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Introduction 

What is it about a horse that captures our hearts and minds?

Most of us can’t remember a time when we didn’t love horses. Some of us dreamed of horses before we ever saw one or we spoke of “horsey” shortly after, and sometimes before, the words “Momma” and “Dadda” came out of our mouths. We played with Breyer horses inside miniature corrals while friends were content to play with Barbies or Tonka toys. Were some of us just born with an inherent bond with these large and magnificent creatures, while others acquired the “horse bug” during infancy? In conversations and confessions with men and women from coast to coast, of every age, race and breed preference the collective answer in a shout is, “yes!”

Certainly, the love of horses goes much deeper than that of a typical hobby like gardening or golf. Being a horseperson isn’t a lifestyle like that of folks who love exercise or the arts. Breed preference for a horse is much stronger than the partiality for a certain make or model of a pickup truck. Many women define their meeting of horses at a richer, deeper level, as nothing short of a calling in life. To some, the horse is a mirror into their innermost being, reflecting who they are and their purpose in life. To others, the horse is a connection to God, to the earth and to their spirituality.

We have found horses to be a conduit to becoming closer  to spouses, children, neighbors and friends by involving them in our equine activities. We learn many of life’s lessons by groundwork with a horse as well as atop its strong back.

Many women speak of the nurturing instincts that a horse evokes in them. An animal that is so large, so strong, and at times so unpredictable, has come to rely on us to feed, care for, train and love it. We love the fact that they need us as much as we need them. Perhaps part of the magic is that this large and powerful animal responds to the gentlest of touches and gives back kindness and trust when treated with the same.

The companionship of a good horse is one of life’s greatest joys. Being out on a mountain trail and experiencing its tranquil beauty, with the only sounds being the horse’s breathing, hooves on the forest floor and the far-off gurgling of a clear, cold stream is therapy for the soul.

Time spent in the company of our horses takes much needed pressure off our other roles as a wife, husband, mother, father, friend and neighbor and makes us more human to other humans.

Those who compete in dressage, English, Western pleasure, rodeo or endurance know the “thrill of victory” and the “spills of defeat.” Being in competition with a well-trained horse that responds to the subtlest of cues, and channels our expectations and dreams seemingly through thin air, is to be one with an animal. Whether you cry because you won a ribbon or because you have dirt in your eyes doesn’t seem to really matter. Win or lose, you’re a team. To one day say good-bye to a horse as it is humanely put to sleep in your arms is to know love, sadness, pain and reflection at the deepest level.

We invite you to enjoy what the writers in Chicken Soup for the Horse Lover’s Soul II have to share. Their connection with horses allows us to not only laugh, cry and remember our own uniquely special experiences with horses, but to also celebrate the special bond each of us shares with our horses and which connects us to one another.





1
 ON 
COMPANIONSHIP
 AND
 COMMITMENT 

A horse gallops with his lungs, Perseveres with his heart, And wins with his character.

Tesio 





The Heart of a Champion 

Whether you think that you can, or that you can’t, you are usually right.

Henry Ford 

The powerful presence of our 2,000 pound draft horse, Janyck, belies a sweet disposition, which, along with his broad back, makes him the heart and soul of the vaulting team I coach. Vaulting is gymnastics on the back of a moving horse and our team is no less special than their horse. Janyck has changed the lives of the disadvantaged children he works with and they have come to love this horse. Abandonment, abuse, depression and anger are something these kids know all too well. Courage, strength, confidence and accomplishment are what Janyck introduced to their world. The events of one bitterly cold day in February 2002 would show his team and our entire community, just how special this horse really is.

