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Foreword 

Around 10,000 years ago, an early equine species vanished completely from the North American continent, and in many of the ancient civilizations in Africa, Asia, and Europe, humans didn’t quite know what to do with horses. Then, around 3,000 years ago, horses were domesticated in Europe for the first time and were used for the transportation of both humans and trade goods.

Once the utilitarian problem of what to do with horses was solved, it didn’t take long for the animal to achieve a divine or semi-divine status. In ancient Babylon, the horse was identified with the god Zu. The Greek word for horse is ikkos, the “great light,” and the Greeks placed Pallas Athena, their goddess of wisdom, in a chariot drawn by four fiery horses. The great Greek philosopher Plato stated that the  horse at its best signified reason coursing through the natural flow of things, and at its worst represented fantasy.

The Hebrew word for horse means “to explain,” thus equating the animal with the human intellect. The Latin equus resolves into the light of the great mind or soul. In old France, a flower-laden horse served as the symbol for the Divine Mind and Reason in various ceremonies. The traditional nursery rhyme that tells of a White Lady who rides a white horse and whose bells make music wherever she goes is quite likely referring to our Lady of Wisdom.

To the ancient Vikings, the god Odin rode a swift horse across the sky and down into the realm of death. Many of the old Germanic tribes used horses for purposes of divination, believing the sacred beasts to be more in contact with the gods than were the priests. Charlemagne presented his four sons with the magical talking horse Bayard, whose back could stretch from a single saddle to accommodate all four of its masters.

The horse was introduced to the Native American people by the Spanish explorers in the early 1500s. Although the strange, large animal had been foreseen in the visions of the Inca prophets of Viracocha in Peru, none of the people in South America were prepared for the actual meeting with the awesome creature. When the Inca people first encountered the  Spanish conquistadors, some believed the riders and their horses to be a single animal, a monster with a bearded human face and a body with four legs. Later, when the Inca were able to distinguish the Spanish invaders as humans, they recalled the words of their mystics who had warned of the destruction of the Inca culture at the hands of men with beards who would sit astride strange animals of great size and carry rods that would flash fire and death.

Coronado brought the first horses to the Plains Indians in 1541. Typical of the tribes along the routes of the early Spanish explorers, the Blackfeet had no words to describe the great steeds on which the armored strangers sat astride. They decided the mysterious four-legged beast looked more like an elk than anything else they had seen in their world, so they named the horse the Medicine Elk. Other tribes thought the horses looked more like big dogs, and they rubbed the animals’ sweat on their own bodies in the hope of absorbing some of their strength.

Horses that strayed or escaped from the Spanish conquistadors formed the nucleus of great wild herds that revolutionized entire tribal cultures. Tribes that had settled near rivers and practiced a relatively stable and sedentary lifestyle were transformed into nomadic people in one or two generations. As horses enabled tribes to hunt in ever-expanding parameters,  the likelihood of increased scrimmages and battles with other tribes greatly increased. And another tribe’s horses were very often the prize of warfare.

The eastern tribes and the mighty Iroquois Confederacy did not have their visions of the strange animal fulfilled until the early 1600s when the first white settlers arrived from England. Horses reached the Nebraska tribes in the 1680s, and the upper Missouri by the 1750s.

The horse had long been a revered animal in Europe and Asia, and it soon became a sacred and prized possession of the Native American people. From the plains of the West to the forest trails of the East, the number of horses tethered outside a man’s home became an indicator of his wealth. In only a few generations of human and equine interaction, the horse began to play a prominent role in tribal myths and legends, as well as in the determination of social status. At the same time that the horse became indispensable as a physical companion to the hunter and the warrior, the great four-legged animal also achieved a spiritual significance, just as the horse had done in Europe and Asia.

Sherry Hansen Steiger 

Brad Steiger 

Forest City, Iowa 
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Beth S. wrote to tell us about two special horses that she believed were really angels in disguise that protected, maybe even saved, the lives of her two little girls, Tonya, six, and Sonya, eight.

Beth was left with two young girls to raise when she and her husband were divorced five years ago. In spite of their attempts to work things out, spending years in and out of marital counseling sessions, reconciliation just wasn’t happening.

“So the inevitable heartache occurred and we split up,” Beth said sadly.

Agreeing that she and the girls would remain living in the area, Beth had tried in vain to locate a house in the same school district, but one that wasn’t quite so remote as the one they owned in the country. Explaining that she was nervous about the isolation of the home, it was still the best option for  the girls to remain in the same school, with as little disruption as possible.

