled drama

You could call it “Arizona’s Whiite Fang'
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Old School The rising sun casts long shadows over handcrafted



hehind the sled. A Flagstall vesident, Engelhardiand his wile, Cheri,
an Arizona Mountain Mushers founder, compete throughout the
Southwest. Another competitor, Reignie Farley from Sedona, had
mabbee] second place a year carlier. Clark alse lneed Barly Mays, a
dedicated musher from Vernon who parents 19 dogs and hand-
cralted her own sled. His other challenger, Bill Coan, a 69-year
old welding shop owner, jokes he's from “The Dogsled Capital of
America” That's Phoenix, by the way,

Bundled-up onlookers, holding steaming cups of hot chocolae,
waddled about, boots sinking decp in crunchy snow, umtl they
claimed theirspots on stadium seating near a red-and-white-striped
carnival tent, Under the tent, longtime rodeo announcer Floyd
Massey, a White Mountain Apache new o the sport of dogsledding,
entertained the gathering crowd. “1 work for the BIA. You know
whal that means, don't you?” he asked. “Bossing Indians Around”

Al last, it was time for the competitors in the race o hustle their
dogs into their harnesses, The vipping, yelping and barking hit a cre-
scendo is the huskies beaped and lunged, almost mad with eagerness.
The mushers then lined their teams up in the red starting chue,
where the dogs neardy dragged their handlers ofl their [eet,

Gut-wrenching anxiety gripped Clark as he looked down at his
team and realized this was il *] was breathing hard, and 1 kept reas-
suring Romeo, “It's okay, Romeo, it's okay” ™ It was really only Clark
who needed the reassurance. Looking back ar Clark with serene
sky-hlue eves, Romeo was purely in his element,

At pne-minute intervals, the sianer yelled “Go!™ and each dog-
sled team barreled o of the starting chuwe. The starter kept Clark
apprised of the time . . . 30 seconds . . . 15 seconds . | . then he
started the linal countdown.

With Romeo in the lead followed by Konan and Timber, the
dogs lunged, snapped loose from the restraining handlers and
launched like rockets. It was a surge of incredible power,” Clark
said. “They're so strong and so [ast, vou just dont want o let go”

The dogs blazed across the snow, headed up a steep hill and ran
past o towering stand of ponderosa pines and into a wide-open
field blanketed with sparkling snow, Here, the competition heaed
up. The dogs shifted into overdrive when they spotted teams ahead
Aller more than 3 miles, Clark crossed the hinish line in 21,16 min-
uies, coming in fourth behind Engelhardt, who led the race witha
16.37-minute time, and Farley and Mays. Clark wesn't disappointed
with his fourth-place finish. “At that point, 1 was as high as a kite,”
he said. “The dogs had done well, and Thadn’t totally embareassed
mysell”

But the race was far [rom over, The winner would be decided by
combined race times on Saturday and Sunday.

On Sunday, the dogsled teams again shot out of the starting
chutes in one-minute intervals: first Engelhardt, then Fadey, Mays
and Clark. As Clark's team stampeded across the snow, he shouted

“Woo-hoo!™ in pure delight. The words were magical, “The dogs
surged,” Clarle said, “Suddenly | was ranning on more ounces of
dog power.”

“Woo-hoo! Woo-hoo!™ Clark yelled, with the doss running faster
and laster, eventually passing Farley, who was second out of the start-

ning—even though they were only panting—as
the crowd cheered. Clark’s weam's remarkable time
that day—a [ull two minuies ahead of the third-
place finisher—humped him up o second plice
with Engelhardt holding on (o first,

“I'm so proud of yvou!™ Clark 10ld Romeo, who
wagged his ail excitedly before planting his heavy
paws on Clark’s chest and licking his loce,

Mushers say there's no other man-and-animal
relanionship in the world more adventuresome,
mare emotional or perhaps more mystical than
that ol a racer and his sled dogs.

Clark and Romeo would agree.

Their bond made a lifelong dream come true
and wirned a hopeless pup ino a chamgion, 8

Lori K, Bake's fovente expenance while reporting this stam
was piloting @ dogsled bersalf. That f5, until she yelled “Hike!”
The dogs realized ihe wosn's thew ownit, stopped dead i ther
(rocks and refused to budge an inch, Sae fives in Mesa,

Kgprick Jomes of Mesa says he had vevar seph so much
strengtlv and stoming in gich smoll packages as the sled dogs
that can gl hundreds of pounds sphill, i Biting cold.
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