It began with the shrill ring of the phone while we were getting ready for work and school. It was our neighbor across the road calling. Sometime in the early morning hours, Janyck had escaped from his stall and wandered over into their lake and fell through the ice. As we raced out of the  house, three news helicopters and almost a hundred rescue workers had converged on the scene. The battle to rescue Janyck had begun. People from all over the area poured onto the farm to help in any way they could. One attempt after another failed to secure straps around our wet, frozen horse. Time ticked by with no success, each passing minute placing one more nail in our horse’s coffin. The 16 degree temperature wreaked havoc with oil in the hydraulics on tow trucks and winches. Horse specialists where phoned for suggestions on how to attempt the rescue. As we huddled helplessly on the edge of the frozen pond, live coverage of the entire event was broadcast from circling helicopters. People jammed phone lines at the news stations, breaking records on the number of calls. They were late for work or called in sick and refused to leave the drama that was unfolding as they sat glued to their televisions waiting and hoping for a successful rescue.

Time and time again, Janyck was almost pulled to safety when the frozen straps would slip from his body and cast him back into the lake. Rescuers in bright red suits, contrasting against the white ice, brought out chainsaws to cut larger holes. One worker without a suit slipped and plunged into the frigid water next to the flailing horse and had to be rescued.

Two broken tow trucks and nearly three hours of agony later, our struggling half-frozen Janyck was finally dragged from the pond by a backhoe and the battle for his survival took a new turn; would he recover from being immersed in icy water for so long? This was no ordinary horse. He was the most important member of our team, and our children, their parents and their families were all depending on his survival. We dragged Janyck on a piece of plywood almost a quarter of a mile to an indoor arena that was part of the neighbor’s farm. A large crowd circled around him. Construction workers from all over the local area showed up with space heaters. We pumped hot air onto him from every outlet in the arena while spasms racked his giant body as it  tried to thaw and recirculate blood into his limbs. My husband curled next to him desperately massaging his frozen legs, trying to get them working again. If a horse that size lies down for too long, his lungs begin to crush from his weight and hewill die. Several times, he pulled all his strength together and attempted to stand, but he would wobble and crash face first into the dirt. His lips were bloody from crashing into the hard surface and each time he would fall, the entire group of onlookers would gasp and cry out in support.

I watched tearfully, feeling helpless, no more than a spectator, until I could watch no longer. “You get up, damn you, just get up now! I’m not going to lose you like this!” My horse and I have a very special connection and when he heard my voice, he lifted his head and made a giant effort to get to his feet. He struggled valiantly, failing again and again until finally, to the amazement of everyone, Janyck gave a tremendous push and steadied himself on giant, trembling legs. He stood, on shaking legs, but he stayed up. The crowd cheered and people grabbed one another, hugging and crying. I made it over to my husband and kissed him, then kissed my horse. No one would leave the scene until Janyck was on his feet.

Janyck was almost out of the woods. Hours after his rescue, covered in several blankets, his body still shivered. Waves of media showed up at the barn beaming live coverage on the noon, six and eleven o’clock news. At five the next morning, a news crew arrived to do a follow-up for Good Day Philadelphia. Exhausted, my husband and I listened as the anchor made a quick reference to local upcoming weather. We glanced at one another when he announced that a huge snowstorm was brewing in our area. Focused with concern for our horse, this was the first we had heard of the impending storm.

Two days later, four feet of snow blanketed our town. We had been making trips between our home and the barn preparing our little farm for the storm. My husband was plowing the driveway as the last of the storm was dumping  its load of snow when my phone rang. The roof of a barn on our road with thirty horses in it had just collapsed due to the weight of the snow. There was only one barn on our road that fit the description and that was the barn with my recovering horse in it. The wail of police and fire engines filled the air as we raced toward the barn.

We could see the collapsed roof of the indoor arena where Janyck had regained the use of his legs and the partially collapsed roof pressing down on the stall area of the barn where we knew he would be. The frantic owner of the stable came running out of the barn with three horses in tow, yelling at us to get our horse out of the barn, now! Once again, we were racing against time and no one knew what horrible fate would follow if we lost this race. I started moving other horses to safety as my husband carefully extracted Janyck. Spooked by the screaming sirens of the emergency vehicles, Janyck bolted and dragged my husband for several hundred feet. He was unable to hold on as the powerful, scared animal raced away fromthe engines, directly toward the frozen lake. Some memory of what lay below must have surfaced because he stopped at the brink of the hill whilemy husband raced up to him and led him to the safety of our farm. Some of the neighbor’s horses shared our small barn that snowy night, while others were shipped to nearby farms.