“Although several of the marital counseling sessions included the girls, we wanted to make certain that they knew that none of the problems that mommy and daddy had been experiencing with each other had anything to do with them, nor was it their fault in any way,” Beth said.

Beth went on to tell us that she and her husband hadn’t expected that the girls would take it so hard, as they had included them in a number of counseling sessions. Naively, she understands now, they felt that the divorce shouldn’t really have been a surprise to Tonya and Sonya. They had tried to prepare them and protect them at the same time, but when the final declaration was stated as fact, the girls refused to accept it and were in shock. In total denial, they refused to believe the divorce was going to happen. Tonya and Sonya were convinced their parents would work things out and be one happy family once again.

“They were so traumatized that we were scared for them—so much so that we took them to a child psychologist, suggested by our marital counselor,” Beth shared.

Dr. J. was very helpful and assured Beth and her husband that this was a common reaction from many children going through a divorce situation. She told the couple that the most important thing was to be consistent in assuring the girls that they were loved and always would be by both parents, no matter what. Beth said that the counselor’s words had assuaged their fears and renewed hope that they could get through this.

In one of the several sessions, the idea of pet therapy was brought up as Dr. J. explained the theory behind it and of her successful applications of it with several difficult children patients.

“Elaborating on how pets could be among the best therapy for young and old alike, the doctor added that children often make smoother adjustments in times of crisis if they have a new ‘dream’ pet to love and care for,” Beth said.

Even if it is on a subconscious level, many children think that if their parents broke a life-long commitment that they had made to each other, they, too, are expendable and could be next to be divorced. The love and care of a pet has been proven to lessen anxiety, promote healing, encourage the re-establishment of trust, and provide unconditional love, especially during times of crisis, the doctor suggested.

“We already had Prince, our black Labrador retriever, but I realized the children were too young when we first got him to have any sense of the process of caring for a pet in the way the doctor was  suggesting, so I thought maybe a puppy that the girls picked out themselves would be just the ticket,” Beth said. “After all, what is cuter than a puppy?

“Then,” she continued, “the words the therapist had spoken—‘dream pet’—really hit me. What was a dream pet?”

As the psychologist continued to talk about the importance of redirecting the children’s focus, yet not skirting or ignoring their actual feelings, she answered Beth’s unspoken question by asking if there was any special animal or pet that the girls talked about or admired.

This prompted Beth to remember that the school counselor had pointed out the seeming obsession the girls had with horses. Mentioning this to the child psychologist, she explained that she’d always simply dismissed this as a normal phase that all girls went through.

“I told Dr. J. that I thought the kids’ fascination with horses would pass, and I didn’t pay much attention to it, as I confessed how I, myself, went through such a stage as a young girl,” Beth said. “I loved horses, and for at least four years had a horse blanket on my bed in the winter, horse posters on my wall, and horse trinkets everywhere. But, I grew out of it, especially when my mother and father told me they couldn’t afford a horse; so, I figured it was a passing phase many girls go through, including mine.”

For weeks following that session with Dr. J., Beth told us that if nothing else, the sparkle in Tonya’s and Sonya’s eyes at the mere discussion of horses was worth it, and it was fun sharing their common love of horses, even if it might indeed be a passing fancy.

They went horseback riding and talked about how much fun it would be to have a horse, but Beth did her best to steer the girls’ thoughts to a puppy when talking in terms of a new pet.

Tonya and Sonya were not interested in the slightest at even looking at puppies, so Beth tried to explain to them that the cost factor of having a horse made it impossible to buy one at this time.

“We had just come from church and as funny as this sounds now, it broke my heart then,” Beth said. “From the backseat of the car, Tonya blurted out, ‘God will get us a horse! The preacher said . . . anything you ask God for, if you believe . . . He’ll give it to you.’”

Beth sighed, “What could I say to that, other than . . . let’s pray about it.”

They did pray about it, and God must have heard their prayers. On a Tuesday afternoon, Dr. J. called saying that she had clients whose changes in life circumstances forced them to downsize and that included two old horses they needed to get rid of. They emphasized that although the horses were  twenty years old already, they couldn’t bear to put them down, and they wondered if she knew of any family or children who might like to have them and who would take good care of them as they were such good and gentle horses.

Beth recalls, “It couldn’t have been anything other than an answer to prayer. Even if the horses were up there in years, I knew in an instant that their age didn’t matter. Something told me this would be a miracle for the girls. And as I said, we were out in the country with plenty of room for horses. Little did I know that these gift horses would prove to be lifesavers—not only of Tonya’s and Sonya’s hearts and souls, but of their very lives.”

