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ABOUT THE BOOK

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

AT   37, Jesse McNeil—at times 
carpenter, commercial fish-
erman, dabbler in real es-

tate—decided to buy an untrained horse, 
make himself into a horseman, and ride 
all the way across the United States, from 
the Pacific to the Atlantic Ocean.

A fiercely independent traveler, Jesse 
had navigated previous coast-to-coast 
trips—solo journeys by moped, bicycle, 
and small airplane. This time, however, 
he had a partner: a five-year-old Ten-
nessee Walking Horse named Pepper. 
An inexperienced horseman with an 
equally inexperienced mount, Jesse 
would quickly discover the immense 
challenges of his new undertaking. 
Over the course of eight months and 
fourteen states—beginning in Oregon 

and ending on a beach in New Hamp-
shire—he would be tested many times 
over as he learned not only what it took 
to keep Pepper safe and healthy, but 
the true value of qualities that he had 
once easily dismissed: patience and 
companionship.

The generosity of strangers, from help-
ful ranchers and storekeepers to sub-
urban families, shaped the pair’s jour-
ney east. And while at some points the 
miles didn’t unfold as Jesse hoped, 
others yielded unexpected events that 
changed his perspective—and quite 
possibly, his future. Written with hon-
esty, grit, and grace, On the Hoof cap-
tures an arduous voyage that broke a 
man down and built him back up, with 
the help of one special horse.

Jesse McNeil grew up exploring the 
mountains and rivers of New Hamp-
shire, which kindled his adventur-

ous spirit and inspired later long-dis-
tance journeys, from thru-hiking the 
Appalachian Trail to coast-to-coast trips 
by bicycle, small airplane, moped, and 

then, horse. McNeil and the Tennessee 
Walker, Pepper, who traveled from the 
Pacific to the Atlantic with him, live in the 
San Juan Islands of Washington State 
where they continue to explore hills and 
fields and daydream of new journeys 
ahead (jessemcneil.com).

“It’s invigorating to be disconnected from the mundane.... 
So, it’s become a pattern that every couple of years I 

take off on a long trek, to recharge and find grounding. 
To re-align with what’s important. I travel away from my 
coordinated life to re-establish it again—and refine as 

necessary. And discover what’s next.” 

JESSE ALEXANDER MCNEIL
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WATCH THE BOOK TRAILER

CLICK TO PLAY

“F inally feeling light of heart, I find 
myself stopping often to pet Pepper, 
having a new desire to connect with 

her. I wonder what she’s thinking. Probably the 
same as me—that we’re always walking. I don’t 
feel as troubled now about whether or not 
we’re on the right track. What I do need to do 
is handle our obstacles better.”

From On the Hoof by
JESSE ALEXANDER MCNEIL

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YEhBPco_csg


“IN previous exploits I alone controlled 
the levers of speed and challenge, 
sometimes masochistically. Like once, 

when on the Appalachian Trail, I hiked twenty-four 
hours straight just to see if I could. By the end I was 
hallucinating, watching the trees change shape. 
Or, when on the Canadian bicycle trip, if I knew 
another ten miles would destroy my legs, I’d set a 
goal of twenty. Pushing beyond mental and physical 
limits was exciting—a way to explore a whole new 
dimension of myself.... Now, however, I’m seeing that 
pushing limits of physical exhaustion doesn’t work 
with horses—even spurs won’t recreate this element 
of my previous adventures. The last sixty-three 
miles hadn’t pushed me much physically, but they 
had hamstrung Pepper. And when we had argued 
and she actually had gone faster, it was not from 
understanding our need, but fear.

“Of course, this is no way to train a horse.”

From On the Hoof by
JESSE ALEXANDER MCNEIL



Q&A WITH JESSE ALEXANDER MCNEIL
This interview is free to use, in part or whole, in print and online publications

Your book On the Hoof tells the story of 
your journey across the United States, from 
the Pacific Ocean to the Atlantic Ocean, 
with your horse Pepper. This was not your 
first trek across the continent. Can you tell 
us a little about your other trips?

My travels coast to coast first began as 
a stunt: I took a moped as a cheap way 
across the continent. It cost me only $52 
in gas to putter east for three weeks to my 
home state of New Hampshire.

A few years later I earned my pilot certif-
icate and did the same by air in a small 
trainer plane. The cost was way more, 
but the view grander. Another journey 
was by an old motorcycle—this time 
westward back to the San Juan Islands 
in Washington State—which felt much 
like the book, Zen and the Art of Motor-
cycle Maintenance, which I didn’t read 
until a year after.  

It was by simpler means, a bicycle jaunt 
east across Canada to the Bay of Fundy 
in 2010, that triggered the idea of riding 
a horse. I was pushing down on the ped-
als across Saskatchewan when I saw on a 
horse in a pasture beside the road. It felt 
like it would be more real, more to the 
heart of traveling, to be on a horse than a 
flimsy bicycle.