So began the second phase of our physical and emotional recovery. With hours of loving care from his teammates, Janyck regained his strength. In July, the American Vaulting Association hosted the 2004 National Vaulting Championships at the Lexington, Virginia, Horse Park. Janyck and the children who worked so hard on his recovery, and spent hours training and practicing in our very unique sport, joined hundreds of vaulters from around the country to compete for the top championships in their divisions. One of those vaulters was a twenty-year-old athlete from California, Blake Dahlgren. Blake would represent the United States in the World Equestrian Games in Stradl Paura, Austria, later in the month. Timing of the two events  required Blake to ship his horse to Europe a month in advance of the World Championships and he had no horse to compete on at our own National event. When he arrived in Virginia, Blake walked around the various teams and spotted Janyck with his small, unknown team of vaulters practicing in earnest. Not knowing Janyck’s story, he approached us, explained his dilemma and asked if he could try out our horse. Having a championship vaulter compete on Janyck was an honor and a thrill. Blake and Janyck spent a few days practicing before Blake defended his title on a new and unknown horse.

The final night of the competition arrived. Blake and another top competitor, who was able to compete on his own horse, tied for the championship. The last round of their individual Kur freestyle would be the tie breaker. Each man performed his one minute Kur routine and pulled out all the stops. They performed demanding routines that tested the incredible strength, flexibility and balance that this sport requires. The scores came in and the two men’s performances were tied, equally. The tie breaker would come down to the score the horse received for his performance.

There are few horses that can balance themselves and carry a rider of Blake’s weight and six-foot frame without wavering through a difficult routine. But Janyck’s large heart, his amazing soul and his strength of will shone through once again. As the crowd waited in tense anticipation, the horse scores were announced. Janyck received a 7.8, the competitor’s horse a 6.5. Janyck’s horse score had won Blake the 2004 Men’s Gold Championship title the day before he journeyed to theWorld Championships in Austria.

After Blake Dahlgren received his trophy and championship ribbon at the awards ceremony that night, he fought his way through the stands and found me. He pinned the championship ribbon on my shirt and simply said, “This is for Janyck. He deserves it.”

Alison Gieschen 

[AUTHOR’S NOTE: Alison and her team competed at the 2005 National Championships in Denver, Colorado, and against all odds, the little team that could and the horse with the amazing heart were victorious and won the title of “C Team National Champions.” They are only the second East Coast team in the thirty years of AVA nationals to win this title. The victory would not have been possible without Janyck and the patience he displayed as the girls practiced for up to six hours a day before the competition. The victory has only deepened their love and respect for this great animal.]





Abandoned Hay 

Every trial endured and weathered in the right spirit makes a soul nobler and stronger than it was before.

James Buckham 

I started riding horses when I was seven. A decade later, I continued to devote my weekend mornings to cleaning stalls, feeding and turning out between eighteen and twenty-five horses for one important and enduring reason—I was always free to be my chronically awkward, occasionally angst-ridden and always raw, teenage self at the barn. Linna, my riding instructor, though the same age as my mom, taught me how to swear in unique, strangely cathartic and utterly tactless ways, instructed me in the fine art of cigarette smoking (thus eradicating my desire to ever touch another Marlboro again) and taught me how to ride. I found Linna when I was twelve and still couldn’t figure out the correct diagonal or what it meant to “roll your hips forward.”

A few lessons later, I was posting correctly and sticking my butt out while I trotted. Linna explained things so they made sense. She also helped my parents pay for part of my eleven-year-old horse, Rain Devil, and forever lamented that  my track coach convinced me that my life’s destiny was not to compete for the U.S. Olympic three-day team, but rather to break my high school’s 800-meter record—neither of which I managed to accomplish.

