
123

April/May 2011

On the map, Wyoming’s Chief Joseph
Highway looks like it was surveyed by the
kid in the Family Circus cartoon. It hops

across river gorges, zigzags up steep mountain passes,
and generally dilly-dallies its way between Cooke City,
Montana, and Cody, Wyoming.

As I drove along, the handsome vista dis  tracted me
from the melan -
choly purpose of
my journey. I was
on my way to visit
Chuck and Kerry
Gunther, husband-
and-wife mana  gers
of the 7D Ranch,
a historic dude ranch
near Yellowstone
National Park.
Chuck had been
diagnosed with
Lou Gehrig’s
Disease, or amyo -
trophic lateral
sclerosis (ALS).
I’d worked for the Gunthers in Colorado a few years
back, but Chuck was more than a former boss; he was
a mentor and friend. When I heard about his
condition, I felt the urge to visit him while he was still

strong enough for us to saddle up and ride together
one last time.

If I thought the visit would be a solemn affair,
I’d forgotten that nothing gets Chuck down. I
pulled through the 7D’s entrance gate just as Chuck
came roaring out of the Sunlight River in a tractor.
The waterway was swollen with spring runoff, and

Chuck had been
working to divert
a channel of water
to save a building.

He stepped
down from the
tractor to greet me.

“I’m happy to
see you,” Chuck
said, shaking my
hand. “It’s been a
long time. You’re
not going to
believe this, but if
you’d have visited
two weeks ago, I
would’ve broken

down either crying or laughing at the sight of you.”
Chuck suffered from the “pseudobulbar affect,” an

ALS symptom whereby a person can’t control their
emotions. The slightest stimulus – a funny joke, the

Mentored by Chuck
Great adversity can lead to life’s most important lessons. 

By Ryan T. Bell

Gunther continues to fight ALS, both as an ALS patient and as 
a fundraiser and activist promoting ALS research.
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smell of a favorite horse, a visit from an old friend –
caused an involuntary, and frequently inappropriate,
response. Chuck could sob uncontrollably at something
funny, or laugh hysterically at something sad. As a dude
rancher for whom personal interactions were
paramount, the betrayal of his emotions was
maddening. Fortunately, he qualified to participate in a
clinical trial of an experimental medication to counter
the pseudobulbar affect, and the drug was working.

Chuck parked the tractor at the barn and we
hopped in a yellow golf cart that he used to get around
the ranch. In classic Chuck style, he’d outfitted the golf
cart with racing stripes and an oversized muffler. We
stopped at the dining hall, and as Chuck worked the
crowd, cracking jokes and making the 7D’s guests feel at
home, I was reminded how good he was at his job.

“Nice shirt,” a guest teased him. Chuck sported a
shirt that fell somewhere on the color spectrum between
pink and magenta.

“Thanks, I call it my ‘bear shirt,’” he said, gamely.
“In the wild, bears know that bright colored berries are
poisonous. I figure a bear will take one look at me and
run the other way.”

“Yeah, because his eyes hurt,” the guest countered.
Chuck laughed, hard.
We grabbed two sodas, sat at a corner table and

Chuck recounted the events of the previous year that
led to his diagnosis with ALS.

Chuck does not drop the reins. An accomplished
horseman of 20 years, it’s laughable to think that a pair
of split reins would slip through his hands by accident.
But, that’s what happened on a spring day in June 2008,
while Chuck rode in the Absaroka Mountains that rim
the 7D Ranch. “What the hell? You klutz,” Chuck
scolded himself. He rode on and thought no more of it.
But one week later, the reins slipped again. Chuck’s
horse Rowdy stood quiet while he gathered the strips of

leather and sorted himself out.
“Looking back, it was one of many little signs

that something wasn’t right,” Chuck reflected. “But
what motivated me to visit a doctor were the changes
in my speech.”

Chuck noticed that at the end of a long day spent
talking to guests and staff, his speech started to slur. It
became so noticeable that one evening, when he
stopped his truck on the dirt road to speak with a
neighbor, the neighbor thought he was drunk and
threatened to call the sheriff. But Chuck hadn’t had a
drop. (He now wore a button on his vest that said, “I’m
Not Drunk...I Have Lou Gehrig’s Disease.”)

Around that time, the pseudobulbar affect
appeared. He remembered turning to make a joke to
Kerry and breaking out in hysterics before he got the
words out. He was paralyzed with laughter, and it didn’t
stop, as if the “laugh switch” in his brain couldn’t turn
off. When the fit subsided, Kerry looked at Chuck and
said, “That was weird.”

Fast-forward to the day after Christmas, when
Kerry’s mother, a nurse, called their house.

“She’d done some investigating and suggested we
look up Lou Gehrig’s Disease,” Chuck said. “The
symptoms are weird puzzle pieces, but when you put
them all together, they only make one picture. There
wasn’t a doubt in my mind that it was what I had. 

