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Foreword
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One of the truly great things about working for a horse publication is being able to work with, and absorb, the ideas and philosophies of some of the most gifted trainers in the country. In editing their articles for publication, I get to climb into their brains for a while and “hang out”—always directly applying some aspect of their teaching to something I’m currently going through, or have experienced in the past, with one of my own horses.

Somewhere in my filing cabinet is a picture of Mark Rashid, walking toward the camera, shoulder to shoulder with an unrestrained horse. The overall impression this snapshot gives is one of equal partners who have just finished working for the day and are headed home for “a beer and a bite to eat.” Such is a relationship that is based on mutual respect and trust. It focuses not as much on performance as on a horse’s understanding of what is being asked of him and his willingness to accept that request.

For the most part, in this book as well as in his first one, Mark’s equine clientele are not the coddled, push-button, want-for-nothing-in-their-lives, pedigreed show stock that most trainers focus on. Rather, through his work with the Colorado Horse Rescue and similar facilities, Mark seems to draw in more than his share of damaged and wary equine goods. These are horses that, as he states in the book, are not so much physically abused as they are mentally “spoiled.” (Funny, we seem to use that word only when we mean over-indulged.) In fact, if these horses were humans, Mark would be more of a social worker/psychologist than a teacher, running a halfway house for the criminally mistrained and misunderstood.

Take the title chapter of “A Good Horse Is Never a Bad Color,” for example. In it, Mark tells of his work with horses of the Arabian, paint, and appaloosa persuasions. While their training problems were considerable and quite genuine, each also suffered, to some degree, from prejudiced and stereotypical thinking regarding their breed in general. Who among us, who has owned a horse of one of these breeds, has not had to endure censure and I-told-you-so’s across the back fence from self-righteous, opinionated horse snobs?

It is Mark’s contention that, in most cases of bad equine behavior, it is the human’s poor understanding of a particular breed or horse that has caused the problem to develop.

Quite a while back, I saw something listed in the local want-ads that I felt warranted checking out. It read: “Six-year-old Hanoverian gelding for sale. Athletic and hauls well. $1800.” Although I wasn’t in the market for another horse, my sister was. Being a three-day-eventer, she is particularly partial to the German warmblood breed known as the Hanoverian. These animals are in great demand as dressage and jumping prospects, due to their large but athletic frame and pleasant disposition. What, I idly wondered, was a member of such an exotic breed doing way out here in cowboy country?

The gelding was saddled and waiting for me when I arrived. A gorgeous but sweating dapple-gray, standing just shy of sixteen hands, he was smaller and somewhat more refined than the Hanoverians I was used to seeing, but beautifully conformed and in good flesh. I was informed that he had been bred and trained at a local thoroughbred farm, then sold when he failed to grow to Olympic proportions. The current owner had bought him as a weekend roping horse, but said that he couldn’t give the gelding the exercise he seemed to require. I tried to imagine this powerhouse before me standing idly at one end of the roping arena, waiting perhaps all day for his one or two chances to move out.

I moved to the horse, speaking to him as I stroked him, in preparation for taking a “test” ride. The horse gave no indication that he heard or felt me. He stood stoically still, his eyes focused on a distant mountain. The owner said he had warmed him up by lunging him a while. Normally, I ask to see an owner ride a horse first, so I can watch how the animal behaves under saddle. However, I happened to notice the cast on the owner’s arm and sensed a bit of reluctance on his part to mount the animal. So, without further ado, I set a foot in the stirrup and prepared to swing my leg over.

No sooner had my weight come to rest in the saddle than several things happened in quick succession. First, I felt every muscle in the gelding’s back contract into what felt like a huge fist with a saddle strapped to it. At the same time, I was aware of a staccato, dancing action from all four of his feet. Third, I got a good look at the heavy steel railing of the round pen we were in. What had seemed to be an adequately-sized space for riding was now rapidly closing in, until it appeared to be only about ten feet in diameter. Various bells, whistles, and alarms, as well as flashing red railroad lights, were going off inside my head. I swung back down to stand firmly before the owner and said, “Now, maybe you should tell me something about this horse.”

The owner proceeded to tell me how the horse had “just up and soured all of a sudden.” After the particularly violent episode that broke his arm, he had started actively campaigning for a new owner. “I just want my money back out of him, that’s all,” he assured me.

Needless to say, I passed on the horse. At the time, I racked my brain for someone to send that poor animal to for retraining (or at least a better attitude). It was quite obvious that his problems stemmed from human error. Had I known about Mark Rashid back then, I would have bought the gelding and hauled him up to Colorado myself.

I happened to run into the owner of the Hanoverian many months later, and learned what became of him. A bunch of local cowhands hauled the horse out into the desert and took turns trying to “buck him out,” which they couldn’t seem to accomplish. Then one of the hands took him down to Phoenix and tried to sell him to a rodeo livestock dealer, as a potential bucking horse. Word had it that, when he couldn’t get enough money for him at the rodeo, the kid just decided to “chow” him at a local auction.

Sad stories such as this one point out the fact that we still have a lot to learn about the magnificent animal we call the horse. All of us need to give thanks for trainers, like Mark Rashid, who have devoted their lives to helping us gain that knowledge and understanding. The sooner we all get educated, the better the horses of this world will fare.

Indeed, a good horse is never a bad color (except maybe after a hard rain and a good roll in the paddock). And you can bet that, hidden inside every supposed “problem” horse, there is a good one just waiting to come out.

Bonnie Ebsen-Jackson, Editor

The Western Horse magazine

Prescott, Arizona





Preface
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This book was started back in the late 1800s by someone other than me.

Oh, I suppose an argument can be made that I am the one who wrote it simply because I’m the one who put the pencil to paper, as it were. But I don’t really see it that way.

