


of the cattle the riders must pen, 
so they cannot scout where “their” 
cattle are until they get in there. 

“It’s hilarious,” says Hew. “There 
are kids who’ve never seen a cow 
before.” 

Hew’s efforts have earned him 
the title “Team Mom”—a moniker 
he proudly wears on the back of his 
team sweat shirt.

He says the reward for all of his 
effort is simple.

“There’s nothing better than 
watching the kids come out with 
a smile on their faces,” Hew says. 
“Sometimes they’re crying, but 
mostly they’re smiling.”

Thumbing through hundreds of 
photographs of horses and riders piled 
on his coffee table and spread over the 
cushions of his couch, Hew is quick 
with the names and stories of the pairs 
he has known during the years.    

He began helping the equestrian 
team while his daughter Kelsey was 
still in middle school.

“Tiffany Berkovich needed a good 
horse for gaming events,” he says. 

Hew lent her one of his. Tiffany 
took first place at the state meet. 

Kelsey began competing on the 
high school team using her own 
horse, adding a second when her dad 
bought Pepper, a quarter horse. 

That year, the pair set a district 
barrel racing record—one of Pepper’s 
many successes.   

While the cost of participating on 
the team has risen through the years, 
Hew has made sure everyone who 
wants to compete can—regardless of 
ability to pay.

“He just says to let him know and 
it’s taken care of,” says Debi. 

Since Kelsey graduated in 2005, 
several team members— including 
Samantha Hege, Caroline Copper 
and Bailey Maxwell—have ridden 
Pepper, along with Hew’s other 
horses, Tony and Scooter.

Debi’s daughter, Sarah, has ridden 
Pepper the past four years and says 
the experience has been a good one 
for both horse and rider.

“I used him for team gaming as a 
freshman and then started dressage 

with him because my own horse was 
crazy,” Sarah says.

It is unusual for a horse to be used 
in both the fast-paced gaming events 
and the more controlled dressage, 
but Pepper thrived under Sarah’s 
tutelage.

The pair has had many great 
gaming rides together through the 
years, qualifying for state meets in 
several events. Last spring, they also 
captured the district championship 
in dressage and placed in the top 10 
at the state level. 

“Pepper had never been ridden 
with an English saddle before 
(competing in dressage),” says Sarah. 
“He picked it up quickly. He’s a 
smart horse.” 

So smart Hew has sent Pepper to 
college with Sarah. The two have 
enrolled in an intermediate dressage 
class at Oregon State University.

When class ends, Pepper will 
return to The Dalles to help Debi and 
Hew with this year’s equestrian team. 

No doubt, another rider will be 
waiting to pick up the reins. 
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“Team Mom” Hew Hillis
with horses Scooter and Tony.
Photo by Lori Russell.


