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Dian with Faddalita and “Queenie”

story & photography By julie kitzenBerger

Because Dian Forbes put her horses 
first, the disappointment of a lifetime 
became a dream come true.



A Lady Rancher with the Right Stuff: 
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T
he year is 1947. The scene: a lone horseman silhouetted 
against an evening sky. As portrayed in the film, 
“The Right Stuff,” the man pulls up his Chestnut 
to survey the desolate landscape of the arid Mojave 

Desert extending a hundred miles in all directions. It is 
Muroc Army Air Field, later known as Edwards Air Force 
Base. The man guides his mount past low clumps of pale- 
green sagebrush to circle around the red-yellow exhaust 
flames radiating from a new orange test plane, the experi- 
mental Bell X-1. 

In this moment, the past meets the future. Chuck 
Yeager, western horseman and Air Force test pilot, at the 
time unknown to most, is about to become an enabler of 
the early space program by pushing this plane to break 
the sound barrier, opening the door for the Mercury 7 
astronauts to travel into space ten years later.

Fast-forward and adjust the scene. Now the year is 2012, 
and the lone rider is a lady rancher astride a white Arabian. 
Her view is limited to a half mile in any direction, blocked 
by hills cut by narrow ravines. The rolling terrain is car- 
peted by dense green underbrush and forests of tall oaks, 
firs, and twelve-story redwoods.

Looking up towards the sky, this rider is not trying to 
comprehend the beginning of an era but bidding farewell 
to the end of one: The Space Shuttle Endeavor is making 
its final flyover as the Shuttle Program ends a 31-year 
career. Working quietly behind the scenes while raising 
Arabian horses for over 50 years, this Western horsewoman 

and chemical engineer has helped enable the development 
of space travel, witnessing the Mercury 7 astronauts through 
Project Apollo through the Shuttle Program. 

A DAy with DiAn Forbes
Early one morning, I set out to spend a typical ranch 

day with Dian. I want to meet her Arabians and hear her 
stories. To find her ranch, I drive up into the Santa Cruz 
Mountains, south of San Francisco. Below Santa Clara 
Valley — now known as Silicon Valley — I turn off from 
a narrow county highway onto a one-lane gravel road 
lined with ten-story Eucalyptus trees. As the road ends, 
Dian is waiting with a warm welcome at her ranch’s gate, 
where a wooden sign announces “Farview Arabians.” She 
has spent a half century living a traditional rancher’s life 
while working with the pioneers of space travel. She has 
straddled the two worlds as easily as her most worn-in 
Western saddle.

FAmily history
A fifth generation Californian on both sides, Dian has 

been raising Arabians for over 50 years. At age 77, with a 
sister in Wyoming and her parents gone, she now runs the 
ranch solo. Previous generations in Dian’s family came 
west by covered wagon in the early 1800s. They followed 
the same route over the California Sierra Nevada mountain 
range where many members of the ill-fated Donner Party 
perished in the winter blizzard of 1846. Dian’s family 

ArabiansRaising

in the eaRly space age
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became merchants, selling supplies to miners during 
California’s 1849 Gold Rush. A century later, Dian’s 
parents moved the family to the current ranch. At first, 
the family farmed fruit. In the 1940s, when prices declined 
from $190 per ton to $60, it was no longer worth main- 
taining the orchards. The Valley was already changing 
from agriculture to technology. Her family changed with 
it. Dian’s father turned for work to Owens-Corning’s 
western branch where they developed insulation panels 
for the first atomic sub. During World War II, he worked 
on Permanente’s top secret mag plants, which extracted 
magnesium from seawater for incendiary bombs. Dian’s 
mother worked as a construction payroll clerk and 
bookkeeper.

“We pulled out the orchards and began raising livestock. 
We always had horses.” Also in the 1940s, Dian and her 
family began horseback trips through the Sierra Nevada 
mountain range. Dian’s mother was still riding the High 
Sierras at 83, and her father rode trails until he was 89. 
Dian attended a one-room schoolhouse just down the 
road. After high school, she became one of two female 
students attending San Jose State University’s Chemical 
Engineering program. One of two women on the Uni- 
versity’s rifle team, she excelled as a sharpshooter with 
sniper-level ability.

