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Abstract: 

The goal of this project is to present a range of perspectives regarding horses, including current 

issues surrounding wild mustangs of Colorado. This project also explores how horses, nature 

and animals have had a very distinct, communicative and touching role in my ability to be pre- 

sent in the world. These deeper, personal connections to wilderness and horses are explored by 

looking at four topics. (1) The historical background of wild horses in America. (2) The cur- 

rent issues and case studies surrounding a wild horse range in Colorado. (3) Various view- 

points on domestication, as well as the contemporary uses and training methods of horses. (4) 

Descriptions of experiences and metaphors concerning eco-psychology. I have also included a 

compilation of spiritual reflections, poetry and art that has arisen from these explorations and 

studies. The nature of this project is experiential and has taken on an unfolding quality. It is 

an introspective study of how I relate to the world and the role that horses have had throughout 

numerous changes in my personal worldview; as well as an overview of historical and cultural 

perspectives on horses. 
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Preface: 

As I'look at this project in its completion, I find that it is not only about reflecting on and retell- 

ing my journey over the past years, but it also is an exercise in voice, a step into the goal I men- 

tion of living more present and truthfully in the world. I find that it can be easier and more 

comfortable to live in unawareness, settling into the comfortable complacency of the culture or 

society. Yet, opposing challenges are: 

1) To see the world as it is, and how we can be a better part of the interconnected sys- 

tems. This is attained through studying ecological systems and concepts of intercon- 

nectedness (what the ELM program does exquisitely!). 

2) To acknowledge the barriers I live with that prevent me from being a full expression 

of this holistic view of life (what horses can do exquisitely!). 

3) To take on the interior work of psychological, emotional and spiritual enlightenment 

and health. 

It is difficult and requires a lot of attention and courage, but it is a path that I personally feel I 

must take in order to achieve an active role in the transformational work that is needed in this 

age. 

When I worked at a monastery in Vermont, one of my jobs was to organize the library. In this 

library I was amazed, that along-side the countless environmental healing books (written from a 

scientific/action standpoint), was the extent of written works that are heavily focused on spiri-  



tual and psychological healing as the crux to environmental change. It is addressed by almost 

every religious path. The work that is needed in this age is usually recognized as addressing the 

physical needs of ecological crisis on Earth. But I find the need to recognize that physical, psy- 

chological, and spiritual dimensions are three strands of a single braid, inseparable and in need 

of balance. 

 



Horse As Whisperer 

 





Introductory Statement: 

History is not lacking in tributes to the horse. There are few 

cultures that cannot claim that their courses were altered by 

this single animal. The diversity of human uses and perspec- 

tives of the horse are as varied as the diversity of cultures that 

have come into contact with this species. So it is in this compi- 

lation of reflections on my experiences, researching, journaling, 

poetry, and art, that I will attempt to paint the horse with the 

images of history, culture, psyche, and earth. 

 



HISTORY OF AMERICAN WILD HORSES 

Pre-History of Horses 

Pre-historic records indicate that horses existed on the North American continent before the ice 

age. Many of these early horses migrated over the land bridge to Europe where they continued 

to evolve and manifest the destiny of horse and human relationships. Horses then died out in 

the Americas. Researchers have speculated that these early horses were wiped out by disease, 

climate change caused by meteor, and/or being hunted to extinction by early man. The fossil 

records show that no horses existed on the North American continent later than 7000 BC. 

Deanne Stillman reports in, Mustang: The Saga of the Wild Horse in the American West, that 

the early horse species that crossed over the land bridge to Europe bred into three (long-extinct) 

early horses which include the Polish Forest horse, a dapple, draft type; the Siberian Tundra 

horse, a white pony; and the Oriental horse, a small and graceful specimen. 

The relationship that horses originally had with humans was that of prey-and-predator. They 

were hunted for food, as indicated on cave drawings by early hominids. However, over time 

the human-horse relationship changed as people were able to harness the horse’s strength. 

Early artwork shows other roles for horses in human culture. Horses were depicted pulling 

chariots (as early as 2700 BC), and with bareback riders as indicated by pictures on Greek pot- 

tery (from 500 BC). Athenian general, Xenophon wrote, “The Art of Horsemanship” (450 BC), 

which described the selection, care, and training of horses for use both in the military and in  



general, as well as the beginnings of training methods and the art of Dressage. Horses at this 

time were mainly war vehicles as the statue of Marcus Aurelius (165 AD) depicts. 

As people began to value horses for more than a food source, they began to breed their herds for 

specific traits. From 1600-1800, the ‘Spanish Horse’ or ‘Jennet’ descended from three breeds: 

Arabians from the Middle East, Barbs from the Middle East and Africa, and the Andalusian, a 

warhorse from Spain. The first European explorers came to the Americas in 1500 AD. Spanish 

Conquistadors brought these Spanish horses with them when the arrived in the Americas. 

Horses had now made their return to the American continent! There are many accounts of the 

first interactions between the Spanish conquistadores and the Aztec people. The Aztecs, upon 

seeing the Spanish on horseback, feared the horses and were perplexed at what sort of creature 

this human/horse was. 

The Makings of the Wild Herds 

These early horses that were brought to the Americas were kept and bred by their Spanish own- 

ers, who established ranches where the horses were used for ranch and cattle work. Over time 

horses often escaped, were freed, or were stolen. They formed large feral herds that were re- 

ferred to as “Musteno,” “Mestango” or as they are today, “Mustang.” Today many of these fe- 

ral descendants can be seen carrying the markings of their initial Spanish ancestors. They are 

faster, leaner horses that often have markings such as a stripe down the back and stripes on legs. 

American settlers also brought horses with them from their various mother lands. New breeds  



were developed and bred here in the Americas and the original pedigreed breeds were further 

refined. Horses were tailored to be used as farm-working horses, carriage horses and US cav- 

alry mounts. All together, these included heavy, draft (work) horses; light, elegant carriage 

horses and fast thoroughbreds. Burros were also brought by both the Spanish, and later Euro- 

pean, immigrants. Some of these horses and burros also escaped or were released and joined 

the wild herds. 

Over time this new stock interbred with Spanish bloodlines. Today there exists a variety of 

mixed bloodlines. One can still see the more ‘pure’ Spanish breeds, as indicated by their char- 

acteristics. Furthermore, genetic (DNA) testing confirms their higher genetic purity to original 

Spanish stock. Many people today continue to breed for these Spanish qualities to preserve the 

original bloodlines. 

As wild horses established themselves throughout the prairie there have been a myriad of fac- 

tors that have affected their growth and decline. The story of growth and decline is best de- 

scribed in Hope Ryden’s work, America’s Last Wild Horses. These wild horses roamed 

through the great prairie, mountain and desert regions of what is now the western United States 

and Mexico. Their roles in the stories of human cultures arise throughout history, there were 

times when horses were picked out from the wild herds as well as times when they were added 

to the wild herds (horses were intentionally released or escaped). They became the wild sym- 

bols of our American heritage. It appears that the horses, like a pen sitting by a blank sheet of 

paper, were used to write a vivid story of American history. Their presence altered the lives 

and cultures of countless Natives and settlers alike as the merging of peoples took place in the  



Americas. They wrote a unique story that could have turned out many different ways without 

the vital roles they played. Their roles in people’s lives cross the boundaries of psychology, 

religion, world view, value, culture, and utility. At first it seems that their power of altering 

cultures was most fully played out in the culture of the Native Americans. However, this altera- 

tion in the Native culture was not the first time horses had changed the lives of people. The 

first encounter of early European tribes with horses was similar, as a culture of horse-people 

emerged in Europe there was equally as large a shift in their way of life as we watch unfold 

with the more recent history of the American story. 

Horses and the Native Peoples 

As previously noted, though horses were prevalent in earlier eras on the North American conti- 

nent, it is not supported by archeological evidence that the early tribes of people had any use for 

horses except to hunt. When domestic horses were brought back to the North American conti- 

nent by the Spanish the Native peoples had various reactions to the sight of men riding on top 

of horses. These reactions including surprise, fear, and even worshipping them as gods. As 

these cultures encountered the horse and developed their uses — riding, packing, etc. there was a 

significant shift in many of the tribal lifestyles. 

Hope Ryden discusses the changes to Native culture in detail. There was a time when the no- 

madic, hunter tribes were often considered to be less advantaged as the stable, agricultural 

tribes. The way of the hunt and constant movement was difficult. Men would hunt in groups 

and take down large game from foot, movement was constant and so the material possessions  



were light and few. Dogs were used as pack animals as they migrated along the game’s routes. 

Time was mainly spent acquiring food and migrating. The agricultural tribes, on the other 

hand, had more free time to work on crafts and, because they stayed in one place, were more 

able to have these material possessions. As the horse entered the picture for these people, the 

agricultural tribes had less use for them while the nomadic hunters found them more useful. 

The nomadic people learned to ride and hunt on horseback and use horses as pack animals for 

their long journeys. They now could hunt more easily and move more quickly. Because of this 

they became more efficient and had more free time. They could make more crafts and have 

more material possessions because the horses would help carry these things as they moved 

along. Another advantage was that they could raid their neighboring agricultural tribes more 

easily. The time freed up also allowed for a greater advantage in wars, creating war rituals and 

practicing their new defenses and attacks from the backs of galloping horses. In order to gain 

back their advantage, agricultural and forest-dwelling tribes began to adopt this horse culture 

and consequently followed them out to the plains where horses are more apt to live. Some of 

the agricultural and forest-dwelling lifestyles were traded in for the hunting, nomadic lifestyle. 

Horses, over time, began to evolve into a status symbol for the Native peoples and were often 

traded between tribes as well as with the white settlers and explorers for various goods. Count- 

less other values were placed on the horses by the Native peoples. Horses functioned as aids to 

the hunter and warrior, and represented wealth, prestige, medicine, magic and the allied 

‘Thunder Beings of the West.” Deanne Stillman says in Mustang: The Saga of the Wild Horse 

in the American West, “...in the horse they saw not only the stars, the rivers, the elements, but 

also the land — the very wild that was their home.” (Stillman, p. 54)  



As one example, the Nez Perce, a tribe in Northern Rocky Mountains, were one people who 

enthusiastically embraced the horse as part of their culture. They and the tribes near them, such 

as the Palouse, Cayuse, and Shoshoni traded (or stole) and bred large herds of horses with great 

pride. They bred small, spotted horses called the Appaloosa horse, whose name is derived from 

the Palouse River. Frances Haines writes about the history of spotted horses in his book, The 

Nez Perces. They were first seen in history as far back as painted depictions on cave walls in 

France. Herodotus, who wrote in 480 B.C., noted that spotted horses from the regions of Turk- 

estan were assumed to be recognized by their name, the sacred horse of Nesaea. The spotted 

horses were also taken to China from Turkestan and were found by the emperor to be far supe- 

rior to their own horses and were thus called “heavenly horses.” These horses, most likely from 

the Spanish Netherlands, reached Chihuahua after their long journey to the North American 

continent. It is reported that from these ranches in Chihuahua the Nez Perce originally acquired 

their breeding stock. 

History unfolds into the tragic and destructive stories of how the white people came to disre- 

spect the native people and slowly destroy their way of life. We see in history how the integral 

parts of Native culture were picked apart; the buffalo, the land, and the horses. Each of these 

suffered as they were taken away or destroyed; as-one by one, white settlers dismantled their 

central roles within the culture. To this day, wild horses are similarly disregarded and often 

misunderstood.  



Cowboys 

Wild horses were drawn out of their herds and kept by the Native peoples for many years before 

the white settlers began to recognize and utilize wild horses as good working horses. The term 

‘Texas cowboys’ was used to describe a way of life that was derived from of a melding of cat- 

tlemen with the wilderness. As people began to move west, they found that it was difficult to 

settle and farm some of the southwestern desert and plains regions. Raising cattle was another 

option for some, but the challenges that the wild, wide-open range provided were as vast as the 

grassy waves before them. Some of the challenges were following and herding the cattle in 

such open terrain, keeping the different herds (ownership) separate, and bringing them to the 

final market destination. The most crucial solution to overcome these challenges was the small 

cow-pony derived from the Spanish working horses. The wild mustangs found in the southern 

Mexican regions as well as feral Indian ponies were captured and tamed by the early cowboys. 

These horses had the skills of herding due to their use by the early Spanish as cattle working 

horses on the ranches established by the conquistadors. The horse’s herd-working skills were 

honed through their interactions with the Native hunters, who used for them in the great buffalo 

hunts. These little scraggly horses were fast, efficient and possessed ‘cow sense’ — an instinct 

for herding and a quiet demeanor around the herds that is necessary for avoiding stampedes. 

The nomadic men, the Texas cowboys, chose a rough life of taming wild horses, following cat- 

tle and herding them great distances to market. 

Because the work was highly demanding, each cowboy needed about 12 horses for a full cattle  



drive. They would bring these ‘strings’ of horses along the cattle drives in a herd; and each 

morning rope one out to ride for the day. Because the occasional, spirited horse would avoid 

the lasso, they would rarely be ridden. However, these spirited animals were eventually picked 

out to be ridden, giving their rider an early morning warm-up of bucking and twisting! This 

provided entertainment for the others and became somewhat ritualized as a form of mastery and 

entertainment that can be seen today in rodeo. Of course, over time the rodeo was changed 

from riding a frisky working horse to riding outright wild horses for the public, and today is 

demonstrated with un-broken, feral horses. Other cowboy skills are still seen today such as 

roping cattle, which was originally a skill acquired for branding (to keep separate company’s 

cows marked when cattle herds would intermingle on the range and by water sources). Also, 

the rodeo still has competitions that the show off the skills of their cow ponies — such as cutting 

(separating one certain animal out of a herd) and reigning (maneuverability). 

Railroads and Cattle Barons 

Nothing is more noteworthy as the darkness that came with the rumbling sound of the railcars 

as they forged through the western world. To the White Settlers, the railroads brought new op- 

portunities of ease and expansion. So many chapters of American history are sprung from the 

access that was allowed by this invention. 