You were not a horseman prior to 
buying Pepper as a green five-year-

old with the trip you were planning 
in mind. What did you find challeng-
ing about training a horse for the first 
time? What did you find fulfilling?

Simply managing the size of such an an-
imal was intimidating, although a thou-
sand pounds of beast held by a thin rope 
felt comical, too. Then, quite quickly, I re-
alized that a horse would know if it was 
possible to dominate me or not. Even 
though I didn’t know what I was doing, I 
had to act as if I did, otherwise the day’s 
training would fall apart. I learned, too, 
that subtleness of pressure and positive 
emotional energy was extremely import-
ant, and really enjoyed exploring how 
precise I had to be with Pepper for her 
to listen to me and respect our budding 
relationship.

Why did you choose the route you took, 
beginning in Oregon and ending in New 
Hampshire? What were its challenges?

I knew traveling by horse from the  
Pacific to the Atlantic was going to take 
a long time and I was hoping to not 
winter over, but accomplish it in one 
stretch of decent weather. So, I chose 
to go as straight as possible. The New 
Hampshire coast had been a regu-
lar destination on my previous long- 
distance journeys, so I just drew a line 
westward on a map, and the southern 

Oregon Coast became the starting 
point.  

One main challenge was simply be-
ginning in Oregon. The mountains and 
the snow, then the heat and the desert, 
were a sobering and difficult start to  
the journey.  

You write about feeling particularly 
close to history at times during the trip. 
Can you tell us about one place where 
this feeling was strongest?  

The Oregon Trail is really a network of 
trails, offering multiple routes across 
the West. Sublette Cut-Off was a rough, 
desolate section that we traveled, and I 
loved every minute of it. I stared for days 
at the same landmarks the immigrants 
did in the 1840s, and it felt like I had 
gone back in time.   

Tell us about one moment when you 
thought you might not reach your goal 
of the Atlantic Ocean and how you 
found the motivation to keep going. 

There were many obstacles along the 
way that slowed us. But when Pepper 
tripped on a tree root on the Ohio/
Pennsylvania border and uncomfort-
ably stumbled forward, I felt that our 
journey might stop right there. It was 
such a numbing moment—a combina-
tion of grief and anger that one wrong 
step could stop the trip.

You met a number of individuals and 
families on your journey, who helped 
you in some small way. Tell us about the 
person you think of most often from the 
trip and why.

We literally met hundreds of people 
along the journey, and so many kindly of-
fered food, money, a night’s stay on their 
property, or just simple conversation. 
I don’t have one person or family that 
I most often think of, as everyone had 
their own unique enthusiasm or knowl-
edge to share. That said, I do consider 
Jack Dowel, an Oregon rancher, who 
nailed on Pepper’s first set of iron shoes, 
an important piece of the journey’s suc-
cess. His skill and generosity helped me 
at just the right time.

What was your relationship like with 
Pepper following the trip? What was the 
first thing she did/you did?  

For days after reaching the Atlantic 
Ocean, I would walk behind the family 
barn early each morning to feed Pep-
per. She would immediately greet me, 
then block me from exiting the fenced 
area. She didn’t want me to leave her 
alone. We had become so bonded that 
even an hour apart was difficult for her.     

Once she was rested and seemed rest-
less to move, I took her for a long ride 
up the nearest New Hampshire moun-
tain, Mount Kearsarge, where we were 
able to have a bit of adventure togeth-



er again. It was a hard ride, with ice and 
rocks and mud and logs…just what we 
both needed. 

What is one moment from the journey, 
bad or good, that you’ll never forget?

There were truly many, many bad and 
good moments that I reflect on often. 
One moment was when Pepper and  
I took a hard fall on a back road on 
the way to Casper, Wyoming. It was  
surreal how we were riding along one 
minute, then in the next second, falling 
through the air. Luckily, she didn’t land 
on me, and neither of us broke bones, 
though we bled pretty badly.

Looking back, do you feel traveling 
3,800 miles with a horse changed you? 
If so, how? Was this trip more trans-

formative than the other adventures 
you’ve had?

Yes, traveling with an animal is much 
more demanding than handling a piece 
of machinery. Building a partnership is ex-
tremely important and takes a great deal 
of time, and there’s no manual to follow. 
It’s an intuitive experience that is truly a 
rollercoaster of ups and downs. Patience 
is key. I had to learn to have more than I 
ever had back at the Pacific shore.  

What is one thing you hope readers take 
away from your book?

There are adventures to be had wherev-
er we turn, and just because we weren’t 
born into a certain lifestyle doesn’t 
mean we can’t have a try at it...and see 
if it fits us.

Q&A WITH JESSE ALEXANDER MCNEIL



EXCERPT  
FROM ON THE HOOF

This excerpt is free to use, in part or whole, in print and online publications

Back at the river we have a drink. 
Pepper eats shoreline grass while I 
study the map for a missed oppor-

tunity. Stumped, I lead Pepper back up 
the slope to more grass and tie her on a 
long lead to graze.

