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BINDLOSS, ALTA.—Carol Hern asks me
to close my eyes and hold out my
arm, then resist while she tries to
push my arm down. Each time she
pushes, I resist. 

Then she asks me to step forward
over the rocky terrain. She pushes,
and my arm falls limply to my side.
I’m resisting with all my strength,
and sneak a peek to see she’s holding
my arm down with only two fingers.

“It happens every time,” she says,
and laughs. When I look down, I see
I’m standing just outside the mark-
ings of an ancient medicine wheel,
made of stones forming a circle and
extending into rays. Hern is using
kinesiology to demonstrate the “en-
ergy” felt within the circle, which
appears to dissipate immediately up-
on exiting the circle.

Here, on 13,760 hectares of ranch
land in the Alberta Badlands, are two
medicine wheels and a vision quest
site, estimated to be 5,000 years old.
These are the only twin medicine
wheels discovered in North America,
making this a particularly significant
spiritual site for the Blackfoot who
once roamed these plains.

It’s easy to see why this land is con-
sidered sacred (after all, the arms
don’t lie): the medicine wheels over-
look the U-shaped river valley below,
where two rivers meet at the curve of
the U. The land, covered in sagebrush
and prairie grass, stretches as far as
the eye can see. 

Even today, there are no signs of
modern-day life to spoil the view.

Avisit to these sites is just one of the
activities on tap for visitors to Bar
Diamond Guest Ranch, run by Hern
and her husband Jim. There are
plenty of dude ranches in North
America for city slickers seeking to
swap their suits for cowboy hats, but
this ranch offers something a little
bit different: the Badlands.

Alberta’s Badlands are perhaps best
known for their eerie moonscapes
and dinosaur bones in Drumheller
Valley, but they extend all the way
along the Red Deer River Valley to
the Saskatchewan border.

French-Canadian explorers named
the region “Badlands,” or “les mau-
vaises terres” in 1743 to describe this
arid land of canyons, coulees and gul-
lies.

The land, though, isn’t exactly
“bad.” It’s full of dinosaur fossils and
medicine wheels. But it is isolated,
offering a true escape from city life.

“When you go to a campground, it’s
just like a city — you’re out in nature,
but there’s still people around you,”
Carol says. “If you come here, you’re
with nobody else.” 

The next-door neighbours are liter-
ally miles away. As they like to say at
the ranch, the nearest neon is a five-
day ride on a good horse.

While medicine wheels have been
around for thousands of years, Bar
Diamond Guest Ranch was estab-
lished in 1896. 

Carol and Jim met at a country
rodeo back when Jim competed pro-
fessionally. They settled at the ranch
with their three kids, farming and
raising cattle, and more recently
started running a guest ranch.

While visitors can take part in tradi-
tional ranching activities, such as
cattle branding, a typical three-day
experience includes a visit to the
medicine-wheel sites, a jet-boat ride
among hoodoos and a chance to
meet the locals during a visit to near-
by prairie towns. There also is ATV-
ing, hiking, canoeing, fishing and
birdwatching, as well as horseback
riding along old wagon trails.

Jay, the couple’s oldest son, works
on the farm and serves as jet-boat
captain, having navigated the South
Saskatchewan River more than 300
times. It’s a good way to see the Bad-
lands’ hoodoos — rock formations
formed over thousands of years
— along with remnants of old stone
homes pioneers built along the
banks in the mid-1800s.

Jay takes me out on the river and

for the most part we have it to our-
selves, soaking up the otherworldly
landscape of hoodoos without
hordes of tourists and selfie sticks.
We pass a few hunters staking out elk
that make their way down the cou-
lees to the riverbank at night. 

The hunters aren’t from around
here; they don’t know the river like
Jay. They assume the centre of the
river is deepest. It isn’t, and they’re
stuck. Looks like they won’t get their
elk after all.

Later, on the drive back to the ranch

in pitch blackness — there are no
street lights here, only the light from
the truck’s headlights — I spot what I
think is a deer. After all, I’ve seen
about two dozen deer and antelope
over the course of a single day.