Linna also kept Rain around for the first three years I was at Colgate University, which of course made the subsequent sale of my horse that much more piercing. By the time I left for college, Rain was suitable for lessons or leasing; she earned her own keep while I studied and ran my heart out for my college’s track team seventy miles away. Rain was an ex-racehorse and retired broodmare when Linna brought her to Green Heron Farm. She was bony and ugly with awkward confirmation and was covered from head to toe with rain rot—skin fungus that I picked off diligently with my fingernails. Her feet were thrush-ridden, and she enjoyed rolling until she was entirely coated with a combination of crusty mud and other horses’ manure. Rain felt like an unbalanced washing machine to ride and was known to destroy fences with her head rather than jump them during competitions. Rain and I had a love/hate relationship—we loved each other instantly, but no one could have guessed that from watching the two of us together.

Rain Devil, ears pinned tightly, bit me religiously when I’d tighten the girth and always kicked out threateningly when I’d nudge her forward with my outside leg. After a workout though, I’d feed her carrots and scratch the one spot under her neck that she’d tolerate me touching and she’d nuzzle my thigh after waiting patiently for me to remove her bridle. In horse language, she seemed to say, “Sorry, I was just kidding when I bit you before.”

Rain, while a mare, reminded me of an immature boyfriend with whom you chronically play the game but who, in your own melodramatic, high-school state, are certain you love.

Then, when I was nineteen, I was diagnosed with multiple sclerosis and with the diagnosis, Rain grew up. She abandoned the game and found horse-type ways to feed me  carrots. I could no longer ride like I had before, yet something inside simultaneously demanded that I believe in God. Weird, un-Rain-like things would happen. I’d ride her with weakened legs and faltering balance and she’d slowly stop just when I’d lose my right stirrup. I’d arrive at the barn unable to traipse through the swamp-like, mud-infested paddock and she’d sort of roll her eyes and saunter over to me. She stopped biting my upper thigh when I adjusted the saddle and no longer kicked-out when I asked her to canter. When I left Colgate before the end of my junior year due to a paralyzed right hand, Rain Devil was the only thing I wanted to see.

I drove fifteen minutes from my house in Ithaca, New York, to Linna’s farm in Trumansburg and went directly to the paddock that held Rain, the evening’s hay supply and enough mud to suck my tightly tied boots off of my feet. I unlatched the gate knowing full well that I could go no further; I just stood there and watched her eat. And the whole thing was so beautiful. My dark bay, fifteen-year-old horse just standing there quietly eating her dinner, contemplating which section of mud to roll around in next. Every once in a while she’d glance in my direction and her eyes would say, “Yes? What do you want?”

And there, in the mud, watching her chew, the numbness of my hand transformed into the suffocating of my heart and I started to cry. In between silent, snotty sobs, I started talking to her—just like I talked to her in high school when I was in love with the wrong boys or angry with my mother. Except this time, I said the same thing over and over again, “Rain, I’m so scared right now, so scared.” And then I’d cry some more.

What happened next, though, was really the most divine thing that ever happened to me at Green Heron Farm. Rain Devil abandoned her pile of hay and walked over to me. Before I could even move my desensitized fingers to her mud-encrusted mane, she nuzzled her hay-filled muzzle to my heart and left it there, barely pressing into me. Just  telling me that she loved me enough to stop eating and that she knew I was sad. So for a few minutes, the incessant fear and uncertainty about my future ceased and only a few things remained; a muddy horse, a pile of abandoned hay and more softness and beauty than my raw self had ever seen.

Kathleen Hooks 





The Wonder Pony 

Faith is a knowledge within the heart, beyond the reach of proof.

Kahlil Gibran 

Nearly every little girl dreams at least once in her life of having her very own pony. One day it’s going to be a pure white beautiful pony, so sweet it seems God himself made her out of sugar. Some times you’ll have a jumping pony, a rich bay in color and you’ll compete against the best of them. On another day, you’re going to have a gleaming black pony. It will be a parade pony with braids in her mane and every little girl who’s not lucky enough to have the pony will swoon at your privilege. But the best part of the dream is that she is your very own pony and the most precious thing in your life.