I retrieve another Snickers and a pewter 
flask of Bushmills. A beam of sunlight 
warms my face as I pull a swig. The sun, 
now high and bright, pierces through 
the leafy canopy, dappling the forest 
floor. I stare at the speckled ground, my 
fingers resting in familiar dents from 
past trips.

The nearest trails and gravel roads are 
far beyond tall ridges, miles and miles 
away. It’d be truly simpler and safer to 
return to the ocean and start over, tak-
ing a different Forest Service road five 
miles south.

I wander back to the river. The current 
flows fast, churning into choppy rapids 
downstream. On the far side, a faint line 
of stepping stones emerges from the 
water’s edge. From mossy rock to mossy 
rock I meander upstream, ducking un-
der low-hanging branches that block 
my view. A few more bounding leaps 
and I land on a large, round stone near 
the middle of the river. I take another 
gulp of whiskey and read the current for 
a while.

Then…there it is. It doesn’t look easy, 
but maybe, just maybe, it could work. I 
rehearse the moves…I’ll jump in here, 
swim over there, float, and then grab 
that branch.

If I miss, I swim for those other branches 
just before the rapids.

The chances are good—or at least, good 
enough.

I clamber back up the riverbank.

“Well, Pep, we’ve got a way across!”

She turns her head toward me, startled 
from resting hipshot, one back hoof 
turned up.

I untie two coils of rope and square-knot 
them together for a fifty-foot length, at-
taching one end to her halter. Then I pull 
off Pepper’s two front boots so they’re 
not lost in the river and strap them to 
the saddle. My clothes are next, as well 
as the insoles from my own boots, which 
I then lace back on for better traction on 
the wet rocks. Buck-naked and optimis-
tic, I lead Pepper back to the river.

I hop from one mossy rock toward an-
other but don’t stick the landing.

Water rushes into my right boot, and 
suddenly I realize how damn cold the 
river really is. Goosebumps pop up 

across my arms and chest. I 
give in and recklessly slosh 
on.

The river rides up my legs 
as I near the large, round 
stone I’d stood on, the frig-
id water already numbing 
my skin. Pepper follows. I 
climb up and stand on the 
stone as a breeze blows 
through, chilling me more.

The current’s running cold 
and fast. I watch the flow-
ing black silk collide into 
the boulders downstream, 
erupting into chaotic white-
water. Pepper waits beside.

I have some doubts about plunging in. 
But the time is now. I either cross here 
or back-track a long, long way—it’s thirty 
risky feet or twenty-two miles of retreat.

My heart pumps faster and faster, goose-
bumps cover my whole body now. I coil 
the rope and rehearse the moves one 
more time, looking where I need to 
jump.

“Okay, Pep…here goes!”

My boots slam in, cold water splashes 
up. I sink to my waist and slip on the bot-
tom. The brutally numb current pushes 
hard to knock me over.

“Whoa! Whoa!” I yell at Pepper, not 
wanting her to move.

She’s insurance—my anchor. If the cur-
rent’s too swift to swim or—worse—I trap 
a boot between rocks, I have a thou-

sand-pound horse that will hopefully 
drag me from my mess.

I lean upstream, toss out a couple yards 
of rope, and step in deeper—it takes my 
breath away. I slip again in my clunky 
boots, banging and sliding. Knowing 
I have to move quickly, I dive into the 
main current, swing my legs around 
downstream, and turn onto my back. My 
stint as a raft guide kicks in, triggering 
me to reach for boulders underneath to 
slow my rush downstream—but I never get 
a grip.

“Whoa, Pepper! Whooaa!”

I hope she’s not walking away, or worse, 
following me, and bringing the length 
of my rope even closer to the rough rap-
ids downstream.

The rope links us like mountaineers. The 
frothy whitecaps close in, the riverbank a 



EXCERPT  
FROM ON THE HOOF CONTINUED
This excerpt is free to use, in part or whole, in print and online publications

blur of gray-green, the water pushing me 
where I don’t want to go. I turn onto my 
chest and madly swim for the east bank, 
kicking harder and harder. The rope tan-
gles around my right arm as my left hand 
hits a submerged boulder, so I push off 
to gain yardage.

I’m guessing the river’s waist deep below 
me, but far too swift to think of standing. 
I keep kicking, though my boots feel as if 
they’re filled with concrete.

Finally, I slip under one of the branches I 
aimed for and into calm water, the rope 
swirling around my waist. I stand in the 
shallow water.

“Yeah!”

I look upstream and see that Pepper’s 
only moved a few feet forward; she 
stares at me. I walk up the shore, coiling 
the rope as I go, and step onto dry rocks 
in the sun, my back warming.

“Okay, Pepper. Come!”

Without hesitation, she steps into the fast 
current, the water rising up her legs and 
soaking her belly and the bottom of the 
saddlebags. In seconds she clambers up 
next to me—easily trumping my sopho-
moric effort.

“Good girl!” I stroke her neck.

It could have been her first time crossing 
a river—at least it was with me.

There’s no going back now.
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