I met the fellow who I consider to be the author in the mid-1960s. I wasn’t much more than a sprout at the time. He was a kind old man in his seventies who ran a little horse operation not far from where I grew up. He offered me a non-paying job one day after he caught me sneaking around one of his pastures. The job was little more than mucking out corrals and stalls, but I felt it was a better choice than being arrested for trespassing. Little did I know that the kind old man would turn out to be one of the finest horsemen I would ever have the honor to meet.

Now, there are horsemen and there are horsemen. He was the latter. He had the uncanny ability to get a horse, any horse, to do whatever it was he wanted, whether that was catching one that didn’t want to be caught, riding one that couldn’t be ridden, or shoeing one that didn’t want to be shod. He could always find a way to get the job done. The thing that was so unusual about him, though, was that I never once saw him raise his hand to a horse nor did I ever hear him raise his voice. He simply had a way with horses, some people might even say—a gift.

I guess it would have been easy for him to go about his business without giving me a second thought. But that wasn’t his way. As time went on, he found ways to teach me about horses and his method of working with them. He taught me that before we can expect a horse to work well for us, it must first trust in us. If we can find a way to gain its trust, respect is sure to follow.

He had a theory—that all horses are born good, no matter what breed, size, or color they happen to be. It’s only what we do with them after they’re born that determines whether they’ll remain good or not. I think he made it his goal in life to make sure that any horse he came in contact with remained a good horse. It was a goal that he passed along to me.

He was a man of few words, but the few words he did speak often contained volumes. There is one particular example that I recall. It was at the end of a very long, frustrating afternoon when I’d been trying to teach a young horse I was riding how to go from a trot to a lope. Nothing that I’d done worked. In fact, it had gotten to the point where the more that I insisted he perform, the harder he fought me.

The old man approached me after I finally quit for the day and asked rather nonchalantly if I’d be interested in learning the secret to being a good horse trainer. The instant I said I would, he clenched his fist and held it in front of my face.

“Get me to open my fist,” he said bluntly.

With that, I pinched, pulled, and pried with all my might trying to get him to open his gnarled hand. Nothing worked. Unable to get his fist open after several minutes, I finally gave up. He slowly lowered his arm and said simply, “Maybe you should have asked.”

No, I don’t see myself as the author of this book. It was written for me. I was simply the one who got to put it to paper.

I hope you enjoy it as much as I have.





A Good Horse is Never a Bad Color
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Revised edition

Introduction to Revised edition:

Most people don’t know this, but this book, A Good Horse is Never a Bad Color, along with my first book Considering the Horse, had a very good chance early on of never getting published. More to the point, Considering the Horse almost didn’t get published, and had that book never made it to the shelves, the chances of this one having made it would have been very slim indeed.

A couple months after signing the contract and beginning to write Considering the Horse, I received a phone call from my then-publisher to tell me they had changed their mind about publishing the book. When I asked them why, they said that their marketing person had done some research on horse books, a subject they admittedly didn’t know very much about as my book was one of the first they’d ever thought about publishing. What this person found was that the best-selling horse books on the market at the time were all “how to” books. Seeing as how my book wasn’t going to be a “how to” book, but rather more of a story/anecdotal book about horses and horse training, they A) didn’t know exactly how to market it, and B) weren’t sure it would sell in the first place.

As one can imagine, I was a little confused about this news, and almost immediately I called my editor to see if he knew anything about the publisher’s change of heart. It turns out the publisher had already told him the same thing he had told me. But my editor, not one to take something like this lying down, had a plan. “You just keep writing.” He told me. “I’ll take care of the rest.”

I did as he requested and kept writing, and sure enough he took care of the rest. Apparently, the publisher had a schedule for when certain finished manuscripts would go to the printer for publication. My book had been placed in a slot in the schedule shortly after I signed my contract. My editor knew they would have to scramble a little to find another author who could get his or her manuscript finished in time to fill the printing slot my book already filled, so he stalled the publisher long enough to the point that no other author would be able to fill the slot. So my book, Considering the Horse, which was finished in time, ended up getting published sort of by default.

Still, the publisher did not hold high hopes for the book and printed a small first run, of around 3,000 copies. Other than sending the book out to a few magazines for review, they decided not to put too much money into marketing it and figured in five or six years, after the first run sold out, they could let the book fade into obscurity. Much to everyone’s surprise, however, the book got very good reviews from those magazines and within a couple months the first run had already sold out. The second run, another 3,000 copies, also sold within a couple months and so did the third.

One day, less than a year after Considering the Horse had first been released, my editor called and told me that the publisher wanted me to write another book for them. The one stipulation was… they wanted it written in the very same style as Considering the Horse. Interestingly enough, during the time that book had been on the market, I had received countless letters from folks who had read the book asking for more stories about Walter Pruit, the old man I worked for when I was a kid and who was a prominent figure in the first book. A new book would give me the opportunity to share such stories.

So, this time with the full support of the publisher, and with a small fan base beginning to grow, I sat down to write the book you now hold in your hands, A Good Horse is Never a Bad Color. It originally began as a book that would talk primarily about the fact that good horses come in all shapes, sizes, colors, breeds, and disciplines, but as you will find while reading it, I was also able to sneak in some other information as well. Such as working with babies and how I go about looking for and buying horses from auctions and private individuals.

Just as I did with the revised edition of Considering the Horse, I took this opportunity to go through A Good Horse… and jot down a few notes on what was going through my mind at the time I originally wrote the individual chapters, and, when applicable, how I look at or do things differently today. These notes appear at the end of each chapter in italics and, again as with Considering the Horse, some notes are relatively lengthy while others are relatively short.

I hope you enjoy it!

Mark Rashid

Estes Park, Colorado





PART ONE

The Idea
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1 The Horseman from Wyoming
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It was only 10:30 in the morning, but it felt like I’d already put in a full day. It had all started about two hours earlier as I rode my bike up the gravel road to the little horse ranch where I worked. I may have only been twelve years old at the time but as I neared the ranch gate, I could see right off that I was in trouble.