I imagine it must have been some early morning, and although the man at the meatpacking plant had had a long night, he was sure that the little yellow animal with a long white tail wasn’t one of the steers that careened down the plank path. I can see him scratch his head as he considers the pony that calmly stands at the threshold of the semi-trailer full of beef on the hoof from South Dakota’s grazing ranges. Fortunately, the pony stays in the trailer until both levels of cattle unload themselves and stand lowing in the holding pen. The attendant approaches the pony and leads her off the truck by her furry white forelock and ties her to the bumper of his truck. Right now he has work to do, figuring out the future of a small yellow pony would have to wait.

“What?” Jean said after she answered the telephone at her stable. “Sure, they graze those steers in huge fields, anyone could have abandoned a pony by just tucking her in the gate one night.” After a short pause I hear Jean continue, “Of course I’ll take her, you can hardly wrap her up as a rump roast, can you?”

I sat on a hay bale writing my name in the dust on the stable wall. I was staying out of the barn aisle as my mom walked horses down to the indoor arena. I was only five years old at the time but I had loved horses for all of those five years, and I understood enough of the barn owner’s one-sided conversation to hope that something very good was going to happen. I met my mom on her way back down the row of stalls and hopping from foot-to-foot I said, “I think a pony is coming! Jean said … and I heard her say … I think a pony is coming, Mom!” How right I was—a pony was coming.

Soon I had that wonderful dreamed of pony … well, maybe not all that wonderful, but she was mine! When we first met her, she was thin and filthy and her mane and tail were tangled and burr-ridden. She was too old for the vet to guess her age but she was just perfect to me.We spent many summer afternoons together, sometimes my mom would pony us down the road to an empty field and we would bring a picnic. Bailey would graze and we would snack and lie in the sun for awhile. The breeze would catch her white forelock and fluff it up into a white shrub between her tiny little cat-like ears.

Bailey was probably the most patient pony I have every met. In the winter we would put her little saddle on with her little breastplate and tie a Flexible Flier to the back with a  lunge line. Someone would lead and someone would ride on the sled. We spent many happy hours in the snowy yard. Sometimes the sled would skid up against her furry little fetlock but Bailey didn’t mind. I suspect she was glad to have a home in spite of its irregularities.

The wonder pony that Bailey was stayed with me as I shopped for a show horse when I was older, and I ended up with a lovely buckskin mare that I showed in Class A. We moved our horse family to a show barn full of lovely Arabian horses and, of course, Bailey came along too. Envision stall after stall of curvy necks and refined heads, shiny and slick over the top oak board, and right in the middle, two little yellow cat-like ears and a fluffy white forelock above two big brown eyes peering into the aisle waiting for the grain cart. Bailey was probably as out of place in the show barn as she was in the truck full of steers but everyone at the barn loved her.

The years have flown by since I sat in Jean’s barn, writing on the wall with my wet finger, and Bailey has always been my pony. Other children would ride her around the arena at the stable. They would brush her long, thick mane and tail and say, “This is my pony,” and, because I knew they were dreaming, I would smile and still know that Bailey would always be mine.

Bailey lived the life of a champion show horse in that barn. She wore a little blanket in the winter and was lovingly cared for, but even a champion show horse can’t live forever. Bailey got sick and the vet came to see her every day. My little yellow pony had the best medicines and she stood in her deeply bedded stall with a fan in the door to keep her cool. She wouldn’t eat and although she didn’t seem to be in any pain, the light had left her eyes and she spent hour-afterhour lying in her stall. Finally one day Bailey got up and with determination knocked over the fan in the doorway, stepped over it and marched down the aisle past the lovely heads of her equine friends. Several of us in the barn followed Bailey outside. She seemed to be “on a mission” so  nobody tried to grab her and interrupt her journey. Bailey walked briskly up the hill in front of the stable with her entourage of people trailing along behind. She walked to the old oak tree that stood outside the gate of the pasture she had always shared with the young foals that she babysat.