Beth told us that the girls named the two horses Night and Day, and they became like glue with the horses, hanging on them, talking to them, taking care of them. “Nearly to the point of overgrooming, if there is such a thing,” Beth laughed. “They wanted to be with Night and Day every moment, day and night—they even wanted to sleep with them!”

One night, Prince started out-of-control barking. It woke Beth up, and she panicked as she raced into the girls’ room and saw empty beds. “My heart raced a mile a beat to the point I thought I was having a heart attack, as I ran around screaming for the girls,” Beth sighed. “I could still hear Prince barking, but I could not find  him, either. Then, finally, I saw him, squeezed under an old overstuffed chair.”

Running out to the horse shelter/minibarn that her ex-husband had helped to build along with the assistance of several friends, Beth saw Day and Night standing stalwart, but with a semiwild look in their eyes. They had positioned themselves so she could not get by, and that scared her even more.

Beth yelled out as loud as she could, calling for Tonya and Sonya, thinking something terrible had happened. Beth’s thoughts went wild as she thought maybe the girls had sneaked out to sleep with the horses—who just might not have welcomed their company at night. And as they stood there with that strange look in their eyes, what if they harmed them?

Tonya and Sonya were on the floor behind Day and Night, cowering and shivering.

“Mommy, Mommy, Mommy,” they both blurted out upon seeing her and hearing her calls.

The girls proceeded to rattle off jumbled details of the nightmare they’d just lived through. Neither one of them could sleep because they missed their horses so much, and they went out to sneak a little ride and then go back to bed.

“But the horses wouldn’t go, Mommy,” Sonya said excitedly. “They just stood there, not letting  us get on, but nudging us to the corner. Then we saw a man come running up to the stall, and both Night and Day moved toward him and pushed him . . . bucking and pawing at him. We were way back in a corner of the stall, and the horses wouldn’t let the man in. They kept on bucking and bucking, until he ran away—and then you came.”

Tonya added that it was as though both Night and Day waited to start bucking until they knew the girls were at a safe-enough distance behind them and they wouldn’t get hurt.

“Needless to say, I was filled with a mix of emotions,” Beth expressed. “I was angry at the girls for even thinking of doing such a dangerous thing as going out there at night . . . sneaking out . . . at that.

“So we had a good talk about that, but mostly, I was relieved and elated that they were safe . . . that was the main thing, as I cried out with thanks to God,” Beth emphasized. “The capper that I’m still amazed over, is what could have happened if the horses hadn’t been their protectors.”

Police cars soon showed up in response to Beth’s calling 911 to report the incident. The officers informed her that on a neighboring property a woman had been beaten and robbed just an hour before.

“No doubt the man from whom the horses protected the girls was up to no good,” Beth said, concluding her story. “A few hours later, with the help of dogs and a search party, the man was found, arrested, and evidence enough was obtained to incriminate him in the beating of the neighbor.

“Even the police said that our horses must be angels in disguise,” Beth emphasized. “The girls and I know that is true!”
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During the first week of August 2001, Sylvia Sebring of Tucson, Arizona, had a series of recurring dreams in which she saw a light gray mare standing in a corral at the Marana Stockyards. The horse had a pronounced limp, and, what was most unsettling, the mare was telepathically asking her for help.

Witnessing the plight of an injured horse was certainly not an unusual experience for Sylvia Sebring. She is a veterinary technician with the Tucson-based Castaway Treasures Animal Sanctuary, and she deals daily with suffering animals. But to dream repeatedly of a horse that was unknown to her and that clearly appeared to be asking for her personal help was a unique occurrence for her, and she would awaken drenched with sweat, experiencing anxiety and a tightness in her chest. What did the horse want her to do? And why had the dream creature sought her out?

She was certain that the local stockyards were the locale of the dream. As a veterinary technician, she had gone to the Marana Stockyards on many occasions to bid on distressed animals to take to the Sanctuary. But even though the scene of the dreams was very real, how could she translate the injured horse into a waking reality? What did the dream mean?

Sylvia Sebring consulted with friends and family members. Perhaps there was some symbolism in the dream that she was overlooking. But none of the people in her most trusted inner circle could shed any light on the troublesome nocturnal vision.

One day a friend of the Animal Sanctuary called to inform the staff that the U.S. Border Patrol had found some abandoned horses that had been left to die by drug smugglers in the desert near Arivaca. The concerned individual suggested that the Sanctuary might attempt to retrieve the forsaken animals.