I’d been the last one through the gate the night before, and while I was sure I had closed it, I knew as I approached that I hadn’t latched it. I was sure of this because the eighteen horses that were normally in the front pasture of the ranch were no longer there. Instead, they were strung out for about a mile and a half along the ditch at the side of the road, happily munching the lush green grass that grew there.

Parked in front of the wide-open gate was my boss’s 1949 Ford pickup truck. And there, sitting on the passenger-side running board, was my boss, Walter Pruit. A filterless Camel cigarette hung precariously from his lips, and he was just finishing it as I approached.

I skidded my bike to a stop near the back of the old, beat-up pickup, terrified of what the old man might do or say to me because of my unforgivable mistake. At the very least, I figured my days of working for him were over. My biggest concern, however, was not so much that he was going to fire me (after all, I wasn’t getting paid anyway), but how he was going to do it. Would he just flat out fire me and send me packing, or would I be chastised and flogged first?

From his seat on the running board, the old man slowly glanced up at me, took the last drag from his cigarette, and dropped it on the ground. He mashed the smoldering butt with the toe of his boot. It was quite obvious, by the number of already mashed cigarette butts at his feet, that he had been sitting there for quite a while. After stomping out the cigarette, he slowly rose to his feet and faced me, shaking his head. He took one step toward me, then reached inside the box of the pickup.

Here it comes, I thought to myself. He’s probably got a baseball bat in there that he’ll whack me in the head with. Proper punishment for such a heinous crime, I guessed.

I prepared for the worst as he pulled his hand out of the pickup box. Much to my surprise, all he had was a halter and lead rope that he brought over and handed to me. He went back to the pickup and pulled out a pile of seventeen more, which he brought over and dropped at my feet. Then, without saying a word, he walked over and climbed into the cab of the pickup. He sat for a few seconds while he lit up another cigarette before trying to start the old truck.

After several unsuccessful attempts, the old Ford finally wheezed and coughed to life. He began to ease the truck down the quarter-mile long driveway that led to the barn, the truck sounding all the way like a cross between a steam-powered thrashing machine and a bulldozer with a bad muffler.

He had no sooner pulled away than a light rain began to fall. Not wanting to spend all day in the rain catching horses, I quickly leaned my bicycle up against the fence and got down to the business at hand. Luckily, the horse nearest to me was an old gelding named Mac who had little or no ambition to do anything but stand still and eat. As a result, he allowed me to walk right up and catch him. I slid the halter on and began to walk him back to the gate, followed closely by Mac’s best buddy, another old gelding named Blaze.

Just like that I had two horses caught and returned to the pasture.

Great, I thought. This is going to be easy. Only sixteen more to go. The horses, however, had other ideas. As I began to make my way toward the next horse, a young mare named Lucky, she suddenly raised her head, snorted, and ran across the road into a large hay field. One by one each of the other horses followed until all sixteen were running back and forth, kicking and playing, tails and heads high, through the field.

For the next hour, as the rain fell harder, I followed the herd while they ran first one way, then the other. Luckily, the field was fenced on three sides so at least they were in somewhat of an enclosure and were content to stay there. Otherwise, I’d probably still be trying to catch them. I had to admit, as I sloshed through puddles in the freshly cut hayfield, that I wished I had a bucket full of grain to assist me. Surely, they’d all come to the sound of grain shaking in a bucket. Unfortunately, that was simply not an option. The old man wouldn’t allow any of his horses to be coerced into being caught with such a cheap and unimaginative trick.

“You shouldn’t own horses,” I had heard him say a hundred times, “if you can’t catch ’em.”

It took a while, but finally some of the more out-of-shape horses began to play out and allow me to approach and halter them. Fifteen minutes later, the rest of them also settled down and allowed themselves to be caught and returned to the pasture. Finally, after over an hour-and-a-half’s worth of catching horses, I was able to start my morning chores. My chores consisted mainly of feeding, watering, and cleaning up after the twenty or so horses that stayed in the corrals and paddocks up near the barn. I was also in charge of tending to horses that happened to be in any of the six box stalls inside the barn, all of which were empty at that time. This was great luck, seeing’s how I was terribly late getting started in the first place. With everything I had to tend to outside, I probably wouldn’t have gotten to anything inside for another hour.

Like a man possessed, I flew around the place feeding, watering, and cleaning, all the while getting drenched by what now seemed like nothing short of a monsoon. Because of my blistering pace, I was able to finish my chores in what felt like record time. After finishing up at the last corral, I burst into the tack room to announce to the old man that my chores were finally finished, only to find him not there.

The tack room was a sixteen-by-sixteen-foot room that had been added to the main barn, it seemed, as an afterthought. In it were several saddle stands with saddles and blankets, a small work bench, a potbellied wood stove, and the old man’s favorite chair. Bridles, cinches, halters, and the like hung in various places on the wall and were in no particular order. The room had three doors—the one that I’d just come through, leading to the outside, one on the left, which led to the main barn, and one on the right, which opened into a large box stall the old man used as a foaling stall. The room had a very distinctive odor to it, an interesting mixture of leather, horse sweat, and cigarette smoke.

As I stood in the tack room door, I heard what sounded like running water—not running water from a spigot or water faucet, but from something much bigger, like a river or waterfall. This sound wouldn’t have bothered me if I were in the woods or near a large body of running water. Unfortunately, I was near neither. In fact, the sound wasn’t even coming from outside. It was coming from inside the main barn.

I walked over to the door and looked into the barn only to see the entire floor covered with about three inches of water. The only place that was relatively dry was a high spot in the middle of the barn where the old man was standing, hat tipped back, scratching his head.

He was staring up at a large hole in the roof where water from the storm outside was spilling through in truckloads. He stood there a few seconds longer, then turned and trudged through the water and past me into the tack room.

