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Back to School with a Man Called Mule
Story and photos by Lynn P. Kirst

TRAIL TALK

A museum and 
travel profession-
al, community 
volunteer, and 
lifelong equestri-
enne, Lynn Kirst is 

a fourth-generation Californian who grew 
up in Montecito; she can often be found 
riding or hiking the local trails

Anyone driving to work in 
downtown Santa Barbara last 
Friday could be forgiven if 

they thought they were hallucinat-
ing. Not far from the old Spanish 
Presidio an apparition emerged from 
the past – a grizzled old-timer leading 
three pack mules down the sidewalk, 
oblivious to the cars whizzing past. 
A closer look revealed the ghostly 
fellow was not wearing the garb of an 
earlier century, though; his disheveled 
appearance was decidedly that of a 
homeless man, like those who drink 
until they pass out in the local parks 
or take shelter in recessed doorways. 
We’ve all seen the occasional homeless 
person panhandling with a dog, but 
how to explain three mules?

The short answer is that the mules 
belong to John Sears, who is indeed 
homeless but not with the usual neg-
ative connotations of the term. Sears, 
who prefers to be called “Mule,” is 
more accurately a nomad, a wander-
er, an outsider in the truest sense of 
the word. Last week, he was headed 
for a classroom for the first time in 
many decades. Not as a student but 
as a guest speaker, although one gets 
the impression that Mule is a lifelong 
learner who gleans something from 
every experience of his life.

Mule’s destination was Anacapa 
School, the location of which in the 
800 block of Santa Barbara Street has 
been a school site since 1893. This 
independent, college preparatory 
school started out in 1981 as a high 
school, but in 1990 added 7th and 8th 
grades as well. Students start each day 
at the “Breakfast Club,” which is what 
the school terms its morning assem-
bly. Two to three mornings per week, 
attendance tallies and announcements 
are followed by a guest speaker, which 
exposes the students to people from 
all walks of life. The kids are encour-
aged to ask questions, with the dual 
goal of sharpening their critical-think-

ing skills and developing their public 
speaking.

Never before have Anacapa School 
students arrived for Breakfast Club 
to find three fully loaded pack mules 
standing in the courtyard. Excited 
kids petted the animals, took self-
ies, and with the oblivious ignorance 
of dealing with large, unpredictable 
animals, moved too suddenly, talked 
too loudly, and got much closer than 
they should have to rear hooves. If 
Mr. Sears felt any apprehension, he 
showed no outward signs of alarm 
and issued no warnings to the swarm-
ing teens. His manner indicates an 
ethos that we all have to learn from 
our own mistakes, which may con-
tribute to his unperturbed demeanor. 
I did see a mule step on one girl’s 
foot, but she bore it stoically and there 
weren’t any other obvious mishaps.

Once inside the classroom, the stu-
dents and teachers alike were fascinat-
ed with Mule, who might as well have 
been from another planet given the 
difference in their lifestyles. He gave 
a brief overview of his background, 
of which I was already somewhat 
aware from attending a Los Padres 
Trail Riders program the previous eve-
ning given by John McDonald, an 
Emmy-winning filmmaker who is in 
the process of making a documentary 
about Mule’s life and message.

Mule’s background, at least on the 
surface, is not particularly strange. He 
grew up in the Bay Area and claims 
to have been “a typical suburban kid” 
who bought his first horse at age 16. 

He had to sell it due to economic rea-
sons but claims he “always liked the 
smell of horses.”

After high school, Mule spent 10 
years traveling around the U.S.A. on a 
10-speed bicycle. He worked at differ-
ent jobs, from delivering newspapers 
in San Francisco to trimming trees, his 
primary occupation. He lives off Social 
Security and will accept donations, but 
he does not solicit them. He acts as 
his own farrier, spending as much on 
horseshoeing supplies as he does on 
his own food. He has lived outdoors 
for 30 years, and since his retirement a 
dozen years ago, he has stayed with his 
mules full-time. They have walked the 
Pacific Crest Trail many times, made it 
as far east as Arkansas, and traveled to 
16 states and Mexico.

One of Mule’s regular routes back 
into California was through Ely, 
Nevada, until a few years ago when 
his path was blocked by a new hous-
ing development. It was then that 
Mule’s wanderings took on a bigger 
message, expressing his freedom on 
the road.

“His life is a constant interaction 
with people who want to control 
him,” said John McDonald. “He is 
demanding a right to walk and ride in 
places where it has disappeared.”

Mule was once arrested for sleep-
ing in a gulch and had his animals 
impounded, which necessitated a 
court appearance in downtown Los 
Angeles. Retired Santa Barbara librar-
ian Carol Lingham helped him by 
watching his mules in a gravel yard 
while he appeared in court, where the 
judge dismissed the case. Carol met 
Mule when she saw him leading his 
animals through Santa Barbara and 
sprang out of her car to introduce 
herself, excited to think she had found 
a mountain man that reminded her of 
her forebears.

Mule ended up at Anacapa School’s 
Breakfast Club because Carol’s hus-
band, architect Eric Lassen, is on the 
board of trustees. They have befriend-
ed the nomad and allowed him to 
camp on their property. Mule agreed to 
speak to the youngsters, as he under-
stands the necessity of getting the next 
generation to gain awareness of the 
outdoors, animals, and open space.

Of his unusual lifestyle, Mule told 
them, “I enjoy it, I love it, and it’s a 

great way to live.”
“Why mules?” asked one student.
“I used to go backpacking and I’d 

watch mule trains go by,” he answered. 
“I was always mesmerized. Mules are 
tough, hardy, smarter than a horse. 
They have to have endurance, as they 
are going all the time. They are a cross 
between a horse and a donkey, so they 
are sterile and cannot reproduce.”

“How do you find a place to spend 
the night?” asked another.