The railroad made way for a new market for Texas beef in far off cities such as Chicago. With 

this new opportunity, the value of the rangelands in the west piqued the interests of business- 

men. At that time a prior claim was as simple as a rancher putting livestock on an area of land  



and so ‘claiming ownership’ of it with no limitations. Business people with corporate, share- 

holder propensities, fenced off portions of land and filled them with cattle. Because there was a 

lack of monetary costs for land and feed they maximized the numbers of cattle without limita- 

tion in order to increase the share value to their businesses. The corporation owners never lived 

in this western plains area, nor spent any attention on the workings of the eco-system. This 

caused great ecological devastation to the land and economic devastation to the Texas cowboys, 

who originated the ways of raising cattle in this region. 

The cowboys lived on the land with their horses and cattle. Because they were constantly on 

the move, the numbers of cattle were never an overload to any ecological system. But when the 

business men began fencing off land havoc was created. With the fencing off of certain parts of 

the range came dispute with the settlers and farmers. Fencing also disrupted the natural flow of 

wildlife as they migrate through various corridors. The cattle too were unable to migrate or 

move to other grazing ranges within the fences, and so the land became overgrazed and eroded. 

Current ecological studies of the plains regions show that the largest factor in healthy, abundant 

grasslands is diversity. Plant life thrives with diversity of animal species because of the differ- 

ent functions they offer. Different grazing species will favor different plants and in the long run 

balance these differences to keep the diversity in check. When one species is favored to the 

detriment of another, the symbiotic relationships also fall. 

Horses have an inefficient digestive tract which leads to whole seeds being passed through the 

system undigested. These seeds are then stored in manure piles where they can be preserved  



until the ideal conditions arise for their germination. This creates a ‘seed bank’ that ensures the 

future of this plant species. Another symbiotic relationship that arises from hoofed grazers is 

how the act of walking helps reseed a range by pressing the grass seeds into the ground and 

compacting soil, this causes more water retention. The movements of herds of grazing animals 

are key to the replenishing cycles of plant species. Many migratory patterns emerged and be- 

came a ritualistic journey for generations of animals and native people who follow them. All 

species play an important role in aiding various plant life cycles, from small rodents, prairie 

dogs, and grazers to the animals who hunt and keep these populations in check. As so many 

researchers discover as they delve into the interest of their focused study, diversity is of the up- 

most importance because of the countless symbiotic relationships that occur within it. The prai- 

rie grasslands at one point supported millions of buffalo, reportedly a herd stretching as far as 

the eye can see. Much larger numbers of wild horses than we see today also lived abundantly in 

these regions. Antelope, deer, and numerous other grazing species including cattle, who were 

allowed to roam and migrate as the wild animals, also sustainably co-inhabited these regions. 

The natural capacity of the land, functioning in an optimal high-diversity system, could hold 

unimaginable populations of species and thrive for centuries. 

Yet when these early entrepreneurs came with their animals to the prairie regions they quickly 

saw how unsustainable their operations were. They immediately pointed the finger at the wild- 

life and especially the wild horses as competition for their resources. The mass extermination 

of wild horses, wildlife and varmints (burrowing creatures such as prairie dogs, rabbits and oth- 

ers) became their goal in order to restore their profits and make a more suitable, farmable re- 

gion. This resulted in a terrible and widespread loss of diversity which resulted in poorer and  



poorer grasslands. The number of cattle that can be raised in a ‘sustainable’ fashion, in a fenced 

in area of grasslands, becomes precarious and dependent on human management (herd rotation, 

reseeding, mowing and burning of rangeland). Now it is required that humans plant seed, stock 

feed and thus ‘force’ an operation to continue in the absence of the most abundant and naturally 

occurring gifts that nature provided for centuries before the new arrivals to this land came to 

dominate and subdue the raw and misunderstood wilderness. 

Destruction of the Native People’s ways of life 

In Hope Ryden’s book, America’s Last Wild Horses, she describes a time when the buffalo 

were killed for sport by settlers wishing to use the land. It was also the intention of these peo- 

ple to ultimately destroy the livelihoods of the Native people in order to convert them to famers 

for the smoother settling of the west. When the buffalo were killed to near extinction, they took 

from the Native people more than mere animals that dwelled in their eco-region. As Hope Ry- 

den reports, “To all the members of the Plains tribe, but especially to the hunter, the buffalo 

represented life, religion, and identity; and with the destruction of the herds, the Indian was re- 

duced physically, psychologically, and even spiritually.” 

On a biological level, the foods that we intake are absorbed into our bodies and become cells 

and material for growth and functioning. We are quite literally what we eat. The Native people 

were buffalo. They did not just eat the meat of the buffalo. They were the thundering hooves 

that trod across the great plains, the waves of native grasses that feed the buffalo. They were 

the heaving nostrils pulling in the wind of the wilderness, the waters of the land and springs,  



roaring rivers and the fiery energy of the sun. Freedom, life and good energy thrived on the 

sustenance of the buffalo. Within a functioning ecological cycle, all parts function in an inter- 

connected way. The people are in this cycle, they are an important part of it as they consume, 

engage and give back. Food is sacred. It is what we are. It is no great shock to see that taking 

away the buffalo took away from the Native people their physical, psychological and spiritual 

integrity. They are all linked in an unbroken circle. They are connected. All of this connection 

is merely from the aspect of buffalo as food (this does not take into account the buffalo’s role in 

ritual and lifestyle). 

This historical event illuminates the attitudes and actions of the white settlers as they made their 

way into the west. The railroad cars were packed full of people who adored heroes like Buffalo 

Bill, who was such a good sport-hunter (originally hired by the railroad companies to rid the 

plains of the buffalo), that he was able to kill more than 30 buffalo in a single run. When peo- 

ple came into the western lands on-board the trains, they too saw buffalo herds outside the win- 

dow and partook in the sport of shooting them from the moving train. The railroad industry 

saw just cause to create a trip for people with the sole purpose of shooting buffalo from the win- 

dows of luxurious train cars, leaving countless dead buffalo to rot in open fields. From these 

tales, I cannot comprehend the ultimate insult that it must have been to the Native people as 

they stood aside and watched in incomprehensible horror. 

Protection of the Wild Horses 

Soon the Native people who inhabited the land, and the giant herds of buffalo who grazed the  



prairie, so too the ground dwelling creatures, such as prairie dogs and rodents, and the horses 

were seen as a problem that hindered the ease of farming this newly accessed region. Because 

of this they were struck down by a fierce attack. In Texas, as the lands were taken by settlers, 

there arose countless acts of killing wild animals. This management of the ‘problem’ herds in 

its most gruesome form included rendering plants built to process horses into fertilizer and pet 

food. Wild horses were herded by plane or helicopter to be taken to slaughter. They were also 

shot in the legs to cripple them for capture. As with the cattle barons, more and more ranchers 

and farmers began using barbed wire fencing, which broke up wild horse ranges, sometimes 

preventing their access to food and water and prevented them from outdistancing winter storms. 

In 1950 a woman by the name of Velma Johnson (also known as “Wild Horse Annie”) was for- 

ever changed when she saw a trailer filled with mustangs packed in like sardines, with blood 

trailing the vehicle as it headed for a packing plant. An article on the International Society for 

the Protection of Mustangs and Burros website reports on the life of “Wild Horse Annie’. She 

became an activist for saving the wild horses and won the support of local ranchers and farmers 

as well as horse-lovers and children throughout the United States. She fought for legislation to 

stop permits to shoot down wild mustangs from vehicles and began a major nation-wide cam- 

paign to protect wild horses and burros. Her efforts won out in 1971, when congress passed a 

bill to protect wild horses, called the “Wild Free-roaming Horses and Burros” act that is still in 

effect today. 

Under the 1971 Wild Free-roaming Horses and Burro act, the killing and trafficking of wild 

horses or burros to slaughter is banned. It also requires that these animals are treated humanely  



when being managed by the Bureau of Land Management. The act also protects horses, already 

removed from the range, by strict adoption protocol. One of the ways this is assured is through 

a year-long waiting process for new adopters before they become the official owners of the 

mustangs. By the time a year has passed, it is evident that anyone interested in the time and 

costs of the upkeep will not be trafficking horses to be sold to slaughter. 

Hope Ryden’s recent update reports that in 2004 Montana’s Senator, Conrad Burns, tacked a 

rider onto the US 2005 Appropriations bill late at night. The amendment passed because the 

voters hardly took notice of it. The amendment “opened the way for wild horses to be sent to 

slaughter” (Ryden, p. 10). The amendment made a mandate that any horse, ten years or older, 

or one that had been passed over three times (for adoption), be sold immediately; and this ani- 

mal is no longer considered a wild free-roaming horse or burro “for purposes of this 

act” (Ryden p. 12). Because of this, the incidents of wild horses being sold to processing plants 

for slaughter increased and stirred up the attention of horse enthusiasts and humane organiza- 

tions. The outrage and public support lead to the reversal of this amendment. It is now under- 

way and the 1971 Wild Free-roaming Horse and Burro Act will be returned to its original word- 

ing. 

Ryden suspects that the amendment of 2004 transpired for two reasons. The first is that the 

interest of Senator Burns and his constituencies lies in the cattle industry which utilizes BLM 

land for grazing. The number of permits that are issued is dependent on the number of total ani- 

mal units in an area. A wild horse is equal to one and a half cows, and a competition arises be- 

tween the grazing permits and wild horses numbers. The other reason for the controversy is  



related to the overpopulation of long-term and short-term holding pens and the costs of running 

these. According to the BLM’s Wild Horse and Burro Fact Sheet, in the fiscal year of 2008 the 

BLM spent $27 million on holding costs (out of total horse and burro budget of $36.2 million): 

Which amounts to more than half. Increasing the pressure, the wild horse adoption rate is re- 

ported to be going down due to a hurting economy, which contributes to overcrowded holding 

facilities. It is the opinion of Hope Ryden that the BLM has poorly managed the wild horse 

ranges by removing too many horses (more than necessary for sustaining a healthy ecosystem) 

resulting in an overpopulation in holding pens. It is not believed by Ryden that there are less 

adoptions taking place, when so many mustang owners report that the horses they adopted are, 
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“super intelligent,” “gorgeous,” “loveable,” “humorous,” “wonderful,” and “magical” (Ryden, 

p. 12). However strong the survival rate is for horses in the wilderness, it seems that the sur- 

vival of the wild horses in America is most often compromised by the seemingly endless needs 

of the resources and ownership of the land. 

 



LITTLE BOOK CLIFFS WILD HORSE RANGE 

Today there are many ranges that are home to wild horses. Wild horse herds are spread 

throughout the Southwest, especially in the regions of Utah, Nevada, Colorado and Wyoming. 

Most regions are remote and difficult to access, yet this does not prevent horse-lovers and mus- 

tang enthusiasts to venture into their domain in hopes of glimpsing a wild horse. In Colorado 

there are four regions of managed wild horse ranges. One of these is the Little Book Cliffs near 

Grand Junction, Colorado. Ihave taken a few trips to this area to study the ecological region as 

well as hoping to catch a glimpse of these wild icons of American history. 

My experience in Main Canyon 

Saturday: 

The mission was to go to Palisades and see wild horses at the Little Book Cliffs. I was not sure 

what to expect. I figured that wild horses would be elusive and seen, at best, from quite a dis- 

tance away. perhaps I would not see any at all. I began to plan this trip by booking a Bed and 

Breakfast for the night I would stay in the area. When I randomly picked a place from a web- 

site and talked to the B&B owners I discovered that they were members of a club in the area 

called Friends of the Mustangs (FOM). The B&B owners, Donna and Felix, often took trips to 

the wild horse range in pursuit of their passion of observing horses in their natural environment. 

They also had great connections to other members of the club who worked more extensively 

with the horses. Having good guides and signs of fate already inlaid with the plans for this 

weekend, I set out with great hope. Donna arranged for us to meet Georgia, another FOM  



member and volunteer horse management worker. 

We planed on meeting on the winter range to search for wild 

‘bands of horses. As Donna and I waited for Georgia to ar- 

rive odie to go up over the first hill and look down 

into the river canyon below. We passed the gate and walked 

to the edge of the road, where we could scan the open valley. - 

Then I looked to my hh. and there — just above me on the 

hill was a black Sie and behind her a palomino al 

There they were, the very first wild horses I had seen in real 
~ 

life! After all the distant research for papers and countless i angel 

Proj ects I had done for school or pleasure, this was the first real encounter with a roaming wild 

‘horse! Three more horses from that band appeared below us on the hill. Then sitio long 

wait for Gai who had been delayed, we received her phone call. She was on the same | 

ridge, over on the other saddle, exclaiming her excitement at seeing a band coming over the hill 

and heading for the river. With binoculars focused, we watched as the horses in this second 

band came down a steep incline that Sonata them into a full gallop towards the river. The 

band was led by a chestnut mare, then her bounding baby, a lovely pinto, a dark bay and follow- 

ing them was the buckskin stallion in the rear. Georgia hiked toward us and we walked closer 

by the first band we had viewed as we winded our way down to the river below. 

Georgia filled me in on the horse’s names that were given to them by herd managers and ob- 

servers. The palomino stallion was Spin and the first mare I encountered was named Fish be-  



cause of the fish-shaped white star on her forehead. The horses showed practically no sign of 

concern at our close wanderings. We were appar- 

ently no threat to a rather desensitized band of wild 

horses. We watched as they came into the river and 

‘drank. One colt took a nice roll in the muddy water! 

Then the younger horses (a yearling and his brother, 

‘born last year) played with each other. We then i Aas 
‘Inca’, taking a roll in the muddy water! 

walked towards the other band headed by the buck- 

skin stallion, Magnum. 

They were grazing near the river and we were careful to approach slowly but talking out loud. 