“I should’a had them boys fix that before they left,” he said quietly.

The boys he was referring to were a couple of fellows in their late teens who had been working for him since before I’d started working at the place two years earlier. As near as I could tell, he even paid them. One’s name was Mike, the other’s name was Spitter.

Now, while I was fairly certain that “Spitter” was not the name his mother gave him when he was born, for the life of me, I couldn’t figure out why everybody called him that. I hadn’t ever seen him spit, not any more than normal, that is, and he didn’t drool or slobber much. I guess it was just one of those nicknames that someone had adorned him with at some point in time, and for some unfortunate reason, it stuck.

Spitter and Mike did all the really hard work on the place—all the work that the old man had trouble doing because he was too old and I had trouble doing because I was too young. They did most of the riding of the young colts, under the watchful eye of the old man. They also did all major fence work, kept the well working properly, did tack repair, ran the tractor and manure spreader, and did all the maintenance on the barn and other buildings on the place. This included repairing the barn roof when it sprung one of its periodic leaks, which were more common than not. In fact, they had just finished repairing one such leak when one of them stepped on another soft spot, causing the roof to give way and creating the hole through which Mother Nature was now filling the barn with barrel after barrel of water. Unfortunately, before they could get around to fixing the hole, Mike got drafted into the Army. Spitter, being his best friend and not wanting him to go into the Army alone, signed up and went with him. That had been almost two months earlier. We never did see either one of them again.
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The old man walked over and sat down in his chair. As he began to pry one of his rubber boots (the kind with the buckles down the front) off his foot with the toe of the other, I meekly told him how sorry I was for forgetting to latch the gate.

“I’ll tell you something,” he said with a slight grin. “You’re not the first person that ever left a gate open.” The boot popped off his foot and landed on the floor in front of him. “And you sure won’t be the last.”

He sat back in his chair and looked straight at me. “The important thing is that we didn’t lose any stock. What happened to you,” he continued, as he leaned forward and began prying the other rubber boot off, “wasn’t that big of a deal. Heck, I remember one time when I was your age, maybe a little younger, I forgot to latch the gate on a pen full of horses that my dad and his hired hand had just spent three days gathering.” He shook his head as the other boot popped off. “I had horses scattered all over the damn prairie.”

Then something very strange happened, something that had never happened before. The old man settled back in his chair. He got very quiet for a few seconds. Then out of the blue, he began talking about his past. He told me that he was born somewhere in Nebraska, in 1896 or ’95, he wasn’t sure, and that shortly afterwards his family moved west to Wyoming, where he lived until he was seventeen. He said that his dad originally tried to raise cattle after the move but found that the large cattle operations in the area had a monopoly on the business. For that reason, his dad switched over to horses. When he was five or six years old, an old Indian came looking for work and his dad hired him.

“We all called him Tom,” the old man said, “but I don’t guess that was his real name.”

He said that he and Tom became very close and that it was Tom, not his father, who had taught him much of what he knew about horses. One of the very first things Tom had shown him was how a horse can use the length of his body to warm himself. He explained that right when the sun comes up, after a cool night, you will see horses standing with their entire sides toward the sun. By doing that, they can warm as much of their body as possible all at once. However, on hot days, horses usually stand with their backsides toward the sun, exposing the least amount of their body’s surface to the sun and limiting the amount of heat their bodies take in.

He said that Tom showed him many of the little things about horses that no one else seemed to know. Tom even showed him how horses communicate with one another and how important it is for us to understand those things.

“Once you understand how a horse communicates,” the old man said, as he lit another cigarette, “you can understand how he thinks. Once you understand how he thinks, you can understand what’s important to him. And that’s the key.”

He nodded slowly while shaking the lit match until it was extinguished. The look on my face must have told him that his last statement went right over my head, so he went on to explain.

“Anybody can force a horse to do what they want,” he continued. “But if you force him to do it, it won’t be important to him to do it right. He’ll do it almost right some of the time. He’ll do just enough to get by. But if you show him what you want and then reward him when he does it just right, it will become important to him to do the thing right every time.” He paused. “Understand?”

“I think so,” I replied, after running the statement through my mind a few times.

He continued to talk for the better part of an hour, explaining how horses treat each other with respect and dignity that we, as humans, often don’t even show to one another. The example he used was that most fights between horses stop before they start. Squealing and body language are usually enough of a deterrent that an argument never even comes to blows. In most cases, the less dominant horse will show respect by getting away from the more dominant one. The dominant horse leaves the other horse his dignity by allowing him to move away without further attack.

He then talked of the ways Tom showed him how to get more from a horse by using less.

“Why do people use spurs?” he asked abruptly.

“Um,” I started, “to get their horses to go faster?”

“That’s right,” he said. “Let me ask you this. Did the Indians use spurs on their horses?”

I had to stop and think for a minute. I remembered looking at photographs and paintings of warriors on horseback and in none of the pictures did I recall any of them wearing spurs.

“No, they didn’t.”

“That’s right,” he said, shaking his head. “Some of the finest war horses in the world were ridden by the Plains Indians. They could run faster, turn quicker, stop shorter, and outdistance the U.S. Cavalry on just about any given day. The Cavalry boys had saddles, blankets, bridles with bits, and spurs on their boots. The Indians usually went bareback with nothing to stop and turn their horses with but a leather rope around the horse’s neck or around his bottom jaw. They got more with less.” He paused for a second, noticing that it had just stopped raining.

“You can’t force a horse to be that way,” he continued, rising from his chair and walking to the door. “They have to want to be that way. It had to be important for them to want to do those things, and the Indians knew how to do that.”

He stuck his hand out the door, palm up, to double check whether raindrops were still falling. “While they were getting more with less,” he said, bringing his arm back in and looking at the palm of his hand, “we were getting less with more and thought we were something special because of it.”