After three years of coursework, Dian had two battles 
with pneumonia. Not yet well enough to return to school, 
Dian applied her education thus far to land a part-time job 
handling chemical inventory and purchasing at Central 
Scientific Lab, one of two chemical suppliers in California 

at the time. “The space race was just starting,” Dian says.
The following January, in 1960, Central Scientific 

offered her a permanent position. At 22, she became the 
only woman then working in the Chemical Engineering 
field in the San Francisco Bay Area. In a time when most 
women were handling billing and filing, Dian soon became 
general manager of the Northern California division, 
handling provisioning of scientific supplies and command- 
ing roles of increasing responsibility throughout the rest 
of her career. 

DiAn’s First ArAbiAns
Dian’s start at Central Scientific enabled her to pursue 

a developing dream to raise Arabians. In the early 1960s, 
there weren’t that many Arabian mares around. She had 
seen a champion at the local Santa Clara County Fair, 
and the horse’s owner lived in the area. The owner had 
10 horses, five children, and no money. Yet he owned 
this amazing Arabian sire, Rasoulmatall, son of El Nattall, 
a Pacific Coast Champion Stallion. The financially-
pressed owner offered the stallion’s yearling foal, Wah-
detta, for $1,000 (the equivalent of $20,000 today) and 
accepted terms at $100 per month. Dian’s weekly pay was 
only $54. She needed $300 for the down payment. She 
picked leftover fruit in local orchards after the migrant 
workers were done, selling it to a local fruit-dehydrating 
company. Desperate for cash, Rasoulmatall’s owner then 
offered to lease Dian the foal’s mother, Khurtez, until a 
second foal was born, which he agreed to sell her for 
$400. During the lease term, Dian treated the mare so 
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well that Dian’s family helped her buy the mare on terms 
for another $150 per month.

Dian now had an Arabian mare and two foals with good 
bloodlines. Her next goal was training them for shows. 
This meant keeping long ranch hours. Dian was up at 
dawn every morning to feed the horses and other animals 
before work. Then she drove 60 miles each day along 
winding country roads into Silicon Valley. When she got 
home, she spent several hours every evening training 
Khurtez and Wahdetta, stringing lights around the arena. 
As if that weren’t enough, she also trained Keeshond sled 
dogs to race in the California Sierras near Donner Pass, 
using an Iditarod-type sled her father built by hand.

the Cow PAlACe GrAnD nAtionAls
Dian set her sights high, targeting the Grand National 

Rodeo. For 70 years, the Grand National Rodeo, Horse 
Show and Livestock Show has been the West’s most pres- 
tigious western lifestyle event, including PRCA competitions. 

“It had always been a dream to show at the Grand 
National,” Dian says. She can hardly describe the excite- 
ment she felt when she took Khurtez and Wahdetta, after 
only six months of training, and won her first ribbon.  
“I was only 22 or 23. I wouldn’t take horses that green 
into the Cow Palace now!” Dian rode Khurtez in the 
Grand Entry but didn’t show her because she was in foal. 
Wahdetta, still in a hackamore, showed in Western Pleasure 
and took fourth among 22 in the Native Costume class. 
After the event, a woman rushed up to Dian and compli-
mented her on Wahdetta’s performance. The woman 

turned out to be the owner of El Nattall. 
Encouraged by this success, Dian made arrangements 

to breed Khurtez to Marjory Tone’s champion stallion 
Fadjur for $200 a year, just before the stallion began his 
ascent as a halter champion.

the merCury 7 AstronAuts
In 1939, the U.S. Congress had established Ames 

Research Center (ARC) at Moffett Field near Sunnyvale, 
California, now the heart of Silicon Valley. Moffett Field 
occupied almost 500 acres. Not so many years earlier, Dian 
remembers, that land had been a carrot farm. It was renamed 
the NASA Ames Research Center with the formation of 
NASA in 1958. Ames developed and operated flight 
simulators and wind tunnels to test materials at very high 
temperatures, critical to high-speed aircraft development 
and space vehicle re-entry. The 40 by 80 foot wind tunnel 
was constructed in the 1940s. In the 1960s and 1970s, 
almost all NASA manned space vehicles including the 
Space Shuttle were tested in the Ames wind tunnel complex. 