“Anyone with a horse [or mule] has 
the right to go anywhere, until it’s 
time to go to sleep,” answered Mule. 
“The penal code prohibits anyone 
from lying down. It’s an ongoing chal-
lenge. Many people offer their private 
property, which is nice, but mine is a 
spontaneous way of life. When people 
offer it changes everything, and it’s 
not spontaneous. Our challenge is our 
right to use public space. But that’s 
how the magic part comes in. I don’t 
know how it happens, but we always 
find a place to go to sleep.”

“Where do you get your food?” 
asked yet another.

“At the grocery store,” said Mule 
matter-of-factly.

Laughter from the audience indi-
cated how Mule’s alternative lifestyle 
made them assume that everything 
he does is off the grid, but he is no 
Luddite. In fact he carries a solar 
panel to charge his tablet, cell phone, 
and digital camera. He has an email 
address, a go-cam, and GPS. He car-
ries a tarp and sleeping bag, but only 
uses his tent “when the bugs or weath-
er are really bad.”

John Sears, aka “Mule,” leads his three pack mules down the sidewalk on Santa Barbara Street, headed 
to his speaking engagement at the Anacapa School’s “Breakfast Club”

Who-Dee-
Do, the 
most recent 
addition 
to Mule’s 
pack string, 
seemed 
as curious 
about the 
Anacapa 
School 
students as 
they were 
about him

Anacapa School seniors Emilia Artusio and Lia 
Millar take a selfie with Lady, a 36-year-old mule 
that has been with John Sears since he started his 
mule-centric lifestyle
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A New Multimedia Event to 
Refresh and Inspire the Soul

(805) 893-3535  
www.ArtsAndLectures.UCSB.edu 

Granada event tickets can also be purchased at: (805) 899-2222

Powerhouse Trio’s  
Santa Barbara Debut! 

Gil Shaham, violin 
Bach Six Solos for Violin with original films by 

David Michalek
TUE, MAR 31 / 7 PM (note special time) / GRANADA THEATRE
Tickets start at $35 / $15 all students 
A Granada facility fee will be added to each ticket price

“The outstanding violinist of his generation.”  TIME
Arts & Lectures is a co-commissioner  
of Gil Shaham Bach Six Solos for Violin  
with original films by David Michalek.

Media Sponsor: 

The Mutter-Bronfman-Harrell Trio
Anne-Sophie Mutter, violin 
Yefim Bronfman, piano 
Lynn Harrell, cello
FRI, APR 17 / 7 PM (note special time) / GRANADA THEATRE
Tickets start at $45 / $15 UCSB students
A Granada facility fee will be added to each ticket price

Beethoven: Piano Trio in B-flat Major, op. 97  (“Archduke”) 
Tchaikovsky: Piano Trio in A Minor, op. 50

 TUESDAY!

Event Sponsors:  
Ellen & Peter O. Johnson

Media Sponsor: Wine Sponsor: 

Mule explains that his is a contem-
plative way of life, but half of his brain 
always has to be aware of his surround-
ings. While he used to make an annual 
loop through several Western states, he 
has not ventured beyond California’s 
borders for the last three years.

“The space out there is being sold 
off very fast to wind farms and solar 
farms, so we’re driven to come to 
California to speak to this. Cars and 
technology are taking over, and peo-
ple are losing the connection to the 
natural world. We need to re-estab-
lish it. I don’t know that we’ll ever 
get away [from California] again, as 
[conveying] this message leads us into 
urban areas. This whole experience is 
very magical, surrounded by traffic 
and buildings, but the carryover from 
all the years in the wilderness travels 
with us.”

It’s almost easier to describe Mule 
by what he isn’t than what he is (or 
might seem to be). He doesn’t seem 
to be mentally ill, he doesn’t seem 
to be a misanthrope, and he doesn’t 
seem to disdain people. He is polite, 
well-spoken, and intelligent. He files 
a tax return every year. He washes 
his face, hands, and feet daily using a 
bucket and brush, but other than that, 
he says that regular bathing for some-
one living apart as he does is not as 
important as for those of us who are in 
closer and more frequent contact with 
others. He does not stink. He seems 
to embody the clichés that apply to 
American individualism, such as “he 

marches to his own drummer,” or “he 
follows his own heart,” or “he dances 
to his own beat.” But not many people 
actually are that individualistic, or at 
least not to this extent.

Mule eschews sunscreen or a hat, 
or even sunglasses to guard against 
harmful rays. Surely skin cancer and/
or eye damage is in his future. The 
lined, sunburned face, missing teeth 
and thin, almost emaciated build 
hardly speak to a healthy lifestyle, yet 
how many people can walk 5-20 miles 
per day? At 67 years of age? After 12 
years of doing so every day?

The most unwitting inquiry posed 
by an Anacapa School student pro-
duced the most profound response.

Question: “What is the one place 
that everyone should visit?’

Answer: “The place we’re in right 
now, as everyone needs a connection 
to the natural world.”

Mule is the closest embodiment of a 
real Forrest Gump that I have ever met. 
And that is meant as a compliment.

For More Information
The website www.3MulesMovie.

com has more information and trail-
ers about the documentary film Mule: 
Living on the Outside, being made 
by John McDonald. Tax-deductible 
donations can be made through the 
film’s fiscal sponsor, the International 
Documentary Association, which has 
accepted this project into its oversight 
program of sanctioned films.  •MJ

Inside the 
classroom, 
John Sears 
answered 
numerous 
questions 
from the 
Anacapa 
School 
students

Anacapa School headmaster Gordon Sichi and his wife, Suzi, one of the school’s founding teachers who 
serves as head of faculty, flank Lady the mule, John Sears, and architect Eric Lassen, who serves on the 
Anacapa School board of trustees