He turned and looked me straight in the eye.

“Horses are good animals. They deserve better.”

He turned and walked out the door with me hot on his heels. He made his way to the large sliding door in front of the barn and pushed it open.

The barn and the other buildings on the place were over sixty years old and were all relatively sound structurally except, of course, for the barn roof. At one time, the barn itself even had a hardwood floor. However, it had long since been removed, which left the dirt floor recessed by about four inches. That’s why the floor flooded the way it did.

I went to the tool shed and brought back a couple of shovels. Then, while the old man and I began to dig some shallow trenches in order to drain the barn, he started once again to reminisce about his past.

He told me that he was riding horses almost before he could walk, as did most kids of that time who lived on ranches. He also told me that by the time he was seven or eight years old, he was expected to be a top hand around the place.

“It was a matter of economics,” he said, leaning on the handle of the shovel. “If I could do the work of a full-grown man, Dad didn’t have to hire another one.”

He also talked of how he would sit on the fence and watch Tom train horses for hours on end, much to the dismay of his father who thought he should be doing his chores.

“He was amazing to watch,” the old man commented. “He could take the wildest, bronkiest son-of-a-gun on the place and have him following him around like a puppy dog in just a few minutes. In a couple of hours, he’d be up on him bareback, ridin’ him around with only a rope around the horse’s neck to control him. The horse’d never buck or nothin’,” he paused, shaking his head. “He was really somethin’.”

It was strange hearing the old man talk that way about Tom because I’d seen him do the very same things with horses. I personally felt the same way—that the things he was doing were truly amazing. It never dawned on me that he may have actually learned them from someone and that he felt the same way about that person as I did about him. It was very strange.

At any rate, he went on to tell me that he’d trained his first horse, start to finish, when he was eleven or twelve years old. By the time he was fourteen he was starting fifteen to twenty colts per year.

“Most of those were in the warm months,” he said, taking out his pocket knife and digging a small splinter from the palm of his hand that he’d just gotten from the weathered handle of his shovel. “Oh, we started a few in the winter, too, but for the most part, the wind blew too dang hard for us to get anything done.”

He also told me that it was around that same time something happened that he’d never forgotten and never would forget. Tom and his father had gone out in the spring, as they did almost every year, to buy or trade for some young horses, which they could train and later sell. This time when they returned, they had a dozen or so head. Almost all of them were very good looking and ranged in age from about two to four. There was one horse in the small herd, however, that stood out from the others. He stood out not because of his striking color or massive physical build, but because the horse was, by far, the ugliest horse he’d ever seen.

“His name was Wil and he was a kind of dirty, grayish-brown kind of color,” the old man said, shaking his head as if he still couldn’t believe it. “He had a long, long body with little bitty legs, and his head was the size of a fifty-five gallon drum. He had this big Roman nose and these tiny ears that flopped out to the sides when he walked. Most of his mane stuck straight up in the air—the rest of it just went every which-a-way. His tail was this little whisk broom of a thing that was cocked off to the side and almost black, except for a few real long white hairs that hung off the very end.” He paused, still shaking his head. “Boy, he was ugly.”

“Dad said that the fellow he got him from didn’t have the heart to kill him,” the old man continued, “but he was so ugly nobody wanted to buy him either. Dad bought two other horses from him, and just before he paid for ’em, the fellow told him he’d knock two dollars off the price of each one if he’d just take ol’ Wil, too.” He laughed almost out loud for a few seconds, then said, “Imagine, somebody actually paying you to take a horse. I’d never heard of such a thing. Even a horse as ugly as Wil.”

That evening, he continued, after the horses came in, he was sitting on the corral fence watching Wil lumber around, ears flopping, while the three long white hairs of his tail swished feebly at flies. Just then Tom came walking up.

“I remember making a comment,” he confessed, “about not understanding why a horse that ugly had been allowed to live as long as he had, which at the time, I guess, had only been about four years.

“Old Tom was leaning on the fence right next to me and, without taking his eyes off the horses, said something that I’ve never forgot. He said the outside of a horse may be good to look at, but it’s what’s on the inside that’ll tell you if he’s good for anything else.

“And you know something,” he said, taking the last cigarette from the pack, “old Tom sure knew what he was talking about. I’ll be darned if that ugly little horse didn’t turn out to be the best one on the place.” He lit the cigarette, crumpled up the empty pack, and threw it into the box of his pickup parked nearby. “Oh, we had other good horses. Lots of ’em. But none like him.

“Anything them others could do, ol’ Wil could do better. Not only that, but he’d go longer too. Twice as long as any other two put together. I guess it just goes to show ya, you can’t judge a book by its cover. Heck, if it’d been up to me, I’d of got rid of him just because he was so ugly. I wouldn’t of even given him a chance. It’s a good thing Tom knew better.” He paused for a second. “I’ve always kept that in mind over the years.”

By this time the trenches that we’d dug were doing the job they were designed to do. There was so much water in the barn, however, that we decided to dig a couple more to help speed up the draining process. While we dug, the old man continued to reminisce.

He said that a few years later his family fell on hard times. One of the horses that they purchased and put in with the herd had evidently been sick with what he called “the fever.” As a result, most of their horses, including Wil, became sick and either died or had to be put down. They never recovered financially, and his parents ended up selling the place and moving north to Montana.

“I’m not sure what happened to Tom,” he said, with a hint of sadness in his voice. “He must’ve moved back to the reservation, I guess. Not too many people were willing to give Indians jobs back then.”

Not wanting to be a burden to his parents, the old man had struck out on his own after they moved north. He worked at ranch after ranch, trying to improve the training skills that he’d learned from Tom. But at each place, he said, he ran into the same problem.