It was cool and breezy and Bailey lay down in the thick grass. I knew that it was time for her to go and I sat in the grass beside her. I lifted her head to my lap and smoothed her forelock down. I examined the way the fur on the dish of her face never laid straight and stroked the fuzz in her little cat-like ears. How I wished I could have been there for her birth, knew how old she was or even what breed she was. What would have happened if we hadn’t taken her in? I wished I could have protected her at the time of her life where as far as the world knew, she didn’t exist.

Soon her ribs rose less and less, her breathing slowed little by little and then stopped completely. I felt a tear stream down my face as the wind grabbed her smoothed forelock and fluffed it up again, as it had always been. I was grateful to have shared so many years with Bailey and to see her into God’s hands. She was His now. She was finally home, where she really belonged.

Lauren Thoma 





Of Wind and Dreams 

When you were born, you cried and the world rejoiced. Live your life in a manner so that when you die the world cries and you rejoice.

Native American Proverb 

I could hear their whispers as we began cantering around the rodeo grounds after our number was called, “I can’t believe she’s riding that horse in this competition, look at him!” “There’s no way she can place on that animal, no way!” As if in tandem, still echoing in my ears, were the words of my guidance counselor the morning before, “There’s no way you’ll get into that Eastern college you’ve got your heart set on. No way! Your test scores just aren’t high enough. Maybe a secretarial school or a community college …”

Monte snorted as if he heard their collective voices in the wind. Yet, as always, his head was up, proud as ever and so was mine, hearing a stronger, unwavering voice. If the truth were told, he wasn’t the most beautiful horse in the world. His huge workhorse body and thoroughbred legs made him appear clumsy and out of proportion and, for my part, I certainly wasn’t a top intellect in the left brain way of being. Yet, Monte had learned a grace that could only have come from  sheer spirit and determination and, despite all predictions to the contrary, I was graduating with honors at the top of my class. So much of what we become is born on the backs of dreams or nightmares. Monte and I had dreams fueled by a fire there was no accounting for other than blind faith, a survival strength from birth that was kindled by those along the way who believed in us.

Monte was found by the river bank by my adopted uncle when he was a colt, barely alive, unwanted from birth. The same man befriended me when I was ten. He had given Monte to me and me to Monte. We were spirit mates, Monte and I, from the beginning.

The first place I had gone after hearing the guidance counselor’s dire predictions was the ranch. Monte was far out in the pasture but heard the sound of my old Studebaker and was at the gate before I got out of my car. I met him at the gate, his halter in my hand, and tears streaming down my face. As on similar days in the past, clouded by the same predictions of my unworthiness, we rode hard and fast into the desert, leaving the echoes of voices behind, our spirits fueling each other, until the voices in the winds changed and belief returned.

Soon in the distance, I could see the familiar house of my adopted grandmother and grandfather, two elders who had given life to my spirit as if they had given me birth. The smile on the aged face of my grandfather assured me of my worthiness, “Look a bit down today, Sunshine. Looks like Monte brought you to the right place.” His voice, as always, followed me on the ride home, “Remember, Sunshine, no one will ever hurt your spirit but you. You are in charge of your dreams. Without dreams and visions, we will be paralyzed never knowing on which path to place our feet. You and Monte make believers out of all of them tomorrow!”

“No way! No way!” The voices in the wind followed us as Monte galloped faster around the ring. My butt firmly in the saddle, my back straight, the reins held just right, we smoothly turned into the barrels. Western equitation had  been as unfamiliar to Monte and me as five forks in a place setting in an upscale restaurant. Far from the bareback rides across the desert we had cherished over the years, it was a large part of the scoring and we had mastered the rules and were making believers out of the disbelievers in the crowd. Monte, now almost on his side, was racing around the barrels as gracefully as if he had wings touched by angels, not grazing even one barrel.

I glanced at the crowd as we cantered out of the ring and suddenly all I could see were the faces of my adopted aunts and uncles and the gentle nod from my adopted grandfather. “No one will hurt your spirit but you, Sunshine,” echoed in the gentle wind that kissed my cheeks and my spirit, “No one!”