They too showed some concern, but did not run away. We were able to get fairly close. I recall 

standing on a rock feeling as though my presence would spook them, yet they simply did not 

seem to mind. As I breathed into the land and into the presence of these amazing creatures, I 

found that the canyon sounds were particularly sharp. I could hear the hollow crunching of the 

stallion as he chomped away at a rough and bristly bush that made up their slim winter pick- 

ings. Each band was made up of five horses, so overall I saw ten horses up-close that evening. 

On our way out of the valley we could see, through the binoculars, a very distant third band of 

horses further off to the east. 

Sunday: 

On my second visit to the range the following morning, a spasm of magic erupted from inside 

me as I walked over the crest of the saddle that holds the vast canyon floor below. This is  



where these mystical creatures dwell. Yesterday’s encounter was beyond what I had expected. 

I suppose I did not know exactly what to expect, but I did truly experience a great amount of 

excitement and wonder. Here in the gently enfolding land, arms embrace these tiny creatures 

scattered throughout the bushes and rocks. On hillsides they blend into the scenery like small 

babies in the pocket of a mother kangaroo. I spotted them and again joy was released as I excit- 

edly noted their every mark and color. I walked closer and approached most gently and found 

that they gazed my way then returned to their grazing. 

8 The two new bands that I saw on Sunday were small. One 

was lead by a pinto stallion, Laramie, with two mares and 

a foal. A bay stallion with a black mare and a sorrel foal 

; lingered just a little ways off. A bit later I saw Magnum’s 

A Phits | ~antis family again as I headed down the canyon. By the end of 
‘Tonopah’ from ‘Magnum’s’ band 

the day, heading back toward the steep trail upward (over the saddle), I saw both Magnum and 

Spin’s families nestled close to one another. My trail took me right beside them, yet they did 

not even flinch at my close approach. I had hoped to see two blue roans in the Spring Creek 

Canyon, where they have been spotted by observers. 1 did see a puddle of fresh urine and heard 

some large animal sounds in a bushy area, but scan and search as I did, I saw nothing. I am 

sure that I had passed them somewhere in that area, I could almost feel them. 

I noticed that as I entered into the smaller Spring Creek Canyon, after walking through Main 

Canyon, which is really wide, the closeness was somewhat nerve-wracking. In some areas the 

surrounding area had thicker bushes and trees and the walls of the canyon rose quickly, and  



closed in around me. I recalled how horses are often fearful of these conditions since there are 

many opportunities for mountain lions to pounce down from a higher rock. I also noticed that 

the sounds were funneled through this canyon with sharper clarity than the wide one. The feel 

of each canyon was very unique. As I sat and pondered the canyon I sat very still and quietly 

and listened very deeply. My mind quieted and I looked at the surrounding walls and overhang- 

ing cliffs. I noticed that there was some quality or feel about the place that was indescribable, 

as it did not have any sensory input that I could perceive like sound and sight. I wonder if that 

is how horses and other wild animals navigate? Perhaps they know the area beyond where 

rocks and bushes are located - who knows how their sight interprets their surroundings or how 

their ears hear or noses smell. I wonder what the experience of being horse is like — what 

senses are strongest and which ones dominate navigation? 

I walked out in silence, keeping even a silent mind. And I looked at the whole view before me. 

I felt my feet walk on the ground. I looked as fully as possible, with soft eyes, seeing as much 

of my surroundings as I could. I was aware of the sounds my body made as I walked along, 

aware of the sounds of the wind and the bushes. I was aware of the sun and the heat of the day. 

It was like walking out of there bearing in mind the edges of all my senses. Searching all of 

them and listening intently to each one. I held the space. I could feel that I was in a large and 

ever surrounding space. The views changed as I slowly covered the soft sandy distance. It was 

like watching a movie in slow motion as the images shift and change. It almost was not me 

anymore. I could have been watching a video that someone else had recorded. I then con- 

sciously felt my body, my hunger, the temperature, my tired knees and returned to my bodily 

sensations. I rounded the corner into the widened area of Main Canyon and the horses were  



right there before me and I felt, as strong, the sensation of glee and joy, like seeing an old 

friend. That magic twinge I got at the very start of the day, four hours before in the hopeful 

noon sun. I experienced a feeling of appreciation — no, more — it was love. I thanked the can- 

yons and I thanked the horses, and told them that I love them. 

Bioregion 

The Little Book Cliff range is marked as a 

wilderness study area as well as the wild 

horse range. The Bureau of Land Manage- 

ment reports that this area encompasses 

four major canyons on the eastern Book RR a RR 
View from the river bed of Main Canyon 

Cliffs and is compromised of spectacular 

1000 ft. cliffs, mesas, and deep canyons. It is located just outside Grand Junction on the west- 

ern slope of the Rocky Mountains. 

This region is located on a greater region referred to as the Colorado Plateau, described by Ray 

Wheeler in the article, The Colorado Plateau Region, as a “physiographic ‘province,’ a region 

geologically and topographically distinct from other parts of the West.” (Wheeler) It includes 

the westernmost part of Colorado as well as parts of Utah, Arizona and New Mexico. The 

Colorado Plateau has an average elevation of 10,000 feet above sea level and is characterized 

by flatlands giving way to oh canyons (for example, the Grand Canyon and Canyonlands Na- 

tional Parks are included in this region).  



The Little Book Cliffs region is a network of canyons with a semi-desert terrain. The Colo- 

rado’s Canyon Country Wilderness Proposal website displays an article describing the natural 

attributes of the Little Bookcliffs. The vegetation along low ridges and steep canyon walls in- 

cludes Pinyon-Juniper, Big Sagebrush, Rabbitbrush , and Arrowleaf Balsamroot. The upper 

mesas are forested with Pinyon-Juniper. Along rivers and streams, cottonwood and Douglas fir 

can be found. Georgia Manus pointed out the Tamarisk which can also be found by water 

ways, but was introduced and is not considered a native plant to this region. Tamarisk has be- 

come very abundant and has been found to be a large water consumer, which is undesired in 

this already dry, arid region where ground water is scarce. Some of the wildlife which share 

this region include Bighorn sheep, Mule deer, wild horses, mountain lions, bobcat, Bald eagle, 

and Blue heron. 

Water in this area is found in trickling desert streams, plunge pools and waterfalls; and is part of 

the Colorado Headwaters-Plateau water shed. The stream flow varies along a wide spectrum 

~ from perennial to intermittent to ephemeral. When there is 

heavy rainfall these trickling streams can become a flash-flood 

danger. 

8 experience: 

During my second trip to 

2 hp EN the range in May, I ia A EE TOCA TR NTS 

Trickling river as seen in March and much as Roaring river resulting in 15-20 minutes on Sunday 
it was on Sunday morning’s visit in June. in June.  



learned that the desert is assertive in her demand for survival! Main Canyon had but a trickle of 

water running through the wide channel of a river bed on my visit in March. And during this 

second visit, from the evening I spent looking at Laramie’s band to the next morning when we 

set off in search of wild horses, the river was but a small stream line merely wetting the chan- 

nel. I walked off westward to head to Spring Canyon with hope of catching a glimpse of Spin 

and his band. As I walked along the pathway it led me to cross the river numerous times. The 

further I got westward the more the river appeared to be flowing. I got to a tricky area where I 

needed to navigate over some rocks to cross the river. From this point the trail led me again to 

cross, but this time the river was too high. I decided to go up stream a little, but it was also too 

strong. Then I decided to go back to the rock crossing and cross the river, this time staying on 

the other side of the river. 

I got back to my first crossing and discovered that now there was only one large rock, I won- 

dered, “where were my other stepping stones?” I looked again at the river bank and saw my 

footprints verifying that this is in fact where I had crossed less than five minutes ago. Now I 

saw that it is not that the river was stronger as I went west, but that it was flowing faster by the 

minute, it had become louder. I walked down-stream, worried because I ultimately needed to 

get to the other side to return to my car. I found the sign that showed where the trail crossed 

over the stream, at my first encounter that day the water was lowest in this area. But at this 

time it was flowing rapidly and with my testing I found that it was deeper than my gore-tex hik- 

ing boots were high! With a bit of panic I decided to forge the river here — getting as wet as 

needed, for fear that the river is only rising higher and higher as the seconds rolled on and I did 

not want to get stranded on this side of the river for who knows how long! So I pull my hiking  



pants up over my knees and walk right through. The current was dizzying and I had to be care- 

ful to establish my footing in the sticky mud before taking the next step. I crossed the river, 

which had reached as high as my knees. I sloshed with my soaked, water-filled shoes and 

laughed a little with relief and amusement at the situation. I took a photo of the roaring river, 

took one look at the ominous clouds and decided to call it a day despite my failure to find the 

wild band of horses. 

Flash flooding is quite a serious threat in the desert, and though my experience was not quite in 

the scope of a true flash-flood, the speed at which the river rose did catch my attention! I hiked 

up to the saddle and reconnected with my hiking companions whose adventure took them to the 

east to find a band they failed to locate too! But we discussed the river and the adventures it 

brought. 

It is yet another sign of the strength of nature. The reason I was not up in the summer range 

was that I did not want to get stuck there. I could have driven in, but there was a risk of getting 

stuck up there for days of forecasted rain. The conditions of the road are as fickle as the chang- 

ing current of the river. Those who went into the summer range area for the work weekend 

knew to prepare for camping and pack days of food. They also had horses, who could get them 

out of the area if needed. 

Herd Management 

In Hope Ryden’s extensive historical account she reports that, in the later 19" century, when the  



west was settled by ranches and large cattle operations, the laws reflected a view that all live- 

stock were owned by man. Since the original cow-ponies and Indian ponies were considered 

owned by their people, any unbranded animals were referred to as Mavericks and it was de- 

cided that they belong to the former stockmen’s association, that was given new jurisdiction as 

a government body titled variously according to state (i.e. State Livestock Commissions). The 

wild herds that ran throughout these regions for generations were considered feral livestock and 

put under the same jurisdiction as unbranded animals (horses, cattle and sheep alike). There is 

still a debate today whether to consider a wild horse a feral animal or native wildlife. Because 

of the efforts of preserving and protecting these animals many people have grappled with how 

to classify these animals. Currently they are officially considered non-native feral animals. 

This title has an affect on their management, as it raises questions about their rights to native 

forage in competition with other true-native wildlife and other land use issues that are held in 

balance by the Bureau of Land Management. 

The Bureau of Land Management (BLM) is mainly responsible for the management of wild 

horse herds, as most of them live on BLM land. Other horse herd management is the responsi- 

bility of U.S. Forest Service, who do very little to manage what wild horses live on these lands. 

BLM land use is varied and includes cattle grazing, hunting, wildlife and native species protec- 

tion and preservation, natural resource extraction, and recreation (campers and photographers). 

The value in these activities is reflected monetarily, as grazing, hunting, natural resources and 

recreation bring in revenue through leases, permits and taxes. Wildlife protection is beginning 

to be seen as valuable for the sake of intrinsic value of species and diversity. Most recently 

natural resources have been a large player in land use due to the increase in domestic oil drill-  



According to the Bureau of Land Management factsheet, horse herds can double in population 

in four years. This is mainly due to the fact that they have few predators. If the BLM does not 

control population by removing horses from the range, the results would include overgrazing of 

forage, eventual malnutrition and starvation of horses and burros, damage to native vegetation 

and riparian areas, damage to wildlife habitat, increased soil erosion, and lower water quality. 

The BLM manages the horse population by two main methods: roundups and birth control. To- 

day helicopters are used for round ups and removal of some of the horses. These horses go to 

adoption by the public, various programs and training organizations (which help with the adop- 

tion programs), short-term holding corrals (up for adoption), and long-term holding pastures 

(where they live out their lives). Another current method of population control is through birth 

control such as PZP that is currently being implemented and studied. 

Gathers (Roundups): 

Roundups — currently being called ‘gathers’ - are conducted when the maximum holding capac- 

ity is reached (Little Book Cliffs tends to be about every 2-3 years). All the horses on the range 

are gathered up, some are chosen to be taken away, while the others are re-released into the 

wild. Two important criteria for choosing horses for removal are age and bloodlines; younger 

horses are easier to tame. Also, consideration must be made to maintain a balance of genetic 

diversity on the range. Those chosen to be taken off the range are brought to holding pens for 

adoption/auction. Within these holding facilities, short-term options include programs such as  



the prison program in Canon city correctional facility, where incarcerated men learn to train the 

wild horses. Once the horses are ‘gentled’ they are more adoptable. Diane Kennedy, founder 

of the Mustang Center in Lafayette, Colorado, has done extensive studies on the effects that 

training wild horses have on the inmates who have attended the program. This is an excellent 

program that has proven to help the men deal with issues such as anger, overcoming difficulties, 

responsibility and the ability to connect and love. And because the horses come out trained, it 

is easier to adopt them to homes were less-experienced people can handle them. Private owners 

also take on wild horses from the gathers, many people own land and dedicate it as a wild horse 

preserve where the horses remain relatively untouched but are fenced into acres of land and fed 

and watered during winter times. And finally, horses who do not fall into these two places are 

put in BLM owned facilities and sanctuaries until they are adopted out, or if unadoptable, live 

out their lives. 

Once caught the horses that are not released im- 

mediately are never released into the wild again. © 

Horses not released immediately are branded 

upon capture and can always be identified as a 

former wild horse. The brand is designed witha - “4% 

special BLM symbol, then the horse’s birth year, = =. = TN | 
Becky Deihl showing me her mustang, Arrow’s, BLM Brand. 

and finally a specific number given to that indi- 

vidual horse. Very specific records are kept of the wild horse herds on the range, as lineage can 

be identified through observation. These round ups help assist in the documentation and inven- 

tory of horses in lesser observed regions.  



As discussed above, the necessity of population control in conjunction with the protection 

against slaughter and hunting make round ups a viable option. It can be stressful on the horse, 

but is usually relatively harm-free depending on the care taken by the workers involved. Some 

problems faced during round ups are that the use of helicopters results in horses, especially very 

young foals and older horses, getting overrun and injured. Other problems occur when the 

horses are finally corralled together where bands are separated and mixed together. Fights 

break out among the stallions trying to secure their bands. 