Project Mercury, the first spaceflight program in the 
U.S., was tasked with putting a human into orbit before 
the Soviet Union. From 1959 to 1963, Moffett Field 
became a prime location for confidential research and 
rocket testing. “At Central Scientific,” Dian explains, “we 
sold all kinds of scientific supplies [to Ames Research]. 
We bought from the different vendors and were the 
distribution center. We had two huge warehouses and a 
special building for the chemicals. We had to have firewalls 
and everything.” Dian always merited security clearance. 

leFt to right: Barn kittens; Dian and her mares; Citi and rescued 
wild horse lakota;  Farview arabians sign
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Top-secret bids and supply requests delivered by courier 
were kept locked in Central Scientific’s walk-in safes. 

Unknown to most, the “Mercury 7 Astronauts” — 
Alan Shepard, Gus Grissom, John Glenn, Scott Carpenter, 
Gordon Cooper, Wally Schirra, and Deke Slayton — 
were flying in regularly, for two or three weeks at a time, 
to test rockets. “The astronauts came out here to train in 
the wind tunnel at Moffett Field,” Dian continues. “When 
they fired [the wind tunnel] up at night, you could hear 
it clear up here [at the ranch]. Of course, at that time, most 
of the Valley was orchards.”

The astronauts eventually made six solo trips into space. 
“Shepherd was the first one [to go up]. Shepherd was a 
very serious person. John Glenn was very personable. He 
got along with a lot of the people. [Schirra] was the one 
they said had ice water in his veins.”

Whenever they flew in, “They put on a big luncheon, 
and, because we were one of the main suppliers, the 
manager and I were invited.” She attended when she could, 
although she was sometimes busy showing her horses. “I 
have their signed picture. There was nothing like those 
original seven astronauts. They were all test pilots. They 

all had very strong personalities. They were a unique set 
of men. There was something very special about every 
one of them.”

“I sat across from [Schirra], [who] had come out here 
to fly the Crusader jets. There were eight, and six had 
crashed. Three of them took their pilots with them. So 
they had him come out and fly.”

After taking the planes through trials in the wind 
tunnel, the test pilots made runs over Santa Clara Valley. 
Dian’s route to and from work was Highway 17, the 
narrow corridor that cuts southwest through the Santa 
Cruz Mountains, providing access to the Pacific Coast. 

“[Schirra] was bringing [one of the Crusaders] back 
from flying it over the ocean. It began to shake, and he 
radioed Moffett Field that he was having trouble. Before 
he bailed out, he locked [the plane] so that it would land 
without hitting anything. He was hoping it would land in an 
orchard, but it didn’t. It landed right next to the freeway.

“About 3 o’clock in the afternoon, I’m coming home. 
The traffic’s jammed. I thought, ‘What’s going on here?’ 
And there it was sitting there, the engine and the whole 
thing. The wings were off of it, but the whole rest of the 

CloCKwise: 
the hay barn

the squeeze 
transports hay

the squeeze 
unloads 64 
bales

semi and 
squeeze in a 
pulllout
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plane was right there, all burned. The grass around it was 
all burned. It was amazing.

“Schirra found [the problem]. It had something to do 
with how the wings were attached. The vibration from 
the jet engine cracked the wings. When the wings broke 
off, it either sparked and blew up or they crashed in the 
ocean or the pilots bailed out.” Schirra became the fifth 
American in space, the first to go into space three times, 
and the only person to fly in all three of the Mercury, 
Gemini, and Apollo Programs. “Those were devilish 
planes,” Dian smiles, shaking her head. “There were lots 
of things like that that went on.”

the APollo ProjeCt
Between 1963 and 1972, Project Apollo was being 

developed. “The first spacecraft — the Apollo — when 
they went to the moon — we helped [them] with the 
rocket fuel for the [service] module. [Ames Research] 
worked with the re-entry, with the tile on the bottom 
[of the command module] and the glue for the heat 
shields! They were trying to find a glue that would stand 
that kind of heat. And they needed special windows that 
would withstand the heat. All of this came through 
Central Scientific. This was before digital stuff — they 
were just starting with computers. The [early spacecraft] 
were all manually flown, not by computers like the 
Shuttles were.