“We spent two days crying. Then I said, ‘I don’t
have a lot of time left and I’m not going to spend it
crying.’ In a way, being diagnosed with ALS has been a
blessing. It’s kicked me in the butt to wake up and smell
the coffee. Quit worrying about stuff, quit yelling at the
kids. Smile and live.

“When people hear my story, they think, ‘Poor
Chuck. He won’t be able to ride horses anymore.’ Yeah,
I won’t. But I’ve ridden more horses in my lifetime than
most people ever get to. I’ve gotten to do so much of
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everything in my life, in a short period of time.”
Chuck was raised near Philadelphia, Pennsylvania,

where he was on track to follow in his father’s footsteps
in the paper-printing industry. But a family vacation to
a dude ranch when he was 15 stuck in his mind. He
vividly remembers the first Western horse he ever rode
– a gray mare named Tina – and the head wrangler,
Howard, who made and sold boots and saddles out of
his van. The experience impressed Chuck so much that
after graduating from high school he turned down a job
offer at the printing factory in favor of a summer job at
Black Mountain Ranch in Colorado.

“As a teenager, my father told me two things,”
Chuck says. “First, he didn’t care what I grew up to

become, so long as I was good at it. And second, that
there are a million ways to make a buck, so find one that
I enjoy. I’m doing both.”

The next morning, Chuck and I walked to the
corrals where the 7D wranglers were saddling the day’s
horses. The six-person crew was in good spirits, excited
that Chuck would join them on the trail – a rarity that
spring, since he needed to conserve his energy.

“I’ve been reduced to the 12-year-old girls’ arm
wrestling league, and I’m not doing real good at 
that,” Chuck joked. “My muscles are constantly
deteriorating. Normally, the brain sends an electric
nerve impulse that tells them to rebuild. But with
ALS, that nerve impulse doesn’t arrive. When my
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Chuck Gunther holds court with the wranglers at Colorado’s 7D Ranch.



muscles break down, they don’t regenerate.”
Chuck stood by while one of the wranglers threw

his saddle on Rowdy. It was a gesture of respect, not
pity. “Thank you,” Chuck said, and then told me that
those were the two hardest words he’d had to learn as a
result of ALS.

“In a way, ALS has made me a better mentor and a
boss,” said. “It’s forced me to train my wranglers better,
and to trust that the work gets done.”

From my summer working for him in Colorado, I
remembered how Chuck led by example, and gave
polite and plainspoken orders. He was firm in his
discipline, but not overly castigatory. Once, when I cut
off a circular saw’s power cord by accident, Chuck said,
“You think I’ve never damaged a power tool?” He
added, “But I keep the occurrence to a minimum.”

Kerry arrived at the corrals, delivering a dozen 7D
guests for the day’s trail ride. She lingered at the corral
fence, keeping a watchful eye on Chuck. The couple
met during Chuck’s summer at Black Mountain Ranch,
where Kerry also worked as a housekeeper.

“There was beauty in the fact we found each other
at a dude ranch,” Chuck commented later. “It brought
two like minds together.”

Their marriage seemed fated and over the ensuing
20 years, they perfected a tag-team management
approach that made them seemingly everywhere at once.

“Make no mistake, Kerry runs this ranch,” Chuck
says. “I just help her. I like to think that I’m nice to have
around, but I know I’m not essential.”

Self-deprecating humor aside, horses and outfitting
were Chuck’s realm of expertise. He proved a talented
student of natural horsemanship, and an even better
ambassador of the Western life for guests. His one-hour
horse orientation was so in-depth and well-presented

that it shed light on aspects of horsemanship that even
experienced riders hadn’t grasped.

Chuck Gunther has taught many people many
things. And his final lesson is universal, extending
beyond the realm of the dude-ranch industry. It’s not a
lesson he communicates in words, but through his
actions. It’s the example of how to be brave in the face
of adversity, of living fully, and of facing death with
courage and grace.

“It’s not the end of the world,” Chuck said, as he
rode Rowdy up a trail into the Absaroka Mountains. “I
could still get bucked off, land on my head and die a
glorious wrangler death. It’s part of God’s plan, and I’ll
live as long as he means for me to. This is just my current
state of being.”

Rarely does a magazine story warrant an epilogue.
But in the case of Chuck Gunther, it does. Since visiting
the Gunthers during the summer of 2009, their lives
have revolved around the progression of Chuck’s ALS.
In March 2010, they retired from the 7D Ranch. It was
one of the hardest days in their lives. 

The family moved to Cody, where their boys, Ethan
and Eli, are excited to live “normal” city kid lives. Chuck
volunteers for the Muscular Dystrophy Association as a
fundraiser and activist promoting ALS research. A
television segment titled “Chuck’s Story” aired during
the Wyoming broadcast of the 2009 Jerry Lewis MDA
Telethon. It raised $3,000 in donations. Last year, the
MDA awarded Chuck the prestigious Robert Ross
Personal Achievement Award, commending him for
“putting a face” on ALS. 

Five thousand Americans are diagnosed with ALS
every year. Their life expectancy is 3-5 years. To
learn more, or to make a donation for ALS
research, visit www.mda.org. 
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