Birth Control: 

The options of birth control are relatively new and have had some disastrous results in the past. 

The first attempt to use birth control on wild animals was by using a steroid-hormone implant. 

This was proven to be transferable into the life cycle of a bioregion because the hormones were 

released in urine, contaminated ground water and were transferred to predatory animals who 

preyed on treated animals. This steroid treatment got out of control and affected many other 

species not intended for treatment. 

Currently the newest research has been conducted holding these ideal characteristics in mind: 

That the contraceptive be 90% effective, capable of remote delivery, reversible, safe for use on 

pregnant mares, will not cause significant changes to behavior and health, will not enter food 

chain and is of low cost. The resulting method is Porcine Zona Pellucida Immunocontraceptive 

Vaccine (PZP). The Humane Society of the United States put out a pamphlet, America’s Wild 

Horses: Managing for the Future, which gives details of the vaccine. This vaccine is made up 

37  



of several glycoproteins derived from pigs. It is injected into the muscle of female horses. The 

immune system is triggered to produce antibodies against the vaccine. Antibodies then attach 

to sperm receptors on the eggs and block fertilization. 

PZP is a biodegradable, naturally occurring animal glycoprotein. It is not active when con- 

sumed orally so it cannot enter into the life cycle of the bioregion. It can be administered by 

darts (in the field) or during round ups when the horses are penned. It does not affect a horse’s 

behavior and health and is cost efficient compared to removal by round ups. PZP is reversible 

as it has a one-to-two year potency and does not make the mare sterile. It is also noted in the 

field trials that an increase in mare longevity has occurred because it is easier on a mare to birth 

every other or every three years rather than every year. Higher winter weight and an increased 

condition has been observed in mares on PZP. This method does however depend heavily on 

documentation and identification as well as field administration. There are also ethical ques- 

tions that arise when the wild herds are selected and managed to this genetic level — does it al- 

low for the natural evolution of the wild horse? Where does the line get drawn that separates 

natural selection and human-determined breeding which could be seen as a form of domestica- 

tion? 

Little Bookcliffs Reports on Population Control 

Little Book Cliffs Spring Trip (May): 

The intent of this trip was to participate in the ‘Friends of the Mustangs’ work day and foal 

count. This took place on the northern side of the territory — the summer grounds. However,  



due to off and on rain and the condition of the road (when the road gets wet/muddy it was im- 

passable), I ended up not being able to meet the others up there. I did however, reconnect wifi 

my friends who own the B&B, who then introduced 

me to Becky Deihl, who is a member of FOM and had 

adopted four mustangs. She told me numerous stories 

about the wild horses, the round ups she attended, and 

her experiences with horses. She also showed me her 

large array of pictures and we ended our visit by going h. Ca 
“Medicine Bow” 

to the winter range (southern area off the Cameo exit), 

where I was blessed to see that Laramie and his band were still hanging out and showing off the 

new pinto baby, Medicine Bow. I took some photos of them and saw how their summer coats 

are shining through after the long, winter coats had been shed. It was reported that Spin and his 

band were also hanging out in the lower grounds as well as some persistent bachelor bands such 

as the blue roans, Gideon and Snoopy II, and Inca who had recently joined this band. I did not, 

however, see these elusive boys. 

a Laramie’s Band (May): 

The black mare was named Sweetheart and was, accord- 

ing to Becky, looking much better than before. She was 

looking very thin and unhealthy after giving birth every 

year for the last several years. She is now on her second 

“Sweetheart” " year on PZP and is looking in great condition/weight. 

One of the notable advantages of using birth control on horses in the wild is that it gives mares  



a rest and helps them recover their conditioning. The younger bay mare was Kona, Lady’s filly 

from last year. The bay mare, Lady, was the mother of Medicine Bow and although she had 

been targeted and tagged with the PZP vaccine, she is what is called a “difficult receiver,” in 

that the birth control did not seem to be working on her — at least not these past two years with 

her foals each spring. As far as pregnancy was concerned, she seemed to be an easy receiver! 

PZP Results and Gatherings at The Little Book Cliffs: 

The PZP seems to be helping the herds move towards a population growth goal of zero 

(meaning that they are just replacing dying horses, but not growing in total numbers). Last year 

the foal count was around 12 compared to previous (non-PZP years) of 24-30. They hope to 

put off a round up (gathering as it is called now) until 2011. The previous gathering was in 

2007. That would be four as opposed to two years between gatherings. This particular herd is 

well protected by their “friends.” Some of the stories that Becky shared with me illustrate this. 

The round ups here are assisted by volunteers from the Friends of the Mustangs (FOM) mem- 

bers. These compassionate individuals set in motion the plan, from the beginning of Jim’s term 

as BLM regional manager, that these horses will be cared for during this high-stress time and 

their watchers (mothers) would be present to help and regulate. Stories of horses being run 

down to death and injured and battered by careless herders would not be tolerated by the 

‘mothers’ of this herd! 

The round ups take place on the range in various areas. Main Canyon, in the southern part, is 

one area where the capture chutes are erected and hidden by branches and natural looking dis-  



guises. The horses are rounded towards these capture pens from afar by helicopter. The current 

helicopter pilot (though retiring soon) is very considerate and careful in his work. At one time 

he was herding in three horses and found that one mare was limping. He pulled back and let the 

limping mare go, then proceeded to round up the other two horses and brought them in. He also 

carefully herded a stubborn mare off of a high ridge on the canyon wall and brought her down 

walking the whole way. When the horses approach the chutes, 2-3 trained “Judas” horses are 

released. These horses are trained to run towards each other and the chute. They create a 

‘growing herd’ to lead (lure) the wild horses into the chute. 

Notes on Natural Healing: 

Occasionally during their captivity in the holding pens, the horses will fight or get tangled up 

and some injuries occur. One horse had ripped open his leg and though they did some veteri- 

nary care, they were sure he would not make it in the wild, and released him with the name 

“50/50”. However, after one season of being missing he showed up again completely healed. 

Another mare was found in the wilderness with a large gash in her rump. Again, much to peo- 

ple’s surprise, she healed and recovered completely. It amazes me that many times in the wild, 

animals that sustain large and horrible looking injuries seem to recover just fine on their own, 

with no medical care. 

I think we are attached to the notion that doctors and surgeons are the only way to healing and 

health, yet how often do we miss the amazing act of nature to heal her own wounds? We spend 

lots of money on veterinarians for our horses and the critical attending of wounds, when often 

the animals receive more infection and complications or get injured further because they are  



reacting from being pent up for recovery! Sometimes we think creatures are better in our care, 

but I seem to be seeing a running theme this trip. With the realization that the horses can sur- 

vive in this region through dryness and the flooding and have made it many generations here, it 

shows that the wilderness proves to be the best care-taker for these animals. In the book, Mu- 

tant Message Down Under, Marlo Morgan discusses how one of the travelers, on a group walk- 

about, gets a broken leg. The man’s healing is often viewed as some “miraculous” healing, yet 

he merely trusted in the desert and waited. The healing that occurred is quite possibly ordinary, 

it is merely that we no longer see its power when we decide that nothing can be healed except 

through our actions and especially in the West, by means of the high and mighty MD. Some- 

times we forget the natural healing beneath the aid of professionals in the medical field. 

 



PERSPECTIVES OF HORSES 

My Own Changing Perspectives of Horses 

First Horse Experiences: 

I recall the excitement I felt as a child on the days of my riding lesson. It was as if the school- 

day would NEVER end and the sheer anticipation of blissful euphoria were so overpowering I 

am sure I learned nothing that day in class. There was something profoundly awesome that I 

experienced when I was around horses and able to interact with them. Some invisible quality 

that spoke to me, tickled my curiosity and called me to experience this creature. I remember 

that amazing feeling of being held aloft, the horse’s strong legs carrying me around with the 

most comfortable, rocking motion that mesmerized me to the deepest realm of comfort. After 

years of lessons, I eventually moved into leasing a horse and participating in the 4-H Horse pro- 

ject. I rode in small shows, took lessons, and most of all had fun with my friends trail riding 

around the mountain at the ranch. For me, the horse represented adventure, comradeship, en- 

joyment, and a means to build my personal confidence levels. 

College: 

I was motivated to attend Colorado State University because of their programs with animals. I 

longed for that simplistic life on the farm, painted by the scenes in the movie, “Babe” where the 

utopia of farm life came alive on my screen. However, I found that today’s farms are predomi- 

nantly industrial, and our culture’s needs create a very specific perspective on animals. Indus- 

try is about efficiency, lowering costs and getting bigger and better products from animals.  



Whatever it was, that invisible quality from where my childhood passions for animals sprung, 

soon fell apart the moment industry became entwined with them. This is when the horse be- 

came a material resource, genetic and biological pieces to be sewn together in the most ad- 

vanced (and unnatural) way. Two things became key components in this mindset: The profit 

that could be made from horses and the drive towards acquiring the highest technology. The 

industry’s expectations, guidelines, desired product and result were what drove the show and 

performance world. In order to best produce this result, horses were bred for, trained for and 

raised to a human-made ideal. The demand for more and more while giving little back was the 

motive that arose from the viewpoint that horses are here for our uses and whims as we saw fit. 

Return to Horses: 

After my graduation and some short-lived work with show stables, I lost my desire to work 

with horses and moved onto other career options. Four years later I stumbled upon what I 

thought was a horse riding class. It was my intention to just get back into riding. As I discov- 

ered on our first lesson, the program was designed to work with horses in conjunction with psy- 

chotherapy. It was geared toward helping people overcome fears and address issues that they 

struggle with. I immediately thought, “this is cool, but I do not see how it will help me.” But I 

stayed with it out of sheer curiosity and the desire to be around horses, regardless of the circum- 

stances. 

The first day, they let the horses loose in a large pasture, and everyone was asked to go in with 

only a halter (no treats!) and capture a horse of their choice. After the lesson, we sat and dis-  



cussed why we went for the horse we did and what experiences followed. For example: Who 

picked the most challenging one? What problems did you have to overcome? How did you 

react to the problems or challenges? Then, all these stories began to open up as people shared 

things in their lives that they struggled with. It was amazing to me that something I have taken 

for granted for so long (simply catching and haltering a horse) can say so much more. It’s not 

just about getting a horse and riding. It’s not about training and dominance. There’s a lot said 

between horse and human, but we rarely, if ever listen. Over the course of the classes, I had 

learned more than I ever thought possible from haltering and grooming, the basic level of horse- 

manship. It opened up a heightened awareness of myself and I thought to question for the first 

time, “why do I do the things I do? What drives me to act a certain way?” It was here that I 

saw how horses can act as mirrors. 

Training Methods 

Domestication: 

I often mull over whether domestication ought to be morally judged as right or wrong. Is do- 

mestication a fancy way to enslave animals for our purposes? Or is it more? There seems to be 

an attractive force that brings one creature to another, be it alchemy, energy, intention, or love. 

So many accounts show that there is healing in the quality connections that are made between 

species. This connection brings a greater good to life. This spins my attitude away from anti- 

domestication. I believe that the key is to look at the intention, the underlying reason for con- 

necting. Perhaps the question should not be whether or not to domesticate, but rather, what is 

the intention of the relationship? To subdue and dominate or to experience and interact with the  



other? What would change in the world if we looked more deeply at our intentions? Beyond 

just inter-species relationships, this question should be posed in every relationship we encoun- 

ter: Human to human and human to Earth. 

The intentions of the relationship reflect in the actions taken regarding that relationship. With 

horses the training methods often point to the intentions of the relationship. Is the human to 

horse relationship based on accomplishing a task, domination and control, or learning about the 

world and/or each other? 

Bronc-riders to Horse whisperers: 

The philosophy of horse training that arose in the west was the rough and tough cowboy style of 

breaking horses, which uses force and dominance. People would overcome the horse’s resis- 

tance by tiring and punishing them. “Horse Whispering” is a newer approach (or rather, it is 

getting more attention today). This method works on understanding how the horse communi- 

cates. According to Mark Rashid, a great horseman and writer, force will create a horse that 

does not see what you ask as important, they will do something to avoid negative consequences. 

On the other hand, clear communication and reward leads to a horse that finds what you are 

asking of them to be important. Horse Whispering training methods create a respectful relation- 

ship with horses through communication. This communication, if done correctly, helps the 

horse understand what you want. It also helps the person understand why a horse reacts the 

way it does, and be able to adjust the approach to the situation. 

Simply put this method opens the doors to communication. Both understanding the horse’s be-  



havior and reasons behind it and also for the horse to gain understanding of what the human is 

asking. A deeper view that can arise from this training method is what the horse’s actions com- 

municate about the world, the relationship and the emotional (energetic) state of the person. 

This new perspective, that I had discovered in the class on horses as psychotherapy, I am de- 

scribing as ‘Horse as Whisperer.” The intentions of interacting with the horse in this new per- 

spective is different, it goes further than merely understanding what the horse is saying in order 

to communicate with them. In this field we ask : What does the horse’s behavior say about 

me? Is there a connection with the horse that leads me to greater awareness? And finally: 

What are my inner motives and intentions? 

At this point in our current culture and with our post-industrial age viewpoints, I think horse as 

whisperer implies that it is the human’s turn to stop and listen more closely to the horse. It is in 

listening more closely to nature and to the Earth that we will be able to heal the injustices 

caused by human hands. It is in listening more closely that we will hear of our own integrity as 

an evolving, interconnected consciousness. 

Human-Horse Relationship 

Reflections from the Little Book Cliffs Range (May): 

What do the wild horses think of these goofy ape-beings? I wonder this as Becky and I ap- 

proach the band, getting closer and closer, while she calls reassuring messages using their hu- 

man-given names. They are not afraid of us, but do keep their distance (especially with foals at 

their sides). 
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Becky tells me a story of how a mare is found on a hillside pacing and looking worriedly into a 

rocky crevice. The stallion of that band is lower down on the hill looking up at this rocky crev- 

ice. Some riders going by notice this odd behavior and investigate more closely. It turns out 

that the mare’s foal had rolled or slipped into a rock wedge and was stuck, upside-down in the 

rocks. The riders call to their friends who come up and help pull the foal out of the rocks. 