“After a few of the Apollo launches, they were having 
trouble with the fuel. The two big burners on the side 
weren’t igniting properly. It caused a couple of explosions 
and fires. Four companies were working on the fix. They 
had to have a stabilizer because they knew the mixture 
wasn’t right. They all hit on the same chemical needed 
within a few weeks of each other.

“The manufacturer was in Southern California. We had 
one pint of [the chemical] in stock. Aerojet called first and 
they got it. United Technology called next. [I said] we 
could get it for them in a couple of days. But I couldn’t 
tell them who else we had sold it to. All four companies 
ordered four or five pints, and I had them air-shipped in. 
United Technology came up with the proper mixture and 
the fix. That’s what I did for 25 years. When they needed 
something like that, I had to know who the manufacturer 
was and where to get it.”

Dian leads her horses, Faddalita Nehar, Mocita, and 
Fadtera’s Queen (aka Queenie) back to their paddocks. 
There, several days a week, she takes them through 
exercises to learn commands. Although there is no lesson 
today, rescued wild horse Lakota idly canters through 
Figure Eights around some barrels. “They love ‘School,’” 

she declares proudly. She never gives them rewards 
during lessons other than petting or praising. “When out 
riding,” she explains, “you can’t be constantly giving 
them treats. They need to do it because they enjoy it or 
want to do it.”

hAy Delivery
On our way to meet Dian’s stallion, we pass an open 

barn partially full of bales of hay. I remember seeing similar 
bales stacked just inside the front gate and ask Dian about 
them. As we stop, some barn cats retreat to the rear of the 
structure, ready to run. Dian crouches down and wiggles 
a long stick under a wooden pallet, luring out three 
playful ranch kittens.

Dian’s stallion Fad
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The oat hay for her horses must come from the same 
field and the same harvest to prevent the horses from 
developing colic. Each July a tractor-trailer carrying 442 
bales comes up the county road and parks in a pull-out. 
A small forklift has been hauled in on a second trailer to 
move the hay the rest of the way down the one-lane gravel 
road, 64 bales at a time. The forklift was originally used 
to move planes between the upper and lower levels of 
World War II aircraft carriers. Willie Silva, of Silva Ranches 
Feed Store, customized it for ranch deliveries and fondly 
refers to it as the “Squeeze.”

Once the bales are brought to the ranch entrance, the 
downward slope of the driveway presents further challenges. 
The Squeeze’s hydraulic brakes cannot hold a full load on 
such an incline. Dian has to move the bales the last 300 
yards to the hay barn on the back of her pickup, 25 at a 
time. “With the pickup truck, it takes about 20 trips and 
three days to get all the hay in the barn. One year, I put all 
400 [bales] in myself. And one time, way back, [a neighbor] 
and I moved 400 in one day.”

This delivery will feed ten horses and one cow for the 
year. Dian adds that she also feeds them 100 bales of fine- 
stemmed alfalfa which come in a separate load. In the hay 
barn, Dian stacks the bales on pallets set 4 inches in from 
each wall, providing pathways under and behind so the 
barn cats can catch mice and hide their kittens. Her barn cats 

live up to the Forbes reputation for excellence, having 
lost only one bale to mice in recent years.

the stAllion & the mAres
Dian’s stallion, Fad, is waiting. “He is the grandson of 

Gai Parada, winner of three national championships, but 
his appearance has prevented a show career. Half of one 
of his ears was bitten off when he was a colt, and he was 
considered too fine-boned.” Dian walks west with Fad 
along the hard-packed dirt path — past chicken coops 
and rabbit hutches — and turns him loose to run in the 
large southwest pasture. 

shows & ribbons
Dian saddles Faddalita Nehar, to practice in the arena. 