On August 15, the Tucson Citizen carried a story about a horse that was not found until about a week after the other abandoned animals had been rescued. A U.S. Customs Service aircraft had sighted the mare lying nearly immobilized, its rear leg entangled in the stirrup rigging of its saddle. The horse had lain in the terrible heat of the desert with no water for at least a week. The newspaper story described  the horse as a white Arabian mare, and stated that she had a twelve-inch cut on her left foreleg.

Ms. Sebring felt an eerie shock of recognition as she read about the mare found in the desert. The horse in her dream appeared to be light gray in color. A white horse that had been lying unattended in the desert might well appear to be gray. And what about the injured leg? That, too, seemed to fit her dream scenario. When Ms. Sebring counted back the days that the mare had lain abandoned, she realized that would have been the time when the dreams began. Could it be that the horse had been sending her desperate messages in her dreams that she needed to come and rescue it?

Prompted to do some investigation regarding the condition and present location of the rescued horses, Ms. Sebring learned that the animals were due to be auctioned September 6 at the Marana Stockyards. At this time, various individuals would bid for the horses, including buyers who attended such auctions for the sole purpose of obtaining inexpensive animals for resale to dog food packing plants.

When Sylvia Sebring first saw the Arabian mare in the corral at the stockyards, she knew immediately that the horse with the bulky bandage on its left foreleg was the same light-colored mare that she had seen in her dreams. Ms. Sebring knew that  she had received the horse’s cry for help, and she was there at the stockyards to answer that desperate entreaty.

Ms. Sebring told Paul Allen of the Tucson Citizen (September 12, 2001) that she had come there that day prepared to buy the horse and that she had already named the Arabian mare Dream Walker before she even set eyes on her.

Interestingly, there was an elderly couple in attendance at the auction that day who were also intent on rescuing the horses from the buyers who would sell them for dog food. They and Sylvia Sebring bid against each other unknowingly for the same humane motives when Dream Walker came into the auction ring, each believing the other to represent an ignoble demise for the mare. The couple finally dropped out of the bidding when it reached a total of $425, three times the amount that some of the other horses brought. At last, the outcry from an abandoned and injured horse that Sylvia Sebring heard in a troubled dream had been answered. She was now the pleased and proud owner of Dream Walker.

Ms. Sebring learned that Dream Walker was five or six years old, and she later determined that the mare would regain full use of her left foreleg. While other distressed and abused animals are usually adopted out of the Castaway  Treasures Animal Sanctuary after their injuries have been healed, Dream Walker will remain as Sylvia Sebring’s own personal horse.
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We had lost touch with our friend Diane Chavanne for a few years, so we were quite surprised when she wrote from Florida in June 2003 to inform us that she had become quite an accomplished horseperson. “Horses are so intuitive it’s really scary,” she told us. “And they love and protect so willingly. It is difficult for me to imagine anyone hurting them.”

Yet Diane bought her first horse under just such circumstances. “Duke was a fourteen-month-old stud colt that I found in a showbarn. He had been whipped, neglected, and isolated. I bought him on the spot just to remove him from those cruel conditions.”

Diane spent months just showing Duke affection and love before she attempted to ride him. She felt that it was very important first to demonstrate to him that not all humans were cruel and brutal.

“Finally, I attempted to start him under saddle,” Diane said, “and out of fear, he freaked while I was on him and he reared.”

Duke threw his head back and caught Diane directly under her eye, knocking her unconscious. “With that sudden and unexpected blow from his powerful neck and hard equine head, I was knocked out cold in the saddle,” Diane recalled. “I woke up facedown in the dirt.”

Diane managed to unsaddle Duke and to make it slowly to the house. Friends were concerned that she might have suffered a concussion, so they kept Diane from resting in bed for several hours for fear that she might fall asleep. When at last it appeared the probable danger from a concussion had passed and Diane was left to deal with a major headache, she was allowed to fall asleep.

“When I awoke, I looked out the window and thought I was surely hallucinating from the aftershock of the fall,” Diane said. “There on the front porch looking in at me was Duke!”

Diane opened the door to the porch and Duke pushed himself up against her in a big “hug.” Then she walked him back to the barn.

“Duke had broken out of his stall, jumped a six-foot-high fence, and come from the back of the 2 [image: Il_9781605500195_0023_001]-acre yard to the front of the house to look in the  window to find me,” Diane explained. “He knew that he had hurt me, and he had come to see if I was all right.”

Diane also recalled the time that she had taken Duke to Alabama to spend some time during the winter months with a friend. “My friend slipped and fell on the ice, and Duke quickly slipped his neck under her arm and supported her while he walked her off the ice.”