Before the judges called out our score, one came over and asked me to dismount. “We need to check for rosin on your saddle, little lady. It’s hard to believe you could ride that huge animal, your rear never leaving the saddle, without some help, which you know is against the rules.”

“No rosin, judge,” I replied, “Check for yourself.”

Monte and I tied for first place that day and he looked as proud as if he had run for the roses and won. I finished college and went on to graduate school, never learning until I was thirty that I was dyslexic—not just an “under-achiever,” as I had been labeled. I finished writing my thirteenth book a month ago; copies of the first two were sent to my high school guidance counselor. Although Monte died when I was in graduate school, not a day goes by that I don’t think of him and all those in my life that believed in both of us. In some strange way, I also often recall the gifts of those who didn’t believe, who served to strengthen both my determination and the voices in the wind that have always gently guided me, challenged me and allowed me to follow my dreams.

Jane Middelton-Moz 





B.J.’s Way 

When you dig another out of their troubles, you find a place to bury your own.

Anonymous 

Animals come into our lives to teach us important lessons. B.J. is one of those animals and when she dropped her big head into my chest, I knew the class had begun.

My big bay mare’s official name is Barbizon’s Jay and from her pedigree she turned out to be Thoroughbred royalty. I will always wonder why she was left to starve in a pasture after she had served her purpose. Horses need very little to survive—a bit of hay and water usually does the trick—but this was the first time I had looked into the eyes of a horse who had faced pure cruelty. That one look told me her story and it wasn’t good.

B.J. carried the genetics of champions and the desire to run like the wind. Slapped with a racing saddle when she was a year and a half, B.J. was whipped into submission and taught to run faster than the herd behind her. She obliged but she tried so hard that injuries soon took her out of the game. A bowed tendon and a lacerated leg from a horse trailer accident left her scarred for life and no longer able to run. Her  only defense was being a mare capable of birthing the future of Thoroughbred racing. What appeared an ideal existence, full of green pastures and other mares, became her downfall. B.J. was bred for ten consecutive years, producing foal after foal that surpassed her numbers in the game. All she asked for was food and water.

Being new to owning horses and apparently pretty naive when I first met B.J., I found myself coerced by a friend to go search for a horse with three criteria; cheap, pretty and stable enough for CivilWar reenactment. On the agenda was a mare someone came across in a pasture that needed to be saved. What we saw was beyond imagination. Standing with great effort in the middle of a heat-ravaged field was a wound-laden bay mare. Her coat was littered with sores and not an ounce of shine, the vertebrae of her spine stood up better than she could. Her breathing was labored and she held her head down to the ground like a weak kickstand. My friend immediately turned around and left because although this mare was cheap, she was far from pretty. But I stayed put, mesmerized by what humans are capable of doing to animals. She looked at me with a sad black eye and tried to nicker but could not muster enough strength for the sound. As I moved closer, she managed to lift her head into my chest and rest it there as if she had found a home. She did.

It took months of careful nursing to bring B.J. back to life. While I wanted to stuff her full of grain and fresh alfalfa, her depleted stomach couldn’t handle this simple indulgence at first. I bathed her and soothed her open wounds with dressings, hoping for a miracle, hoping to see something that resembled my other big and healthy Thoroughbreds that stood next to her in the barn. The hardest part was remembering to be quiet around her and to move with determination but absolutely no force, because it became obvious that she had suffered several harsh beatings by humans and the memories were as raw as her physical wounds. Slowly her eyes began to change. They softened and began to glow from within. Her nicker, once a whisper, now sang with the  best of them and over time her weight and health were restored.

So I saved her. But the question was, now what was I going to do with her? I worked her gradually, deliberately and very, very quietly in a round pen just to see what she could do. She moved nice, but not perfectly, because of her old injuries. She hated loud noises and crowds so showing her was out of the question. She allowed me to ride her but snubbed away other hopefuls, and I soon realized I would not be able to part with this beautiful mare that finally trusted a human being to be kind. She became the lady of my barn, as sweet and unassuming an individual as I have ever encountered. Soon her bay coat shone dappled and healthy in the sunlight and if a horse could smile, I knew she would. Her life was no longer about her production; instead, her worth was just in being. She allowed me to see that simple acts of kindness give back in return. She taught me to enjoy the quiet and to look inward for strength but most important, she showed me how to survive through suffering.