“All these outfits broke horses pretty much the same way,” he told me. “They’d get on and buck ’em till they stopped. That’s the way they’d always done it, and none of ’em were too interested in trying something different, especially when a kid was suggesting it. So, I went along with ’em and did things the way they wanted them done.”

He stopped briefly to check the water level inside the barn, then continued. “One good thing come out of it, though. I did learn how to ride a buckin’ horse. I got pretty good at it too. I just didn’t feel right doin’ it, knowin’ I probably could have got ’em broke without havin’ ’em buck.”

He told me that even though he was forced to work horses in the way the boss at each different place wanted him to, he was often still able to work on his own training skills. He did this by staying on the ranch on Friday and Saturday nights, when the other hands would go to town.

“I’d kinda make a note in my head,” he grinned, “of the horses that the boys were having trouble with. Then on Friday and Saturday nights, when they were in town, I’d work with ’em. Now, I would’ve got in big trouble if I’d ever been caught, but I never was.” He leaned on his shovel, still grinning. “They’d just come back on Monday and their horse’s problems would be gone. I don’t believe any of them ever figured it out.”

It was during that time, when he was traveling from ranch to ranch, that he met a young lady.

“She was the prettiest thing I’d ever seen,” he said, as we finished up the last of the two trenches. “She had white teeth and yellow hair. I thought that was really something. With most of the girls I knew, it was the other way around.”

Just then the old man looked up at a car that was pulling through the gate. The driver got out and closed the gate behind him before continuing in our direction.

“See who that is, will ya?” he asked, nodding his head toward the car. “I’m gonna check the back of the barn.”

Just like that, the stories were over. I couldn’t help but feel angry at the driver, even though I didn’t know who he was. What I did know was that he was the cause of the interruption that stopped the old man from finishing his stories. As the old man made his way to the back of the barn, I knew that I’d never hear the rest of them. He had never talked like that about himself before, and he never would again. It had been sheer luck that he felt like talking that day. Had it not been for the intruder, I may very well have found out not only what happened to his parents and Tom, but also what became of the yellow-haired girl, how he developed his astonishing horsemanship skills, and most of all, what brought him to own this little hole-in-the-wall horse ranch when he could have easily been paid top money training for some of the biggest horse owners in the country. As it was, though, those questions would never be answered.

The 1956 Chevy that pulled into the yard was in almost as bad a shape as the old man’s truck. The only difference was that the car appeared to have a little more paint on it. Other than that, the similarities were amazing.

The car squeaked to a halt about twenty feet from where I was standing, and out of it crawled perhaps the filthiest man I had ever seen. The hair that stuck out from under his dirty, sweat-stained straw cowboy hat was greasy and unkempt. His jeans were so dirty that they actually had a bit of a shine to them, and his boots, with the toes pointing nearly straight up, appeared to be almost completely worn out. He had about four- or five-days’ worth of growth on his beard, and he was smoking a cigarette that was about half an inch long.

“Hey, kid,” he grunted, while tucking the tails of his brown-and-white checked shirt into his pants. “Who’s the ramrod of this outfit?”

“Ramrod?” I asked, never having heard the term before.

“Yeah,” he snapped, “the fella that runs this place, where is he?”

“Right here,” the old man said, as he emerged from around the side of the barn. “What can I do for you?”

The man stomped out his cigarette and went right over and introduced himself as Burt Nelson, but he said most people who knew him just called him Buzz. He went on to say that he’d been working horses for a place up north until a few days earlier, when he left because of a dispute over his wages. He told the old man that he was looking for a job to tide him over for a while and that he would be more than happy to do anything that needed to be done. He also said he would work cheap, as long as he had a place to stay.

I couldn’t believe it. For the third time that day, the old man surprised me. The first time had been that morning when he didn’t fire me for leaving the gate open. The second was when he spent the afternoon telling all those wonderful stories, and the third was when, out of the blue, he hired Buzz Nelson.

Now, I don’t mind telling you that I had a bad feeling about old Buzz right from the start. Oh, he worked hard all right, and he always did what he was told, but there was just something about him that I couldn’t put my finger on. I figured the old man must have felt it too, because over the next couple of weeks, he spent more time with him than anybody else I had ever seen. At first, I thought that he was just kind of keeping an eye on him, you know, making sure he didn’t run off with the place. But as time went on, I came to realize that wasn’t the case at all. It turned out that what he was doing was showing Buzz how the place ran. He was showing him where everything was and how everything worked. After a couple of weeks, he even began to show him his magical way of working with horses (something I had always thought was reserved just for me). Not only that, but Buzz was soon working several of the horses on the place. Even the horses that I had been riding, horses that were broke and basically just needed exercise.

“Listen, kid,” he told me once when the old man wasn’t around. “You just run the shovels, I’ll run everything else.”

By the end of the month, things had gotten so bad that I was seriously considering not going to the old man’s place anymore. After all, it certainly appeared that the old man and Buzz had everything pretty well under control. All I was doing at that point was, as Buzz so eloquently put it, running shovels. Surely they could find someone else for that and I could spend the rest of my summer playing ball with my friends.

I had pretty much made up my mind that that’s what I was going to do when, one Friday morning, the old man and Buzz came walking up. “I’ve got some business to take care of out of town,” the old man told me, “so I’m going to be gone for a few days. Buzz’ll be in charge while I’m gone and I’ll need you to be around to give him a hand.”

He paused. “Can you do that for me?”

It never failed. The old man’s feel and timing were always impeccable in situations like this, just as they were when he was working with horses. Even though he had barely spoken to me in almost three weeks, somehow he knew exactly what was on my mind. I think he knew that I was getting ready to quit and that if he didn’t say something, I’d be gone. Even more than that, though, it wasn’t what he said that got me to stay, but how he said it. He made it sound like I wouldn’t be there so much to help Buzz, but that by being there I’d be helping him, personally. That was something I couldn’t turn down, even if it meant I had to be around Buzz until he got back.