Once recovered, they carry the baby down to more even ground, where the stallion is standing, 

and let him go. The mare stays close and watches all of this, she follows them down and, im- 

mediately after the people back off, she noses the foal up and nurses him. Considering the 

horse’s instinct to protect her young, especially from strange folk, this instance depicts a patient 

cooperation from the horses that shows that they have a sense of our intentions. I think the 

horses know these strange beings are helping out and feel a certain amount of trust, and per- 

haps, some form of gratitude. 

Wilderness 

Wild Versus Domestic: 

In Hope Ryden’s book, America’s Last Wild Horses, she discusses the great migrations to the 

west by explorers and settlers and makes some comparisons between domestic horses and the 

native ponies. The native ponies could outrun, outlast and out perform the grained and well- 

pedigreed horses of the white people. In one segment, the author notes that the fine horse in- 

tended to assist in journeys into the west lasted about three days. The people who travelled that 

way soon learned to bring goods to trade with the native people to acquire Native stock for the  



journey in order to succeed. Even today, wild horses are very difficult to round up with people 

mounted on domestic horses. The domestic horses are no match for the endurance of the mus- 

tangs. The wild horses have acquired resilience and stamina through the forces of nature. They 

are acclimated to the life that the wilderness requires. 

The practice of housing horses in barns and feeding them grain does not give rise to the same 

creatures that the wilderness creates. It is interesting that the author, Ryden, notes that the care 

that the native people gave their horses was described as negligent. Perhaps the judgment lies 

in the perspective of the people. Often times the viewpoint of the white settlers regarded nature 

as harsh and something to be protected from. A horse raised without feed, shelter and medical 

attention, but rather left out on the range would be seen as ‘poor treatment.” However the lack 

of feeding and care, that is noted as neglectful, gave rise to horses with the ability to live in the 

very conditions that they were in—the wilderness. 

It should also be noted that in history, the sheltered and well-fed horses of the white man were 

not always treated well either. The story of Black Beauty points to very harsh treatment of cart 

horses in cities. In the case of the cart horse, there was no stamina created, but rather a destruc- 

tion of the horse’s spirit and downright running down of the poor beast. The author notes the 

quirkiness of the fact that even though the Native’s ponies receive ‘poor treatment’, the ponies 

show a stronger attachment to their human counterparts. They would serve them until the end, 

hunt (herd) buffalo even without riders, and often return to their people on their own accord. 

From this evidence, I would think that the Native people had acquired the trust of their ponies. 

Mark Rashid (Horses Never Lie) and Linda Kohanov (Taos of Equus) often discuss in their  



books the difference between breaking a horse versus getting it to do what you want. They em- 

phasize working with a horse in such a way that a partnership is established and the horse sees 

that what you are doing is important and worth doing. It is a relationship built on respect and 

trust. 

As noted, there is a difference in the physical capacities of wild horses versus domestic ones. 

The awareness of other qualities begin to arise as people work with the wild horses. Wild 

horses are more in tune with their environment and are more acutely aware of the subtle 

changes that take place within it. They are wired to survive and require a very close relation- 

ship with the living systems they are in. Because of this I feel they have a great deal of wisdom 

to offer the acute horse-listener. These horses also have not had the influence of human shaping 

such as selective breeding (for specific traits), training, and other direct influences, including 

desensitization. Horses in a human world, find many things to be fearful of — anything that 

would be foreign to their native environment. They learn over time to lessen their fear and be- 

come desensitized in the complicated world of the human. 

Reflections from the Little Book Cliffs Range (March): 

After discussing perspectives people have about horses and particularly wild mustangs, Geor- 

gia, a wild horse enthusiast and adopter of three, remarked, “some people have a bad perspec- 

tive on wild horses. They believe that they are ultimately unbreakable and will always return to 

their wild ways even if trained.” Then she said that in her experience, “these wild horses are 

like any other horse...if you train the horse by communicating well and understanding the horse 

(and letting them understand you), you will create a trusted relationship and then the horse is  



willing to do anything for you. They become dedicated to you, and will care for you.” She be- 

lieves her wild mustang adoptees would even “take you all the way to the gates of hell if neces- 

sary!” 

I think about the fearlessness of the wild horses that we encountered that day. For example the 

fact that these wild horses, once caught, participate in a trusted relationship with a human and 

seem quite dedicated to serving. The term ‘wild’ does not make sense to me anymore. What 

does it mean to be wild? I often think of it as flighty, fearful, or even vicious and fearsome. 

Yet these wild horses are calm, confident, smart and generous. Horses in the wild have to sur- 

vive on their own. Unlike their domestic counterparts they are not well-fed and kept safe from 

predation. They learn to trust the wilderness, forage for food, and keep an eye out for predators. 

They do this by increased sensitivity, thinking and cooperation within the herd. These qualities 

are what create sound interactions with humans. 

“Wild” also takes on the connotation of ‘untrained,’ or out of control. But wild is not about 

control, rather it seems to be about genuineness. This genuineness it is about coming into the 

truest essence or ‘being’ of the species. Wild animals show an uncanny ability to act out of a 

place of integrity to the spirit that flows through the beings that they are. They do not create 

illusion, as people have come to be good at, but rather their existence is honest. As one settles 

into patterns of unconscious separation from absolute truth, they begin to view the world 

through their own perspectives and see no other options. Perhaps when a trainer, under this 

spell, works with a horse they end up judging it as the fighting horse, the frightened horse, the 

bad horse and the stupid horse. But realistically the horse is just an honest being who cannot  



comprehend the formulations of our thinking patterns (our ridiculous games) and find there is 

no escape from our ensnaring ways of forcing them to be a part of them. What is called ‘out of 

control’ is merely a loss of the human’s agenda. The dynamic that plays out instead is what 

happens when genuineness meets unconscious illusion. 

Relationship and Wildness 

Reflection on Experiences (May): 

Upon returning from an adventurous weekend visiting the wild horses of the Little Book Cliff 

range, I find that I am most resistant to the idea of going to work tomorrow. I recall my free 

wanderings and explorations of the past few days and as I consider the requirement before me 

of attending to work, my thoughts whine a tune, “Ah, do I have to?! I'd rather write about my 

experience and revisit my feelings from the weekend.” As I struggled with my internal space of 

where I am feeling called to place my attention and the rigid reality of my job, I reflect over 

how it seems so cruel to tie oneself down to such monotonous and insensitive marches that an 8 

to 5, Monday-through-Friday job entails. I want that freedom to follow my creative impulses, 

to attend to where I am, internally, in that moment. I want the freedom I had when I wandered 

the canyons just the previous day. 

I can see the struggle that arises out of the interaction of routine and creativity with domestic 

horses. When I approach a mare with a halter in the evening, after she had been stalled and fed, 

she puts her ears back in an expression of resistance. I could almost hear her complaints, “You 

want me to work again?! I know that, after being fed, it is now my free-time. Leave me 

alone!” As the same routine is played out day after day I see horses get bored. They will often 
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develop vices or become barn sour (being resistant to leave the stall and/or barn area). They 

will settle into the comfortable patterns of the schedule and resist anything outside the estab- 

lished routine. Horses will come to a point of staying in a burning barn for fear of what lies be- 

yond the familiar. These are things that I see in horses that are not completely true their nature. 

The monotonous schedules, the seemingly pointless tasks, exact feeding times are all utilitarian. 

They function to create ease and efficiency in a working environment. Yet, the reactions that 

arise from the constant demands of this environment, where connection and meaning are lost to 

utilitarian ends, are hardly genuine. Wild horses are free of these. 

There is such a romantic element within the interspecies connection. That first touch, that first 

ride, the first time we communicate to the horse and he understands. These are exciting, break- 

through moments. Most often, in this moment the horse gives. He accepts the human as leader 

and is willing to give himself to this sacred communion. Yet there is the chance that over time, 

in our largely habitual lives, we create a monotony that dulls the newness of this encounter. 

The individual horse who once connected gets lost in the expected mutuality of the human that 

is often born of the viewpoint, “you are with me and my mind. You, horse, are an extension of 

me.” The romantic element of interspecies connection gets dulled, and that wild individual be- 

comes lost in mutuality. 

How does freedom and relationship work? It is a tricky art to master! How do some horse peo- 

ple keep a relationship with their horses; maintaining this caring, giving, and genuine state? 

Some can allow the horse to be who they are, allowing them to be ‘wild’ and free, yet they still 

connect and interact. How do we, within human relationships sustain this same aspect? How  



do we take this respect to the level of the Earth as a whole? 

Training of Mark Rashid. 

In the introduction to Mark Rashid’s book, Horses Never Lie, he talks about the difference be- 

tween being a dominating leader or Alpha and being chosen by the horse as a leader because 

they feel respect and desire to be with you. Mark’s work, 4 Good Horse is Never a Bad Color, 

portrays how he learned about horses as a kid from an elder who proved countless times to hold 

the purse of wisdom and who had great horse sense. Mark refers to him often in his writing as 

the ‘old man’. One element in his writings that struck me was that the ‘old man’ never made 

the horse do anything, he gave him the option of choosing to do something. 

From Mark’s stories, I can not exactly say that ‘the old man’ did not have a goal or a task he 

wanted to complete with the horses. The key is that it seems there was room in there for that 

goal to not be met. And in the end it seemed that his goals always were met...eventually. The 

‘old man’ “did not care” about the task just enough to allow relationship to take precedence. 

And it seemed that even though he did not drop his goal, he at times did drop the way he was 

going to do something, he sometimes needed to shift and learn a new way to accomplish it. 

Perhaps this detached stance helped him see more clearly and understand the horse’s perspec- 

tive and realize new ways of doing things. Perhaps in attending to relationship first, he was 

able to accomplish his goals because they were ultimately good and loving (or reasonable) 

goals, and this becomes clear to the horse.  



Reflection from Experience (June): 

Learning to ride all over again. Today I took my first lesson in many years. I am riding a mare 

named Sierra in a circle around my riding instructor as she talks about my body position and 

other comments on riding. After a while of this, Sierra stops. I cue her to walk on by squeezing 

my legs against her, then nudge, and finally kick, but she just stands there not budging. I can 

get her moving a couple of feet then she stops again. I notice as I struggle through trying to get 

her going again that I am getting really frustrated at her blatant ignorance of my cues. She sim- 

ply does not care that I am asking her to walk, and I have no way of winning this battle out of 

merits of strength! My current communication style is simply not going to function. In fact the 

frustration grows to a deep desire to be given a tool - my thoughts scream out, “get me a whip!” 

In the past I learned to ride with a whip or riding crop. When the horse does not heed to a gen- 

tle command, one would slap him with the whip in order to ‘wake them up’ and consequently 

make them more sensitive to the first and gentle cue. Because that is the only way I learned to 

overcome this issue it is all I have to mentally hold onto now. I do not ask for a whip, I am here 

to learn a new way. 

The lingering thunderstorm moves in rather quickly so we cut the lesson short and I get off and 

put Sierra back in her pen. I leave the lesson feeling very frustrated, and as I drive home I be- 

gin to think it through. What other way could I have gotten what I wanted? What might moti- 

vate her to go besides my cues? How would I make this task important for the horse so that she 

would want to do it? 

First of all, it is beyond the horse’s understanding that there is anything of importance or ac-  



complishment going on when I am listening to Linda talk to me about riding posture as we 

walked in circles around her. In fact she is probably bored and thinking this is silly to just walk 

around. I am also distracted by Linda and not working on being connected to Sierra. Knowing 

that horses are acutely aware of energy, it is conceivable that I may not be producing any out- 

ward energy for Sierra to pick up on. Perhaps it is a combination of my mellow energy level 

and my distraction from our ride. I often find this to be true in life in general, I notice a differ- 

ence in results when I have a hard-core driving force of energy and when I am simply not en- 

thusiastic about something. 

One thing my instructor has me do when Sierra is not listening to my leg command, is to pull 

her by the reins in one direction to turn her around, this gets her legs moving and pushes her 

into movement, then I try to maintain the motion. This is a notion of being open to other ways 

of getting things done and it worked for a time. I notice that this method is one of compromis- 

ing my goal. It is changing my request in order to achieve something close. What if I want her 

to walk in a straight line ten steps then stop? Turning her around to achieve it is off course. By 

looking at this behavior, I question my own life. If I can not get what I want, do I change my 

goal? I will sometimes accept something close or near. It is a reminder to look closely when 

compromise creates cooperation versus when it is relinquishing my goal. Another aspect of this 

behavior is whether I address the request as it is or try some sort of roundabout, sneaky way of 

manipulating the situation to accommodate me. 

The roles of dominance and submissiveness come in often when working with horses. It is nec- 

essary for the human to take on a more dominant role, so that they are seen as leader, this is for  



safety for both human and horse. 1 find myself relating to Linda Kohanov’s experience of be- 

coming aware of the roles of dominance and submissiveness that had ruled her life. My ten- 

dency, in the past with horses, was to dominate and win by taking control (get the whip). Yet, 

often times I find myself in an unconscious submissive role to life situations, cultural influences 

and other people. I discover that I am disempowered. This is when I will sneak about and use 

trickery to accomplish something. Neither breeds confidence or trust and does not contribute to 

connection with the animal that I am working with. The goals of building relationship are lost. 

Beyond these metaphors, I think of another possibility that could be occurring. As keen as 

horses are to their environment, and as dulled as I have become with the cut-off city life; it is 

possible that Sierra is aware of a danger with the approaching lightening storm that I do not 

deem as important. She is often used as a school horse, and in my observations is very gentle 

and caring towards the children we work with, it is also uncharacteristic of her to be so reluctant 

to heed the rider’s cues. Perhaps she is merely being protective and saying to me, “we’re done, 

this lesson is over,” because of the incoming storm. 