It turns out to be an elusive elk. It

doesn’t run; it just hangs out, mind-
ing its own business on the side of the
road. And, like the medicine wheels,
is a reminder this land is special.
Toronto writer Vawn Himmelsbach was
hosted by Travel Alberta, which did not
review or approve this story.
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Medicine wheels, hoodoos and jet boats
Bar Diamond Guest Ranch
offers a cowboy experience
with plenty of activities 
VAWN HIMMELSBACH
SPECIAL TO THE STAR

Do this trip: Bar Diamond Guest
Ranch is isolated, so you’ll need to
rent a car (and use GPS). The
ranch is about 350 kilometres east
of Calgary and 90 minutes north
of Medicine Hat. Most visitors
bunk down in the property’s his-
toric log cabin, which early pio-
neers built in 1903. I stayed in Billy
Martin’s Cabin, hidden among
trees next to a creek, built as a
tribute to the land’s original home-
steader.
Do your research: bardiamond-
guestranch.ca, travelalberta.com
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The Herns (Carol, Jim and their son Jay) run jet-boating trips along the South Saskatchewan River.
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The ranch’s Billy Martin’s Cabin,
built as a tribute to the land’s
original homesteader.
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A view of an ancient medicine
wheel at Bar Diamond Guest Ranch.
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Contact your travel agent or call

1 866 907 8687 / 905 773 6773
Visit ritvacations.com for great air inclusive deals

Manor Royal
11 Day Deluxe Coach Tour
An affordable luxury tour with 10 nights in
charming hotels, deluxe manors & stunning
castles. This tour includes 8 full course
evening meals and breakfast daily.

Exceptional 5 star experience
5 star Powerscourt Estate Hotel
5 star Culloden Estate Hotel
4+ star Kilronan Castle
Exclusive group tour - only 26 participants

Airfare Included
May 5 $3898
May 12 $3798
May 19 & June 9 $3998
June 23 $4098
PRICING IS INCLUSIVE OF ALL TAXES AND FEES.

Kerry Royal
9 Day First Class Coach Tour
Explore the magic of Kerry, Cork,
Kilkenny, & Dublin featuring 8 nights
delightful hotels and 5 full course
evening meals.

Includes 2 Irish dinner/entertainment evenings

Airfare Included
May 7 $2648
May 23 $2698
June 1 & 11 $2758
Oct 3 $2548
PRICING IS INCLUSIVE OF ALL TAXES AND FEES.

England & Wales Classic
8 Day First Class Coach Tour
Experience two fantastic countries &
famous landmarks. 7 nights in charming
hotels & manors, breakfast daily & 4 full
course evening meals.

Includes Traditional Welsh dinner/entertainment

Airfare Included
May 12 $2998
May 19 $3048
June 9 & 16 $3098
July 14 & Aug 11 $3298
PRICING IS INCLUSIVE OF ALL TAXES AND FEES.

Scottish Royal (Tattoo Edition)

8 Day First Class Coach Tour
Enjoy the best of Scotland on this
tour featuring 7 nights first class
hotels, breakfast daily, 5 full course
evening meals.

Includes world famous Edinburgh tattoo*

Airfare Included
July 28 $3648
Aug 4 $3598
Aug 11 $3698
Aug 18 $3698
PRICING IS INCLUSIVE OF ALL TAXES AND FEES.

British & Irish Classic
15 Day First Class Coach Tour
Discover the best of Ireland, England &
Wales on this tour featuring 14 nights in
charming hotels & manors, breakfast daily
& 9 full course evening meals.

Visit to Titanic Belfast & Windsor Castle

Airfare Included
May 12 $4798
June 2 & 9 $4898
July 7 $5298
Sep 1 & 15 $4898
PRICING IS INCLUSIVE OF ALL TAXES AND FEES.

Emerald Adventure
8 Day First Class Driving Holiday
A luxury castle, delightful hotel
& charming B&Bs await you on this
holiday. Includes 7 nights accommodation,
full Irish breakfast daily and car rental.

Includes Kilronan castle stay

Airfare Included
May 10 $1728
May 24 $1768
Sep 6 & 20 $1798
Oct 4 $1698
PRICING IS INCLUSIVE OF ALL TAXES AND FEES.

Shamrock Royal
15 Day First Class Coach Tour
Explore all of Ireland, on this amazing
First Class tour, featuring 14 nights hotel
accommodation, breakfast daily and 10 full
course evening meals.

Visit the Cliffs of Moher & Giant’s Causeway

Airfare Included
Apr 10 & 17 $3598
Apr 24 & May 1 $3898
May 17 $4098
Sep 20 & 27 $4198
PRICING IS INCLUSIVE OF ALL TAXES AND FEES.

Irish Twist
8 Day First Class Coach Tour
Relax and let someone else do the
driving on this tour. Includes 7
nights hotel accommodation,
5 special evening meals &
full Irish breakfast daily.

Visit the home of Guinness & Jameson experience

Airfare Included
May 10 $2598
June 7 & 21 $2698
July 5 $2798
Sep 6 & 20 $2598
PRICING IS INCLUSIVE OF ALL TAXES AND FEES.

IRELAND
and BRITAIN
Book now and Save

PRICING IS INCLUSIVE OF ALL TAXES AND FEES! New
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Powerscourt Estate Hotel