“Sure,” I told him. “I can do that.”

Later that afternoon the old man jumped in his pickup and headed down the driveway. He hadn’t even gotten to the gate before Buzz started in on me.

“You do everything I tell you to do, when I tell you to do it,” he grunted, “and we’ll get along just fine. If you don’t, you’ll wish ya had. Understand?”

“Yes, sir,” I replied.

“Good,” he snapped. “Go make sure them water tanks are full, then go put my saddle away, then go check the back fence line, then come back here and I’ll give you somethin’ else to do. Got that?”

“Yes, sir.”

I could see already that it was going to be one of the longest days of my life. The only saving grace was that I would be done at 4:30 and wouldn’t have to be back until 8:00 Monday morning.

Unfortunately for me, the weekend went by way too fast and before I knew it, it was Monday morning. I rode my bike into the yard of the place and, much to my surprise, found that Buzz had done almost nothing all weekend. He hadn’t cleaned any of the pens, he hadn’t filled any of the water tanks, and I can’t prove it, but it looked as though he hadn’t even fed the horses. If he did, it wasn’t much.

I immediately brought the hose out and began filling water tanks. While they were filling, I went around to each of the pens and fed the horses. Then I began the task of cleaning up two days’ worth of manure that had piled up in the pens. It took nearly three hours to get my chores done that morning and at no time did I see hide nor hair of Buzz. Finally, around 11:30, he emerged from the bunkhouse. Well, it wasn’t really a bunkhouse. It was just an old chicken coop that the old man had cleaned out, insulated a little, and put a cot in. More than anything, it was just a place for the mice to go to get out of the weather, although I think most of them moved out when Buzz moved in.

Now, Buzz’s appearance hadn’t varied much during the time that I knew him. He was always dirty and he always smelled bad. However, on this particular day he looked even more gruesome than usual. Apparently he’d been up most of the night seeing how many bottles of cheap whiskey he could drain. By the looks of him, I would’ve guessed he probably got down quite a few. I had just finished saddling a little palomino mare that I was going to ride when Buzz walked up.

“What do you think you’re doing?” he grunted.

“This is the horse I’m supposed to work this week,” I replied.

“I’ll do all the riding around here,” he snapped, as he glared at me through his bloodshot eyes. “You stick to running the shovels. That’s the only thing you’re good for anyway.” With that he grabbed the reins and led the little mare down to the round pen.

Sunny, which was the mare’s name, had been a project of mine for about three months. She was very kind, honest, and willing, although not yet trained very well. That was more my fault than it was hers, because I was the one doing the training and at that time my qualifications as a trainer were somewhat less than top notch.

I could see right away that Buzz was going to have trouble with her, or should I say, she was going to have trouble with him. As soon as he got her into the round pen, he pulled her cinch so tight that it appeared she’d have trouble breathing. He threw his leg over her back and dropped his weight into the saddle like he was a sack of potatoes. From forty feet away I could see the whites of Sunny’s eyes when he kicked her in the sides to get her to go forward. I don’t think she understood why she was being kicked, so as a result she froze in place. This warranted an even harder kick from Buzz, which resulted in the same response from the mare. Five minutes later, still not being able to get her to move, he got off, went to the bunkhouse, put on his spurs, then came back and got back on.

Without hesitation he kicked her hard with his spurs and, much to my surprise and apparently Buzz’s too, she came completely untrained. She bucked high and hard for about three jumps before Buzz landed in a heap on the back of his neck, his knees hitting the ground over the top of his head. He rolled over on his side and lay there for a few seconds before getting to his hands and knees. He stayed in that position for a little while, shaking the cobwebs from his head before finally making it to his feet.

He was still a little wobbly, but he did manage, after a time, to catch the mare. He threw himself back in the saddle and kicked her with his spurs. Once again, she dumped him in a heap. This went on for about fifteen minutes before Buzz finally had enough.

After the last time he came off, he jumped to his feet, grabbed the reins, and began jerking on the mare’s mouth. He backed her the entire length of the round pen before stopping. He began to kick her soundly in the belly with the toe of his boot. This went on for quite some time, with Buzz cussing the mare as he went, before he finally quit. When he did, he pulled the tack off her and left it in a pile outside the pen. Then, leaving the mare inside the pen, he limped, out of breath, back up to the barn and found me.

I had never in my life seen a person look as bad as he did. Oh, he had looked bad when he crawled out of the bunkhouse that morning, but now, after his little trouble with Sunny, he looked even worse. Both his jeans and his shirt were torn in a couple of places, exposing cuts and bruises on the dirty skin below. There was dried blood on his upper lip that had come from his left nostril, and more blood on his left ear where it looked as though it had been separated from his head. He had a bruise on his chin and one under his right eye, and both elbows and hands were skinned up, as was his right forearm. He was truly a mess.

“I don’t want you touching that mare,” he snapped, pointing his finger at me with one hand and rubbing dirt from his eye with the back of the other. “You and that old man ruined her by babyin’ her the way you do. If I catch you foolin’ with her, I’ll beat you bloody! You hear me?”

“Yes, sir,” I replied.

Then, with as much dignity as he could muster, he turned on his heel and, trying not to limp, made his way back to the bunkhouse and disappeared inside.

I had worked with Sunny for three months and admittedly she wasn’t the best-trained horse in the world, but she had sure never acted even remotely close to what she had that day. As I said before, she was quiet and willing and would move forward with just a kiss and a light squeeze of my heels. I certainly never needed to use spurs on her, not that the old man would have allowed me to anyway. I figured that the spurs were probably the reason she blew the way she did, or perhaps it was because she felt the same way about Buzz as I did. At any rate, the damage had been done. Even from a distance, I could see that Sunny was in almost as bad shape as Buzz was. Not only had she worked herself into a lather, she was also bleeding from her mouth and lips, and her legs had several scrapes and cuts where she had clipped herself with her shoes as she scrambled to get away from the beating she had taken.