My humble old mare is now twenty-eight and I’ve learned a thing or two about life and how it treats you. It isn’t about where you came from, but who you’re determined to be. B.J. has taught me this along with one of the hardest of human emotions … humility. As she ages gracefully, all she asks for is my care and in her everyday life she remains quietly modest, yet she still runs like the wind in her dreams—I’ve had the pleasure of seeing her do it during many of her contented catnaps.

Vikki Marshall 





Strips of Ribbon 

Courage does not always roar. Sometimes, it is the quiet voice at the end of the day saying, “I will try again tomorrow.”

Anonymous 

I lay alone in my king-size bed and couldn’t stop the tears. I’m just a stupid statistic, I thought. Thirty-one years old and getting divorced. I had no idea how to get on with being this new “me”—single and alone—after nearly eleven years of being a “we.” I had to stop torturing myself. After a quick shower and several layers of clothing, I was out the door and on my way to the ranch where I boarded my horse, a forty-five minute drive along the coast. There were just a few lone surfers battling the elements at Ocean Beach as I pulled over to Fredy’s Deli for some fortification.

Fredy called out a good morning as he quickly prepared a sandwich and an obscenely large coffee with the works. If he noticed that my eyes were red rimmed from the earlier tears, he never said a word.

“You stillwantme towrap half the sandwich?” he called out.

“Yeah, half for breakfast and half for dinner—it’s the best deal in town,” was my reply. And it really was. I was living  on a limited budget and my horse, Kahluah, ate better than I did.

“So how is Kahluah doing?” asked Fredy as he handed me my order.

“Well, we’ve been working hard with Jo every week and I want to enter her in a local show that’s coming up, but Jo and well everyone, is going out of town, so …” I trailed off and took a big swig of coffee.

“Why can’t you go to the show by yourself?” Fredy the non-horseperson asked.

“There’s all kinds of reasons, Fredy, but mostly it would be really hard to sign up, get my number, warm up—you know a million things could go wrong and I really could use a hand and …”

“You don’t have a trailer.” Fredy finished my sentence for me.

“Actually, this show is right next door to our ranch. I could just ride over, I mean if I was going to show at all. Which I am not.”

Fredy came out from behind the counter and began restocking the napkins.

“You know, it seems to me that when you first started coming in here all you could do was talk about that horse and how you rescued her and all. You couldn’t wait for her to get healthy and fit so you could take her to a horse show. It was always ‘Kahluah did this and Kahluah did that.’ Now you got a chance to show her and you don’t want to? I don’t understand.” Fredy shook his head.

I had a hard time understanding myself. When I came across an ad for an eleven-year-old Trakehner mare advertised for only $1000, I couldn’t believe that a Trakehner would be so cheap. “You get what you pay for,” immediately came to mind as I drove several hours to see my dream horse.

What I got was an emaciated, worm-infested, dark bay, Trakehner mare. She was sick and lifeless. I took one look into her huge brown eyes and brought her home. It was that  simple. I never stopped to think about why I was taking on such a huge, time-consuming project. I never questioned where I was going to get the extra money it would take to nurse her back to health. All I knew was that I instantly loved this horse and she needed me. I would do whatever it took to see life glowing in her again. I was bringing her home.

Home was a large boarding facility on the San Mateo coast. When she walked off that trailer, my vet gave her twenty-four hours to live. If she did live, he said I was in for a lot of work. She had to be wormed slowly and fed just as judiciously. In the beginning, she had only enough energy to eat. I brushed her thin body for hours and talked to her about all that was happening in my life. I traced my hands over her ribs and vertebrae, silently wondering if she would ever be able to trust in me to do right by her. Her dreadlocked mane and tail were combed out and she grew in a winter coat to battle the coastal chill.
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