Diane also shared with us an amusing story about one of her show mares who loves to turn the lights off on Diane when she is out in the barn. “If I scold her, she’ll turn them back on,” Diane said.

This same show mare also has a habit of flapping her lips—what some old-timers called a “horse laugh”—when she is nervous and wishes to be comforted.

“One time the trainer put her in a trailer with about ten of his show stallions,” Diane said. “We walked away for about half an hour, and when we returned, she had taught every one of the ‘boys’ how to flap their lips. We opened the trailer, and all eleven horses flapped their lips at us in unison.”

Diane recalled that the horse trainer “about died.” He said, “All we need is for one of them to flap their lips at the judges when they come by!”
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On June 12, 2003, in the annual twenty-two-mile William Hill Man versus Horse Marathon held in Llanwrtyd Wells, Powys, mid-Wales, a horse won for the twentieth race in a row. After reading that opening sentence, a great sighing sound is probably heard across the world: “Duhhh. Four legs are always better and faster than two. Who would believe that a human could ever beat a horse in a foot race?”

Nonetheless, in spite of the disbelief on the part of the champions of horseflesh, William Hill offers odds of 25/1 that someday one of the human challengers can beat a horse to the finish line. And the never-claimed prize, which increases by 1,000 pounds every year, will reach a hefty 25,000 pounds for next year’s race.

In 2003, thirty horses and their riders were pitted against nearly 400 runners and fifty relay teams. Although there was much sweat and tears raised by the human racers determined to best their equine opponents, a horse named Druimgiga Shemal, ridden by Robyn Petrie-Richie, crossed the finish line to win the twenty-two-mile course in two hours and two minutes.

It must be noted that Druimgiga Shemal did have a rather close contender in thirty-eight-year-old Royal Marine Mark Croasdale, who had recently returned from serving in the Iraq conflict. Croasdale crossed the finish line in two hours and seventeen minutes. A confident runner who seems the likeliest challenger to accomplish what seems an impossible task, Croasdale has won the race against the human runners as a single human runner a total of six times.
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Visitors still gather today at Claiborne Farm in Paris, Kentucky, to pay tribute to the great Triple Crown legend Secretariat, and to lay flowers on the grave. It is traditional to bury the head, heart, and hooves of a beloved horse, but when Secretariat died in 1989 he was given the honor of being buried whole in the cemetery of Claiborne Farm.

With his long legs, large-barreled chestnut-colored body, well-shaped head, and obvious intelligence, Secretariat has been proclaimed by many racing enthusiasts to be the exact image of a perfect racehorse. Secretariat was owned by Penny Tweedy, who had inherited Meadow Farm in Doswell, Virginia, from her father, Christopher Cheney. Born on March 30, 1970, Secretariat was the son of Bold Ruler out of the mare Something Royal, and the trainers took note of the fact that Secretariat was  an independent-minded entity from the very beginning. Ms. Tweedy also recognized that she had a confident and curious colt on her hands, one that was already leaving his mother’s side to explore pastures on his own.

Secretariat’s first race gave little indication of the magnificent master of the racetrack that he was to become. He got off to a bad start right out of the gate at Aqueduct on July 4, 1972, and finished fourth. That ill-fated start at the gate and a disqualification at the Champagne Stakes at Belmont would be his only losses in a two-year career that would see Secretariat win eight straight races. In 1972, Secretariat received the Horse of the Year Award. The media, racing fans, horse owners, even his fellow competitors considered him one of the most remarkable horses to set foot on the turf.

Secretariat’s owner and trainers began to prepare him for the Triple Crown, the highest goal in professional horse racing. First would come the Kentucky Derby, then the Preakness, and third, the Belmont Stakes. Secretariat would have only one opportunity to claim the title of the Triple Crown, for he had been syndicated into shares by Claiborne Farm, and his future breeding rights sold for $6,080,000—an enormous sum for the time. Included in the agreement was a clause that allowed Secretariat to race  only through his three-year-old season, so for the gallant horse and his owner, Penny Tweedy, 1973 was a year of destiny that would either bring blazing glory or a disappointing run into retirement.

At the 1973 Kentucky Derby, Secretariat and Angle Light were the favorites, with Sham gaining support as the second choice. Secretariat broke from the gate without difficulty, but he soon found himself running in last place. Sham became the leader and moved several lengths away from the pack. Some spectators began to shout encouragement for Secretariat while others in the stands grumbled about a major racing upset that would cost them plenty.
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