I find that my ‘first new lesson’ in horse riding offered many things to ponder. The horse again 

has been teacher. All I need to do is tweak my agenda from a simple goal, such as make the 

horse do something, to what might be going on within myself and within the horse. It is thera- 

peutic for me to get frustrated and then work through it by questioning other options and ele- 

ments! Too many times in life I get so caught up in the immediate agenda that things become a 

‘do or die’ game. I find this is not ideal because it misses many opportunities of growth, learn- 

ing and relationship.  



Horse behavior (dominance, freedom and bonding): 

It is interesting to note how freedom relates to the ingrained, unconscious dynamic of dominant/ 

submissive roles. These roles have been inherent in human history as far back as written ac- 

counts began. These roles of dominance and submissiveness are inherent in animal’s interac- 

tions as well. The reason relationships between human and animals work is because we each 

speak in this dimension of dominant/submissive roles. Domestication comes out of this rela- 

tionship. There is a purpose and a function to it, yet in the blindness of assumption and uncon- 

scious behavior it can become controlling and limit the depth of experiences we could have. It 

diminishes interiority and individuality of some while enhancing it in others. This becomes the 

case if the expressions of the dominant one suppresses the expressions of the submissive one. 

In Ginger Kathren’s documentaries on the wild horses of the Pryor Mountain range in Wyo- 

ming, horse behavior is discussed and how the roles of dominance and submissiveness plays 

out within bands. Horses in the wild live by roles. In a band of horses, there is a dominant 

mare, who watches for danger and decides where the herd travels and when the herd moves. 

The stallion, who usually takes up the rear, also watches for danger and alerts the herd. He pro- 

tects the band of mares from being stolen by other stallions and ‘bachelors,’ as well as keeping 

the mares together, in order to maintain ‘breeding rights’. The foals that are produced stay with 

the band until about two years when both male and female are ‘kicked’ out. Young mares will 

soon be integrated into another stallion’s band and males go off to form bachelor bands until 

they are skilled and strong enough to fight for a band of mares for their own. These roles help 

protect the herd, direct the herd’s migration and feeding patterns and decrease inbreeding.  



In Ginger’s second documentary, Cloud’s Legacy: The Wild Stallion Returns, she reports on a 

story of a particularly bonded pair of horses. The mare was observed to be with a particular 

stallion for a long while. After some quarrels between this stallion and a challenger, the mare 

was stolen and taken into the stronger stallion’s band. He kept his mares together and despite 

her countless attempts at escaping his band he would bite and kick to herd her back into the 

fold. For a year she stayed in this band, apparently against her wishes. When it was time for 

her to give birth, the stallion allowed her to go off on her own, as is the normal behavior during 

parturition. After giving birth to her baby, the wily mare took this opportunity to slip away, and 

instead of returning to the band, returned to the first stallion. What was even more amusing to 

me is that her new baby had the same color/coat pattern of the original stallion! It is rare in 

wild horse behavior for a pair to bond so much that the movement of mares to different bands 

should make much difference to them. 

Conclusion 

There is a quality in horses that lead me to see beyond my limiting mindsets. I have discovered 

that when I enter into relationship with horses, if I drop my agenda and pay attention to the 

horse, they show me a sort of truth. Perhaps that invisible quality that drew me to horses from 

the start was this window into truth that they possess. As a child, I gravitated towards this truth 

because in those times, before the world of human thought taught me how to survive in society 

and culture, I was more in tune with my true nature. The wild horses that are raised on the wis- 

dom of the wilderness become shaped to survive in that world, filled with Earth sense. Domes- 
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tic horses also become shaped to the world of human intentions and agendas. I too have been 

shaped by the environment to which I was exposed. Time and again horses help me see the un- 

conscious patterns and perceptions that I hold of the world I have learned to see. Somewhere, 

as it was so clear in that innocence of youth, the resonance I have with horses is a reflection of 

some deeper attraction. This attraction is borne of a desire to know myself. And further, to 

know of the source of all life that is reflected in the many expressions of being. 

 



ECO-PSYCHOLOGY 

One of the elements that has become apparent to me during my shifts in viewpoints regarding 

horses, is the deeper wisdom that they embody. They are grounded, in a sense, because of the 

interplay between the horse and the wild ranges they have adapted to. They function on an in- 

stinctual level that requires a deeper attention to the environment. Because of this, they play a 

more pure and active role within ecological systems, that has caused their perceptions to adapt 

to a highly acute level. When my viewpoints of horses changed and I was able to learn from 

this Earth-grounded wisdom, I found that it opened a window into understanding, more fully, 

how I can embody living as an interconnected being. Or rather, to acknowledge that I am an 

interconnected being, deeply rooted to the living systems. In short, the horse helps me to see 

beyond my cultural, conditioned thinking and into the deeper Truth of who I am as a being of 

Earth. 

Introduction and implications of Eco-Psychology 

Eco-psychology is a relatively new field that integrates grounding and reconnecting to nature 

and animals as a means of healing people on a psychological level. Many have observed that 

the deeper, more subtle connections we have to Earth (through her many expressions) have an 

affect on emotional and psychological states. I often think of it as going back to our source and 

the healing that occurs comes from medicine in the roots of our existence. Eco-psychology on a 

functional level uses exercises of connecting to nature/animals, observation, and often times 

seeing metaphors that speak to our own experiences and inner states.  



Linda Kohanov, author of Taos of Equus, recounts her experiences that led to shifts in her ap- 

proach to horses. From her work with horses, she had many experiences of seeing metaphors 

arise that enlightened her to her life situations and her own behavior patterns. In one excerpt, I 

noticed that she was a victim of the ‘way things are’ mentality. When working with horses, she 

was exposed to friends and companions who she trusted and assumed that their experience of 

horses was sound and helpful, even though it ultimately proved not to be. The advice she re- 

ceived caused more problems in her problem-horse than solutions. The methods she tried to 

use in solving her problems with her horse were derived from dominance and control. As she 

began to see the reasons that these training solutions were not working, she also became aware 

of the interplay within dominant and submissive roles. 

Linda began to notice that in her personal life she found that she was raised to be dominated 

and found herself in a relationship with a man who was raised to dominate, and she had not 

seen nor questioned these roles. The belief systems and assumptions of everyday life had never 

been questioned or challenged by her, and she just went along like a floating duck in the stream. 

The unfolding of her methods of working with horses (her horse-wisdom) came slowly and 

eventually helped invent the field of ‘equine psychotherapy.” But before the field was named as 

it is, she, and many others, discovered that the horse can mirror her own experiences in the 

world. 

In my life I am recently finding ‘transparent beliefs’ or ‘cognitive maps’ that have long run my 

actions, interpretations and decisions in my life. When I become aware of these beliefs or  



viewpoints, I can listen to my own intuition and consider a new perspective. The long and diffi- 

cult task of integrating and unwinding false beliefs, habits and viewpoints with a newer way of 

being present, real and true lies ahead. I find that even when I possess a logical awareness of a 

past ‘trap,’ still the psychological reactions are hard to beat — the triggering and subsequent 

emotional responses that go along with them seem so strong and hindering at times. Listening 

to intuition and reaching a deeper communicative experience with others (all beings/species) 

are definitely goals I wish to accomplish. 

Some of the viewpoints that have changed in my life are related to horses. Now I find that 

horses are able to point out other viewpoints and beliefs that I hold in life. The following ac- 

counts help show how horses enable me to see things anew, through observation and enlighten- 

ment I am able to find healing. 

Experiences of Equine-Assisted Psychotherapy 

Horse as mirror: 

I find myself in a pen with six foals and a coach. The object is to observe boundaries as I try to 

approach one of these rather flighty babies. I choose one little dun horse, who unbeknownst to 

me, is the most untrusting of the lot. His name is Chandler. By observing his boundaries, mov- 

ing towards him and backing off according to his behavior (comfort level), I am eventually able 

to approach rather close to him and let him sniff my outstretched hand. After this we stop for a 

while to give him a rest.  



When I begin again he continues to walk away, this time tucking himself into the herd. We 

stop for a moment and digress into a different activity, my coach asks me to conjure up a mem- 

ory and recall how I felt at the time in order to observe ‘what, from that incident, might still af- 

fect me today.” I go through the exercise and eventually voice what I felt, saying, “I wanted to 

get away.” At this point I notice Chandler take a small step to the right, then to the left, then he 

walks right up to me on his own accord without any hesitation. He gently nuzzles my stomach, 

I take my hand out of my pocket and let him sniff me, then I pet his head and neck. After a 

short time he quickly backs up into the exact position within the herd that he came out of. 

It is a most bizarre moment that leaves me astonished! It shows that horses are in fact somehow 

intuitively connected to where and when we are in contact with the deeper sides of our emo- 

tional selves. Humans are good at covering up their own feelings and experiences and going 

along in the world ignoring these subtle pieces, but horses seem to see what lies under our care- 

ful burials. When we are connected to these deeper areas of ourselves through awareness, a 

sense of congruency is created. Being prey animals, horses feel safer when things in their envi- 

ronment are congruent. It is also ironic that the behavior that Chandler displayed the whole af- 

ternoon was exactly what I shared — trying to “get away.” This is how the horse speaks some- 

times, in ways that mirror or are metaphors for our inner spaces; confirming, relating and react- 

ing to our awareness of them. 

Metaphor for relationship (June): 

I stand in a round pen with Jazz, a tall, dark and lanky thoroughbred. Surrounding the pen are 

the five new foals, curiously coming to the fence to meet us. My intention for this session is to  



find a meeting point between getting nourished and staying grounded in myself. The world has 

so often required me to go out of myself into the world — be it the market, the job, to others — to 

fulfill those various needs and be nourished. And yet there are the gentle, quiet places within 

where I find my true self — I am centered, grounded, in tune with my dreams and callings. The 

world is chaotic and sometimes quite frenzied. I find that my head gets caught up in the whirl- 

pool of activity where unconscious games are played with diligent strategies. Before I know it 

I am doing things that do not serve my truest self. They do not leave me in a place of honest 

connection and presence. I have lost myself, become ungrounded, anxious and easily discour- 

aged. I often see these tangents stemming from some desire to fulfill a need to nourish myself. 

I am asked to check in with myself and consciously run my attention through every part of my 

body. The feelings I focus on are present in the polar regions of my body. The first sensation is 

in my heels connected to the Earth and stable. My heels hold the feeling of groundedness, be- 

ing centered in myself. The sun on my right ear is nourishing, desirable and loving to feel. 1 

can hold both of these in absolute rest. Nature has this affect on me. To feel both grounded and 

nourished has always been the unique attributes of my experiences in nature. I feel feed, 

touched, loved and comfortable while quite literally grounded. I find that my affinity with na- 

ture reveals my truest self — to experience the mirror, the kin, the deeper roots of my being. As 

one expression among many in nature, Earth is our deeper source of being. Standing here with 

my eyes shut I can feel the totality of these two things and marvel at how amazing it feels to be 

so whole. Though I recall this feeling as something I’ve experienced many times, I can never 

completely recall the feeling, but only experience it anew. This is why nature surprises me 

again and again. This absolute connection is always fresh, different — for it can only be experi-  



enced in the now. 

Now I return my focus on the round pen with Jazz and my mind begins to work. I have to fol- 

low my intuition for what I want to do. I pet Jazz and contact him. I like the feeling of his hair, 

[ like to touch him, feel his energy. I am nourished by this. My mind concludes, “I want this.” 

I can hold onto him, or if he wanders off I can follow him around, perhaps I can control him 

with a halter and keep him. But I do not. Instead I walk over to the foals, wondering if he will 

follow me. Perhaps my petting the foals will make him jealous and he will come over to defend 

his need for my attention, another game I play without meaning to. He eventually comes 

nearer, but only to visit the foals himself. I walk across the round pen and wait...nothing. I 

walk a bit closer and wait....nothing. I notice that I feel a slight panic in my stomach. The dis- 

tance between us is wrong, against my wishes — something is out of my control. I choose not to 

control him physically, I choose not to approach him. I simply wish that he will come to me 

and I realize that I have no control, I begin to lose trust. If I am to be nourished I must leave my 

spot and go to him. Perhaps do what I need to do, be who I need to be, step out into the world 

and play the game. I am head-heavy and have lost my feet, I have forgotten the feeling of my 

heels. How can I win him? Or can I? Face it, he is more interested in the fillies! 

Again, I feel my heels. I look again at the distance, it is not so bad now. I look further around 

me and see the vastness of space to the far end of the arena, beyond the barn and into the pas- 

tures. Now we are quite close in comparison. I am OK over here, the anxiety in my stomach 

has gone away. My needs have relinquished their frenzied energy. But again I do not experi- 

ence the wholeness of both groundedness and nourishment. My nourishment is gone, though I  



choose to accept it and continue on with this handicap. I look again. He is still here, in fact he 

cannot really get far. I see the fence and remember that we are contained in a parameter. 

There are a set of rules that apply here, where in this relationship I am safe. The cultural laws 

of marriage emerge in my consciousness as I look at the irony of a round pen reflecting the 

round ring of wedding vows. Dating, marriage — they provide these containers that identify and 

define what we are to be in relationship. It is in fact, a piece that is so taken for granted in my 

subconscious, defined so early on and reiterated so often, that I never think of it. I have never 

seen the ‘white fences’ before as a belief system. It is but another lens with which I have been 

given or picked up along the way to view the world in which I live. 

Now I do something else. I imagine that the fences are gone. It is just me and Jazz standing at 

this distance with an open range around us. There are no fences, no buildings — nothing but 

wilderness. Now I can see that he is free to gallop off. I have absolutely no container, no con- 

trol at all. He is the mustang and I the human. The human who is so strongly drawn to connect 

with this magnificent being — so inclined to feel him — yet I have no means of assuring this out- 

come. | have no way of grasping this sweet, buttery morsel of joy that I crave with a ferocious- 

ness only matched by parched thirst. The anxiety returns to my gut - a primal feeling of imma- 

nent death. A simple lack of nourishment becomes fearsome when death is introduced. Panic 

ensues as my mind searches for a way out, a solution, a way to win the game. Beyond the 

physical shortcomings of my being, I could still fix a solution to contain this wild beast, yet it is 

not what I ultimately want. What do I want? To be wanted? But yet, not captured, nor con- 

trolled, nor do I enjoy neediness... I ultimately want to be a mustang too, free to be what the 

expression of my being is — to be grounded in self. I need freedom and allowance for this, for  



others not to constrain me. To let Jazz be Jazz, I too must let go of my grasping desires. And 

yet there is the nourishing effects of meeting, sharing each other’s being-ness — connection. It 

is connection that I want. 