Faddalita’s name means “Little Spring Day.” After several 
turns around the ring, Dian stops her to pose for the camera 
while sharing her accomplishments: Faddalita has won many 
Gold Coast Show halter classes. Over the years, her horses 
have won “close to 50 to 60 ribbons in both Halter and 
Performance at the State level, at the Arabian Class A level, 
and at the Grand National.” Dian has shown her Arabians 
almost every year at the Cow Palace’s Grand National, and 
in Open, Arabian and All-Breed shows. They have performed 
in Western Pleasure classes and English, Native Costume, 
Side Saddle, Hunter Pleasure, Sport Horse, and Halter. 

CloCKwise: 
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the shuttle ProGrAm
“When the Shuttle program started, those shuttles were 

only supposed to fly for three years and make two or three 
flights apiece. Instead they flew for 25.” Dian worked 
regularly with Aero Jet, General Dynamics, and the Lockheed 
Unit as they developed the fuel, tiles and window materials 
for the Shuttle.

“They [also] had a lot of our company’s equipment in 
the Space Station mockup over at Moffett Field. They 
had the mockup for over ten years before it ever got up 
in the sky, with the control panels, sleeping quarters and 
all. They’d go over and practice in the wind tunnel and 
make adjustments.”

DiAn’s own ComPAny
After 1968, Central Scientific began having financial 

difficulties. In 1974, the company closed.
“They wouldn’t have gone bankrupt if the five guys at 

the top [in Chicago] hadn’t been stealing from the company. 
I knew they were in trouble, because they kept backing 
up on our payrolls. They made a clean sweep, arresting 
the CEO and his assistant — five of them the same day. 

They had stolen $22 million from the company.
“When they did go under, Bob Wright, the salesman, 

and I started Lab Pro with the leftovers from the company, 
about $10,000 worth of equipment. When I retired 36 
years later, their annual assets were almost $30 million. 
Wright still runs Lab Pro.”

A DreAm Comes true
In the summer of 2012, the Shuttle program was ending. 

“They were going to have a special viewing of the Shuttle 
Endeavor flyover. It was the last one that would be in the 
air. My friend from Lockheed says, ‘Dian, we’re all going 
over to Moffett Field.’It was special VIP seating, because 
they were a customer of ours. I wanted to go and see it.” 

Then she checked her calendar. It was delivery day for 
her 442 bales of hay. As always, the logistics for the semis 
and Squeeze forklift had been arranged long in advance. 
“I was so disappointed, ‘I can’t go away and leave the work 
crew here,’ I thought, ‘I’m never going to get to see one of 
those Shuttles fly, when I know my equipment’s up there, 
and I followed them all through the years.’”

July 26, 2012, was a gorgeous day: blue sky, warm sun, 
light breeze. Dian kept her pickup radio tuned to the 
coverage of the Shuttle as she followed the Squeeze back 
and forth along the gravel road and guided the forklift 
driver as he stacked the bales inside the ranch’s gate. “We 
were listening to the radio. We thought we had missed 
it.” Then Dian heard a worker say, “I hear a loud plane!”

“We were all down there by the pasture,” Dian continues, 
“and we turned around, and here it came right across the 
sky, practically overhead.” The Shuttle was flying across the 
only area of sky visible from her ranch, not blocked by trees. 
Its carrier, a modified 747 Shuttle Carrier Aircraft, “flew 
so low that we could read the numbers on the Shuttle.”

“The day I started [at Central Scientific], the space 
program was in its infancy. Who would have thought, when 
I went to work out there, this was even possible. To have 
that plane with the spaceship on it fly right over the ranch 
house like that. It was just incredible! I’d seen pictures of 
it on TV, but to see it really there — it was fate. After all 
the years, there it was: the final flight of the final craft. It 
gives me the shivers just thinking about it.”

Dian later learned that, due to atmospheric conditions, 
the Shuttle’s course had been adjusted. “It was all hazy and 
smoky. They just circled the Valley. There were thousands 
of people parked in the Valley and they [only] saw it from 
a distance. “We got a better view up here than we would 
have down there. I thought, ‘Well, you never know, Dian, 
sometimes things work out!’ To me, it was one of the 
high points of my life.”   

Dian and her  
stallion Fad