For the rest of the afternoon Buzz stayed in the bunkhouse, probably recovering from his wounds, and I went about the business of finishing my afternoon chores. Just as I was getting ready to go home, I noticed that Sunny was still in the round pen. Seeing that, I cautiously went up to the bunkhouse and knocked on the door.

“What?” was the explosive response from inside.

“I’m getting ready to leave,” I said almost apologetically, afraid of what he might do to me for bothering him. “Do you want me to put Sunny back in her pen? I’ve already got feed in there.”

“No, dang it,” he shouted. “I told you to leave her alone and I meant it.”

“Yes, sir,” I replied, as I scurried off the porch like a kid running from the front door of a haunted house. As quickly as I could, I got on my bike and headed for home.

The next morning I arrived to find everything just the way it had been when I left. Sunny was still in the round pen, the saddle, bridle, and saddle pad were still in a pile outside the pen, and Buzz was still in the bunkhouse. Sunny hadn’t had any feed or water in about twenty-four hours. Knowing that, the first thing I did was grab a bucket of water and a couple of flakes of hay and head for the round pen to feed and water her. On my way, I had to walk right past the bunkhouse door. I had no sooner gotten past than Buzz burst through it. He ran up to me, as best he could, and gave me a big shove, knocking me off my feet. As I hit the ground, so did the hay and water, which spilled all over me. Startled and scared, I looked up at Buzz who was standing over me pointing his finger and shouting at the top of his lungs.

“Damn it!” he yelled. “I told you to leave that mare alone and I meant it. She doesn’t get any feed or water till I say so! You understand?” Too scared to talk, I could only acknowledge by nodding my head.

“She’s gonna learn some respect for me, by God, and if you know what’s good for you, you will too!” He was so mad he was actually spitting as he yelled. “Now get out’a here and get some work done. If I catch you even looking at that mare, you’ll wish you were never born.” He reached out and gave me a hard kick in the leg to get me on my way, which I quickly did.

Sunny received no food or water that day. Not only that, but anytime she would paw in frustration or snake her head through the rails to try to sneak a bite of grass, Buzz, who was sitting nearby, would shoot her with a BB gun. At first he was shooting her in the butt. But as the whiskey he was drinking began to take effect, his aim got worse. Soon he was hitting her in the legs, neck, and sides as well, leaving welts and small puncture wounds.

By late Wednesday afternoon, the next day, Sunny was a pitiful sight. Her coat had lost most of its shine, her flanks were drawn up terribly, and her ribs were starting to show. Her head hung low and she was no longer moving or even attempting to get any of the grass on the outside of the pen. She had so many welts on her from the BBs Buzz had shot at her that it looked like she’d been attacked by a swarm of wasps. To make matters worse, the old man wasn’t due back for another two days.

Thursday morning I arrived at work only to find that Sunny was in even worse shape. As I began my morning chores, I started to think of ways to sneak some food and water to the little mare. At the same time I was trying to think of ways to get back at Buzz for what he had done to both her and me.

Just as I finished cleaning my second corral of the day, I heard something that immediately lifted my spirits. It was the distinctive clanging and banging of the old man’s truck pulling into the yard. With shovel still in hand, I ran around the corner of the barn and, sure enough, there he was. One day early.

The round pen was close enough to the driveway that, as he came in, there was no way he could have missed seeing Sunny in her diminished state. The look on his face as he walked over to me told me right away that there was going to be trouble because of it.

“What’s going on here?” he asked, with a scowl on his face like I’d never seen before.

“Well,” I started meekly, “Buzz …”

“Buzz did that?” he interrupted.

“He wouldn’t let me …” but before I could even get the rest out, he grabbed the shovel out of my hand.

“Where is he?”

A glance toward the bunkhouse was all it took. The old man turned and headed that way. He’d gotten almost to the door when Buzz, in unbuttoned jeans, bare feet, and a dirty T-shirt, burst through the door and met him face to face.

A brief but heated conversation ensued, none of which I could hear. However, it was punctuated at the end with Buzz shouting, “You break horses the way you want to, and I’ll break ’em the way I want to.”

“Not on my place, you don’t,” the old man replied, with his voice slightly raised. At the same time, though, and with the speed of a flash of light, he whacked Buzz on the right side of his head with the scoop end of the shovel he had taken from me.

Now, the scoop shovel that he used to whack Buzz is commonly referred to as a grain shovel. This particular shovel was not one of the lightweight aluminum shovels that you see today. It was a heavy metal shovel with a solid oak handle. The sound it made when it hit Buzz’s head was similar to dropping an iron skillet on a hardwood floor. At any rate, Buzz was on his backside before he knew it.

“You’ve got five minutes to get your gear packed and get off my place,” the old man said flatly. “No one treats my horses the way you did … no one.”

Buzz, not one to take something like that sitting down, tried to jump to his feet in protest, but was once again met in the head with the business end of the old man’s scoop shovel. This one laid him out almost flat and it took him a couple of seconds before he was able to make a third attempt to rise. The final swing of the shovel did lay him out flat. The old man pinned his chest down with the end of the shovel and said something very quietly to him, which I was unable to hear. Whatever he said was apparently enough to get the message across. This time when the old man let him up, Buzz made his way back to the bunkhouse and started packing.

Out of breath, the old man walked back, handed me the shovel and, with a wink and a nod, said, “There, that’s the other thing this is used for.” After lighting a cigarette, he went to the barn, got a bucket, and filled it half full of water. He took it over and let Sunny drink. When she was done, he told me to do the same thing every fifteen minutes for an hour to help reverse her dehydration before giving her any feed. When she did eat, it should only be a little at a time for the first several hours so that her system could adjust. By doing these things, he said, hopefully she wouldn’t get sick on us.
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