I put up the fences again. We stand in this round pen, he over there into his own thing and me 

over here, we are totally disconnected. What does the parameter really provide? A space. But 

a space with no connection is useless. In a crowded room I can feel totally alone and isolated. I 

have encountered people in marriages, the relationship parameters hold strong, yet they do not 

know the other, both are alone. My coach advises me to feel my heels again. Remembering 

groundedness, I return to myself. I feel the desire for him. I open up and begin to consider in- 

vitation. To stand grounded in myself and be inviting, think inviting, send out the desire to con- 

nect through thought. With this, Jazz walks over to me, confirming that strange notion of psy- 

chic communication that I encounter with this horse-work. I hold out my hand, he sniffs me, I 

pet him and I appreciate him. We connect. I waver a moment, trying to think my way to a so- 

lution for holding on to him without restraint. Perhaps if I find that most succulent spot to rub, 

“right there behind his ear - oh yeah, he likes it!” If it is pleasant why would he go? I catch 

myself, I stop petting him and stand still. I feel his presence. I take a step back. He remains. 

After a while he moves away. I feel again — how is it now? Now itis OK. There is some- 

thing different. He is Jazz over there and I am me over here and we are both grounded. I can 

still feel a connection. ..nothing physical or visible, just a sense that we are now connected here 

in this space, be it vast or enclosed. I am at ease, more complete somehow. He walks to the 

water and lowers his lips to drink. We are each into our own thing again, he over there and me 

over here, but it is different. Our attention is focused on the other. I see beyond the white  



fences into the wilderness, the open range where we both dwell, and I am fulfilled. 

Reflections from LBC Winter Trip (March): 

During a trip to the Little Book Cliffs I went hiking through the canyons in search of wild 

horses. As I moved along I began to notice a shift in the quality of my awareness. I felt as 

though my attention was so acutely focused on the land and experiences I had while hiking. I 

felt an almost separation between myself and the space I was in, and the perceptions seemed 

more pure. By ‘pure’ I mean that my perceptions were unattached to the workings of my mind 

and pre-conceived perspectives. This excerpt was described earlier in this essay, but I will re- 

peat it here: 

“...I walked out in silence, keeping this silent mind. And I looked at the whole 

view before me. I felt my feet walk on the ground. Ilooked as fully as possible, 

with soft eyes, seeing as much of my surroundings as I could. I was aware of the 

sounds my body made as I walked along, aware of the sounds of the wind and 

the bushes. I was aware of the sun and the heat of the day. It was like walking 

out of there bearing in mind the edges of all my senses. Searching all of them 

and listening intently to each one. I held the space. I could feel the whole, lar- 

ger and ever surrounding space. The views changed as I slowly covered the soft 

sandy distance. It became like watching a movie in slow motion as the images 

on my hike shifted and changed. It almost was not me anymore. I could have 

been watching a video that someone else had recorded. I then felt my body, my 

hunger, the temperature, my tired knees.” 

Reflecting on this experience in the canyons, I noticed something that may be useful in relating 

to people in everyday life — this concept of holding the space. There is sometimes a tendency 

for me to internalize everyone I encounter. Somehow I grab them and pull them into my mind 

and analyze them, judge them and re-dress them according to unconscious pre-conceived pat- 
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terns. But in this reflection I found that I saw everything within the space around me, the space 

that merely encompasses this encounter. And it is in this space that I stand at the gate of my 

mind and consider them as they truly are. I can see them here and interact with them in the 

space. This encounter is more real than my own desires and whims, ideas and judgments about 

them. In the state of my own judgments, my own intentions are built around these needs and, 

like using a rake, I drag these folks in and put them into place! 

What would my interactions look like if I saw things as I did in the canyon? To be in that state 

where I suspend all the scenery to a space around me and see it for what it is. To be cued into 

this exterior sensory input and experience it from a deeper sense of my self, more deeply con- 

nected with my own feelings. What if I leave them out there in the space and encounter them 

from my own grounded inner place? To exist with, having no control over nor be under its con- 

trol, to find freedom within connection. 

A note on Non-Violent Communication: 

Non-Violent Communication (NVC) is about recreating language to assist in entering into this 

space with people that I mentioned above. Beyond using different words, it is about changing 

the tendency to pre-judge and define people so that we can be radically present. I find that it 

cannot be a language thing first off because language comes out of our mode of thinking. First 

off it is about changing our modes of thinking. When trapped in a pattern of thinking that sim- 

ply does not jive with the NVC language, it is hard to formulate words on the spot, and often 

comes off sounding fake. It may not necessarily have reached a connection to that person. 

When this language is perfected I can see that it is a phenomenal tool for creating change in so-  



cieties and in the world because it diffuses the need to defend and create violence. It acknowl- 

edges people’s feelings and needs and thus depletes the emotional charge around them — creat- 

ing countless situations of ‘instant peace.’ 

I can see, as I have worked with horses, this shift in thinking and focus that enables this Non- 

violent communication to emerge. Because horses help show the true nature of where we are 

and stand present in this reality we can more easily become connected to this state of mind. Na- 

ture does not pretend to be anything for the sake of judgment and so has a quality that brings 

people to truth. The emphasis on relationship and openness to learn from nature and our animal 

companions is of significant worth in allowing people to make changes in the world relating to 

peace among societies and between people and the environment. 

Horse as archetype 

Linda Kohanov says, that, “In most books on symbology and dream interpretation, the horse is 

associated with the explosive power of the instincts and the ability to travel back and forth be- 

tween the world of the living and the realms of the dead.” (Kohanov p.15) 

My reflections: 

What is the world of the living? What are the realms of the dead? Literally taken, the arche- 

type of the horse describes a vehicle to enter from one place to another. As if the living and 

dead realms are physical locations. Yet, with more symbolic language one can look at the living 

and the dead realms as states of being or levels of consciousness. In a symbolic sense, if living  



is being fully human and connected with truest self, it is interesting to note that the work that is 

found in equine psychotherapy often revolves around the horse seeing the person in their true 

state (as opposed to people’s fanciful and manipulative games or of being something else on the 

outside). As I have noticed in equine-assisted psychotherapy, the living state is seen by the 

horse, as well as the dead realm that we create when trying to hide behind false facades. I find 

it fascinating that this archetype is present in such a real way when horses relate to people. 

During these times of despair and anticipation of what the world is coming to on both societal 

and ecological levels, many have found that a shift in consciousness or an age of enlightenment 

is the radiant beam of hope that will guide the human race to take an evolutionary step in con- 

sciousness. This step is a shift away from illusion in how we see the world, how we see our- 

selves and how we see others. It seems that it is possible that horses are really quite ahead of 

our time. In this case they already view us as consciously enlightened beings when they see the 

deeper levels below our illusions. It is possible that the bewilderment and fears that horses ex- 

perience with humans revolve around the tragic notion that when we act on an illusionary level 

we appear quite insane (or to a horse, incongruent). 

Conclusion 

When the horse sees us, they see with a different perspective. All the slight nuances of the 

world are seen through the eyes of a base, reactive and instinctual dimension from the horse. In 

the human mind, assailed by thoughts and ideas, the basic dimensions mentioned here grow 

dull. Horses perceive us through an acute awareness of emotion and energy and their sensitivi-  



ties are more attuned to body awareness and environment awareness. It almost seems spooky 

how my thoughts alone can alter how a horse responds, as if there is a psychic connection. 

Horses point out our true selves, our true moods and even our true thoughts simply be reacting 

to them. When we are given a new awareness about ourselves we can be more grounded and 

thus in tune with the natural systems. Our sense of place and relationship to Earth is nurtured in 

this mode, and internal changes occur that tend to bring harmony within human societies and 

the Earth systems. 

 



SPIRITUALITY, POETRY, AND ART 

Home, Place 

A Horse's Canticle: 

The canyons have always been kind to us. The towering rocky walls encompass our range like 

a warm embrace. Living waters trickle through the core of the Canyon, like a blood vein bring- 

ing sustenance and cooling drink. The land is dotted with various nutrients, grasses and plants 

of all types, transforming the warm rays of sunshine into power packs. Our hooves seep into 

the soft, silty sand as we walk along, roaming the landscape and picking at delicious foods. 

Everything we need, we get from the range and everything we need to know, we learn from it. 

Mother range is always there to school and teach us her ways of endurance , life and trust. The 

land gives us freedom and with it we run and move about with flair and joy. We chase down 

the winds and frolic in the rains. The elements are our playmates and we kiss the caressing 

wind, suck it into our beings and blow it out with such vigor and life. What intimacy and pleas- 

ure arise from this dance of the elements. 

Beings together, 

touching, 

reacting, 

dancing. 

Mother range gives us all that we need. She teaches us. She challenges us and conditions us.  



We are not alone, nor abandoned to a wild unknown land. We are integrated like feathers on a 

bird’s back, tightly pulled together, embedded in a miraculous system. This is familiar, it is 

home. With senses acute and directed outwards we take in the nuances of spirit and life. We 

collect the data of ourselves and bring it in. We consume it, absorb it, integrate it -- until it is 

us. Iam the expression of this land, I am the expression of horse. I am the expression of com- 

munity. 

Who is alien? 

Who is foreign? 

What pieces do not belong? 

None. 

Who can say this of their home? 

Who can be so at home? 

--Written by Jenny Wehinger 

Mp reflections on home: 

I have often mused over what, or rather where home is. It always comes down to that feeling 

of belonging, a deeper sense of understanding, of congruency. That connectedness. Connect- 

edness is the draw that leads to united beings, the awareness that we are one and there is no for- 

eign body. What delusions speech, beliefs and language creates; it causes us to encounter 

things so vexing that we feel as if we landed on alien soil. Who are these people? What blas- 

phemous things are they doing! How do I relate?  



Perhaps not in ego, never in ego can I relate to anyone outside the mental niche I have created, 

surrounded by the boundaries of judgment. What of judgment? What if it all passed? Who 

then is outside? Who then is foreign? What can be outside? What does it feel like to always be 

immersed in total connection? The total sensation of being one, of being a wider single? A dif- 

ferentiated, community? An interior being within a greater thing? To be a wild horse in the 

arms of Mother range? 

Nature 

Reflections from LBC Winter Trip( March): 

The canyon forms a sound tunnel — channeling all sounds and wind and energy. I can hear the 

sounds of silence — that deep buzzing in my head. I can hear birds singing about a quarter mile 

up the canyon. I feel like I have been here all my life. A strange familiarity in these walls (like 

chutes around me). It is the river of energy that flows through it that I know. It is the same 

everywhere: The rocky slopes, juniper-pinyon, the semi-desert terrain. The rumble of over- 

head planes pulls me out of an enclosed canyon, tattle-tells on the whole, the sacred center of 

the Universe. Everything is form — input for the senses. The ‘home’ part is the essence you can 

not sense - the Truth behind it all. 

I glance at the black, wild mare and considered the unique quality that makes this encounter dif- 

ferent from a large range full of domestic horses turned out on the hillside. This one is born and 

raised on the land with no human formation, no human intention, no human control. Whether it 

is in my mind alone, or if there is some sort of quality that lay beyond my senses, there is defi- 
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nitely some real recognition, rooted deeper to the place and to history, rooted deeper in the psy- 

chological make up of my being. This is not just a black mare with four white socks and a 

swirly fish-shape on her forehead, this is an extension of, a greater force; that something larger 

that I seek with all my heart. Somewhere deep in my searching, deep in my own history and 

psychological evolution these roots are intertwined with the roots of the wild horse. Where the 

land, the place, history and evolution all merge into one storybook. 

The horses moved about their domain with such comfort and knowing — all of them amazing in 

that unique, interior quality. As I watch the whole scene I notice they form a feeling in me 

similar to how I feel by the ocean. There is something in the motion and sounds of the waves 

that brings up the power of presence within me. The voice of nature roaring, demanding a 

deeper attention — reaching for the attention, not of the flighty superficial mind, but of a deeper 

presence. It is like being called home. The sleeping, buried realness of myself is alerted and 

awakened by the sharp calling of the forces of nature. It is in the ocean’s massive voice that 

depth beyond my comprehension arises. It is also in the distant mountain peaks, which glow 

with the afternoon sun, that remind me of someplace far forgotten, but closely knit in my being. 

And there is something in the wild nature of a creature, which has such deep archetypical con- 

nections to our human psychology, that offers again to carry us to this awareness of home be- 

yond all our creations of home. 

 



POETRY AND ART 

Horse Yoga 

Horse riding often has an effect on me that is calming, grounding and meditative. When I prac- 

tice yoga it assists in stretching and tuning into my body, as well as being calming, grounding 

and meditative. In fact both activities, horse riding and yoga, address both the state of mind and 

physical grounding (fully feeling our physical bodies). When I heard of a workshop for yoga 

on horses my interest was piqued. The concept derived from a woman’s request to try yoga on 

horse back as physical therapy for her sore back. Her idea to try yoga poses while riding began 

the concept of combining the two. The yoga poses are modified and practiced on a horse that is 

being lead, so that the participant can focus on their poses and keep eyes closed if desired. The 

movement of the horse adds another element to the focus on body, muscle sensation and bal- 

ance. 

From an energetic point of view, grounding is that sense of the physical that is aware of the en- 

ergetic flow through the body. Gabriel Cousens describes the Chakra system in his book, Spiri- 

tual Nutrition, as “a subtle energy system...[in which] one function is transducing subtle cosmic 

energy into the body” (p.81). Within the body there is a line of energy that is concentrated at 

particular points making up seven main chakras. Many people have mapped these out through 

research with energetic reading devices. Cousens notes that “each chakra has a specific ener- 

getic nature that corresponds to a specific color, sound, and mental and spiritual awareness” (p. 

81).  



Many people consider grounding to include the connection to earth. Standing barefoot against 

the ground (dirt or grass) is one way to pull in energy from the earth. Extending this concept to 

the horse, both a living, breathing being of the earth (as we are) and physically connected to the 

earth at four points: One could conclude that to be on a horse, in contact with them, is a strong 

source for grounding. What a beautiful union created by the trio: Earth, horse, human! 

Union, a Chakra Map: 

When I participated in the ‘Yoga on Horses’ session I had an image of this union (Earth, horse, 

human) as a greater chakra map. The Earth, being most grounded and fertile (1% and 2™ chak- 

ras), the horse being power and heart (3™ and 4" chakras) and the human being heart, voice, 

mind, and consciousness (4™, 5, 6" and 7" chakras). 

 



Chakra Map: 

Crown (white) 
  

Cosmic consciousness, “I AM”, spirituality, higher self 

Third Eye (violet) 
  

Conscious awareness, thoughts and imagination, 

Throat (blue) 
  

Ability to speak one’s own thoughts/mind & hear truth 

  

Heart (green) 

Emotions, connecting with others, health 

Solar Plexus/Ego (yellow) 

Power, will, persistence, physical energy 

Sacral (orange) 
  

Sexuality, art, creativity, relationships 

Root (Red) 

Stability, grounded, security 

Source: http://education.psinergy.info/v3/Chakras/3rd eye chakra.htm 

“Union, a Chakra Map” 

Jennifer Wehinger 

Watercolor, 2009  



 



Rooted as One — Heart Connection 

I look across the way at the wild horse and we regard each other. Two beings sharing space. 

Two expressions of Earth. Just like the juniper, the rocks and streams, the heights of the carved 

canyon walls. And I see again that below the surface of my perception there is a flow from me 

to the Earth, and down to the center. And from the horse, the bushes, rocks and trees, all their 

cells, all their energy, all their wisdom comes into contact and seeps down into the attractive, 

embracing arms of Earth: To the fiery core where all things meet and melt into one. We are 

rooted deeply in the place, deeply in history, deeply in energetic flows, deeply in biology. The 

very stream of life is one continuous line rooted deeply to the center. 

Where roots meet and intertwine there is a depth of ancient connection reaching 

back to the first explosive sigh of creation bursting forth in the cosmic birth of 

all things. 

I call this piece “Heart Connection.” It depicts the intertwining repetitive shapes of nature that 

are building blocks for all the unique expressions of Earth, and shows how they reach down into 

the ground and meet in the center — the fires of creation and love. 
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Appaloosas 

A study in watercolor: 

Attack on the Appaloosas: 

While many people valued the wild horses, others found them a nuisance and a barrier to their 

agendas. The appaloosa horse was bred and developed by various Native tribes including the 

Palouse, the original ones to select for and propagate the spotted variety. The Native people 

began to value the horses and integrate them into their cultures. Their lifestyle was shaped by 

the horse and their hunting, rituals and everyday life became molded around the help that these 

horses provided. As the Europeans began to move west, they had ideas of how they wished to 

use the land that they claimed. Many wild animals, including the horses and even the Native 

peoples became a hindrance, a nuisance and a barrier to their expansive plans. Because of this 

the wildlife and wild horses were killed and driven away. And in particular, the appaloosa was 

destroyed as part of a long-term destruction of all the Native people’s way of life. However, 

today there remain many appaloosas, their bloodlines are strong and protected. Many interest 

groups, clubs and organizations help promote and protect these spotted horses.  



This painting, “A Spotted History,” follows a linear story of the various phases of the appaloosa 

in American history. The left shows the beginnings with the propagation and breeding of appa- 

loosas, new life and multiplicity. Then the darker times of the destruction and maiming of the 

horses. As the painting progresses it brings in a notion of hope as the forward motion of the 

breed gallops into the future. 
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Unbroken 

They came as confident as ever. 

They knew they were the toughest. 

He had no chance with them. 

“Unbreakable. ...hah, every horse can be broken.” 

They came into the pen, 

and let their lassos fly. 

Around his neck it tightened, 

first one, then another. 

Around his legs they roped him, 

then strapped him down, 

took him to his knees. 
They tackled him, 

like hungry ants they swarmed about him. 

On they strapped more leather, 

saddles and bridles, 

around his nose, 

and under his chest, 

around his belly, 

around his legs, 

they strapped him in and tight. 

But this was not his destiny, 

freedom’s field lay out within his sight, 

and fight he did. 

He fought every strap, 

he fought every rope. 

He spun and kicked, 

he reared and flashed his hooves in fury. 

He fought until they all were beat, 

until they all let down. 

And through the rickety fence he sped, 

as a freight train on the loose. 

And over the hills he fled, 

with lightning upon his tread. 

Until no more the straps and ropes confined his heart 
within. 

Never would this horse be broke. 

And ever more his fame did grow, 

not one day did his legend go untold. 

Until upon an ominous day, 

came a women frail and sad. 

And with her eyes she saw the horse, 

and came upon a name for him. 

“Destiny, is what he’s called, 

I know him from a dream, 

and I know before the eve I'll ride him, 

tame as any stead.” 

And so the tough guys came, 

doubtful but intrigued. 

They wrestled him again, 

and on him strapped the saddle, 

and the leather reigns upon his nose 

and when he rose from on the ground, 

he fought with all his might. 

He spun and kicked, 

he reared and flashed his hooves in fury. 

And as he fought and squealed and spun, 

each movement soothed the sorry maid. 

For every fear and every pain she had was brought to 

trial. 

And upon this fiery storm she sat, 

not against it but as one. 

And through the struggle and the strife, 

the anger and hurt flew to the dirt. 

And as the tired horse did wane, 

he caught again his sight of freedom’s field. 

Through the fence again he burst, 

into the pastures far and wide. 

Away he ran, away he fled, 

never ceasing, never slowing. 

Over miles he beat the earth 

with every furious stride, 

and ever more the maid did stay upon his back. 

“Carry me away with you,” 

she wept into his ear, 

“carry me to where you flee, 

for there I wish to be. 

How much I crave your fighting, 

how much I crave your flight, 

for ever in my heart I seek this place you run to. 

Take me there with you. 

Take me forever more.” 

And then he slowed his pace, 

and there he ceased his sprint. 

Standing proud, 

and with him still, 

this frail woman on his back. 

But alas, no fight was won or lost between the two, 

but somehow in it all, they won, 

for freedom’s field was theirs. 

And together they walked on, 

until the end of time, 

for each one had their journey, 

and toward it they did go. 

Jenny Wehinger, 2004  



FINAL THOUGHTS 

The history of the relationship between horse and human is very old and rich. The human tasks 

and achievements that were accomplished due to the help of the horse are of immeasurable 

value. Just looking at the history of North America alone, wild horses had a significant role in 

many different facets that lead to cultural and psychological changes. The issues we face today 

concerning the wild horses, land use and sustainability are linked to our overall concern relating 

to life systems on the whole planet. The love and care that so many dedicated people put to- 

ward protecting the wild horses is evidence of the strength of their contribution to the human 

heart’s desire to connect with nature. 

Upon reading about the destruction of the buffalo in the west, as well as the wild horses, I could 

not help but think that if the destruction were just turned one small degree and these hunters 

were killing other people, they would be called ‘psychotic’ and put away for their crimes. In 

fact they did kill people. The government was so intent on their expansion that they simply 

killed the Native people if they got in the way. It was all “justified” within the viewpoints of 

the European people. It is a form of psychological sickness at its worst. The Native people 

were not considered people at all. Somehow a very skillful tactic of the mind was used to en- 

able one to act and think that all of this is of no consequence and the cause of no moral di- 

lemma. 

The very culture that we live in can foster a mindset that leads to actions like this, and the holo- 

caust, and many others. It seems that the work of freeing one’s mind from, or becoming aware  



of, even the harmless belief systems in which we are engrained is of great importance. Recon- 

necting to nature and listening to the subtle nuances that speak of our true heritage provide the 

routes to living in peaceful accord with all living beings. 

Renewing the connection to the natural living system in which we are ingrained is of great im- 

portance. Thomas Berry’s The Great Work, speaks of the need for humans to come to an un- 

derstanding and appreciation for the wild. The means in which we have lived so far, that which 

is focused on controlling and dominating nature, needs to be transformed into deep, connected 

relationship. There is a pressing need to reconnect and see the greater, creative powers that lie 

in the wilderness. The necessity of realizing our true connections in this world is the ultimate 

route to healing on a large scale. Be it psychological work to free ourselves from the cultural 

mind forms and transparent beliefs, studying ecological systems and seeing how we are con- 

nected on the biological level, or by studying the nature of humans and cultural creations — all 

disciplines come together on this one important pinnacle — that we must discover something 

deeper about what it means to be human. 

It is no wonder we are so enthralled with the wild mustangs, described as an historical icon of 

freedom. We are a people who seek freedom with such ferocity. So many wars have been 

fought over this for centuries. Do we really know what freedom is? If we knew, would we still 

want it? 

A local dispute had arisen between an animal activist group and a factory egg farm. The animal 

activists were attempting to create the opportunity for these animals to experience a free-range  



life. The factory, however is set up and runs efficiently via the current barns and cages. One 

argument that arose on the side of the factory farm was that even if the chicken were released, 

the first thing it does is run back into the barn. The barn is safety. The limited knowledge of 

the chicken contains these facts: I will be fed, the temperature is just right and I have a space of 

my own where I can lay eggs here in this barn. Perhaps the chicken does not know that she is 

not free. If she did understand would she choose freedom? How often do we make life com- 

fortable and then go about living it without question? Do we really want to be free? We must 

begin to look into our highly unconscious lifestyles and question if they add to or take away 

from the human experience. From a wider perspective, that encompasses the whole world and 

all living systems, do we find ourselves in a society that imitates the factory egg farm—a dark- 

ened, hindered experience which pollutes and taints the surrounding natural world? 

The monastery is an interesting place. It provides a space where one can enter into a path of 

surrender. Most monastic lifestyles have an established routine, rule and specific roles in place. 

People enter into this life and accept their role. I have found it is a choice of very strict routine. 

It is in these places that one experiences the depth of surrender. I find that I had to let go of my 

own desires, wants, and needs. Within extreme simplistic places, where one is secluded from 

the cultures that they were immersed in, reality is seen in a different light. I realized that much 

of what I thought I needed was in fact not a need, but a belief of a need. The structure, the peo- 

ple in their roles, created a working system and within this I was taken care of. My chattering 

mind could relax, thoughts could cease and the greater responsibility of survival was out of my 

hands. I could just breathe and be. This is the beginning of being able to see clearly. Ideally a 

person would be left with a clean slate (but this all depends on the formation process and teach-  



ings of the specific community). Because of these qualities, this lifestyle has lead to spiritual 

enlightenment throughout history. In some cultures it is part of the schooling for young boys to 

go to a monastery for a year or two as a preparation for life. It is in quieting the mind, opening 

the mind and listening that we create freedom of mind. 

So often one falls into finding someone or a situation to trust and then turns their life over to it. 

Would someone consider this to be freedom? In one sense you are part of a created ideal such 

as ‘the monastery’. You are in fact a piece of the monastery. Like the factory farm, one can 

become immersed in the efficient function and lose their higher callings, or interior quality. 

Yet, many would conclude that a monastery is freedom because it frees us from our dependence 

on things, the ideas that we develop about our needs and the constant striving to give to our 

wants. It frees the mind. I found in my experience that the monastery provided a place to let 

go, be open and hear. But, then I began to wonder, “what must be done to transform the dreams 

and creative impulses I receive, from the space of a quiet mind, to a viable action for the 

world?” How does the communication and creation of a person’s essential existence play out? 

For me it was outside the monastery that I felt called, for others it is a role within the monas- 

tery. 

The gifts of the monastery were invaluable and I believe ought to be extended to all people. 

What would Earth look like if her expressions, in the form of the human, were grounded, listen- 

ing, and then creating? This is calling. Calling is an ongoing conversation with the wisdom of 

the Universe and we must listen at all times. Sister Gail, from the Green Mountain Monastery, 

once told me that the Universe is the monastery.  



Then, as I ventured on I found that even the societal system acts like a larger version of the 

monastery. The economic and cultural systems in which we are immersed create efficient, 

functioning roles. As I mentioned, often times the M-F, 8-5 job entails a kind of surrender to 

the forces outside our creative impulses. It is a form of giving up freedom. Yet, freedom must 

always be considered within the confines of system because we are all interrelated in numerous 

layers of systems and there is interdependence to consider. Perhaps the challenge of finding a 

deeper meaning of humanity is to integrate freedom of mind, action from calling and connec- 

tion to the whole. 

Connection to the whole requires participation. Participation is scary because it calls us to look 

at the consequences of our actions on a wide scale. It unmasks our responsibility and often 

leads to change. When aware of the interconnectedness that we live within, we see that we are 

both responsible to the whole and taken care of by it. The relationship is finally created, as we 

dance into step with the ultimate reality of our interconnectedness. 

The image of a backward glance from a dark mare on a hillside is etched into my memory. Her 

wondering eyes scan the horizon as she places my presence in her environment. Her constant 

munching on winter forage ceases for a small moment as she considers the whole picture, feel- 

ing into that single moment. Who does she encounter with me? An outsider, one of those alien 

beings of the far-reaching world of human invention? Perhaps. Then for a single moment our 

hearts beat in a chord of congruency for one rhythmic ‘thump,’ and it is revealed...we stand as 

one.  



Photo by Jenny Wehinger, 2009 

The horses have spoken 

Whispering into hearing ears 

Reminding us again: 

Seek truth 

See from new perspectives 

Be in relationship 

Find freedom 

Embrace wildness.  
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