 Healing Horses

Eighteen year-old David sits in a big western saddle, his black riding helmet pulled low over his forehead. He has a tendency to slouch as he rides, his short legs barely touching the bottoms of the stirrups. His narrowed blue eyes focus on nothing in particular and he often forgets that the reins are there, preferring to hold onto the saddle horn as tightly as he held his mother Marcia’s hand just a few minutes ago.
Still, he can’t seem to wipe the smile from his face.

Riding instructor Ann Henry, a slight, blonde young woman in a faded red sweatshirt, jeans, and worn boots, walks next to David as he sits atop Jimmy, a handsome red roan paint gelding. Ann’s volunteer assistant, Barbara Lloyd, leads Jimmy at a lively walk around the outdoor arena, Marcia walking on Jimmy’s opposite side. Both Ann and Marcia give David encouraging smiles.

“Red light!” Ann suddenly calls. “Red light! Whoa!”David replies. With a slight pull of the reins he brings Jimmy to a stop.

David has been riding since he was three. If not for the activity he loves, the cerebral palsy that hampers his movement might have had a crippling effect. Or his sense of hearing and touch might not have become so honed to account for his blindness. David also suffers from epilepsy and cognitive delays. So, he depends on special horses like Jimmy to help make these burdens just a little easier to bear. Horses give him joy as well as hope.
“We want him to respond more quickly to what’s asked of him,” says Marcia when asked what her and Ann’s goals for David are. “More than anything, though, he just loves the motion of the horse.”     

Seeing David have such a good time while knowing what a difference this riding lesson will make for his body and mind makes Ann feels like she’s done her job. A certified instructor for North American Riding for the Handicapped (NARHA), Ann started her therapeutic riding program, Helping Hooves Equine Therapy Program, in Anaheim, Calif., believing that she could help make a difference in people’s lives through the healing power of horses. The gentle, rhythmic movement of a horse is very similar to a normal human gate, which helps disabled riders improve their balance, muscle control, posture, and motor skills, among other things. Therapeutic riding is often so physically successful that patients have been able to avoid surgery. The fact that Ann’s students can also exert control over something as large and powerful as a horse also gives them the confidence that can be hard to find in their world.  
“Every student I work with is inspiring,” Ann says. “There is nothing more rewarding than watching the pure joy on a child’s face when they get on a horse or when they trot for the first time.” 


Shortly after Ann gives David the “Green light” to get Jimmy moving again, she and her helpers work to increase his pace. “Come on, Jimmy!” Barbara insists, tugging at the lead rope attached to the horse’s halter. Despite having been pulled away from his dinner earlier, Jimmy dutifully complies. He is a favorite of Ann’s, with sky-blue eyes sleepily mellowed with age and a short coat that thankfully never seems to pick up much dirt. 

The late afternoon sunlight turns Jimmy’s blond tail into shimmering strands of gold as he swishes it, moving into an easy trot. This is David’s favorite part. He shrieks in delight as he bounces around in the saddle. Jimmy slows back down to a walk and David launches into an enthusiastic rendition of “Home on the Range”, not stopping until he gets through the whole song.By the end of the lesson, David will have exhausted himself. 

This is just what Ann wants. From the moment David pulls himself (with impressive independence) into the saddle, he gives his brain and muscles a thorough workout. As Barbara leads Jimmy around the arena, Ann helps David stretch his arms and make swimming motions while she counts. David executes each move hesitantly, his inability to see always making him a little unsure of his balance in the saddle. 

That’s why Ann or his mother is always there to steady him.
Next, Ann starts singing, “Heads, Shoulders, Knees, and Toes” while David touches each respective body part. He gets a kick out of anything musical, laughing uncontrollably and rapidly shaking his head if the amusement gets to be too much. 
Once he has calmed down again, Ann helps him work on steering Jimmy between cones and in circles to help with his coordination.   

  “Hold onto your reins,” Ann reminds him. “And keep your chin up.”

David is slow to correct himself, and needs a little help doing so, but the broad, joyous smile never leave his face. 


For Ann’s students, a lesson at Helping Hooves is simply a time to have fun. Sitting atop one of the facility’s calm, patient horses, they work on different stretches and play games like red light-green light, throwing horseshoes into a hula hoop, and Simon Says. Not every child can play every game or complete every skill, but Ann makes sure that they enjoy themselves. 


Therapeutic riding dates back centuries. In the early twentieth century, injured WWI veterans went horseback riding for rehabilitation. Early orthopedic centers also used horses as therapy for the naturally disabled. Since then, people have become more aware of the positive physical and mental affect that riding and being around horses can have on those who are handicapped. Therapeutic riding has proven to be beneficial for a wide range of disabilities, autism, cerebral palsy, mental retardation, spina bifida, multiple sclerosis, and ADD only being a few. Autism and cerebral palsy are the most common conditions found among Ann’s students.   


Rancho del Rio Stables, where Ann goes to work with her students, keeps its special therapy horses in two breezeways near the back of the property. The animals are quiet and calm, only occasionally nipping at their neighbors if provoked. A small black mare named Ebony loves to have her face rubbed. Tinker, a miniature white-and-chestnut pinto, assumes any object in your hand is food and can often be seen with his shaggy little head sticking out between the rails of his enclosure, waiting for his next handout. 


These animals have seen and experienced a lot throughout their lives, making them nearly immune to any startling sights and sounds in their environment. Honking car horns, sirens, and blasting music from rock concerts in the nearby Honda Center all fall under the category of background noise for them. 
Even the freight trains that roar by on tracks mere yards from the breezeways don’t frighten them. The only thing that gets them riled up these days is the tractor that chugs in at sundown, hauling their dinner of alfalfa hay. 

Ann chooses her horses from among her friend Cheryl Skidmore’s assortment. Most of the horses are older, eight to eighteen years-old, and have reached their fullest level of maturity. They vary in size, with horses like Jimmy suited to older students such as David and ponies like Tinker used for the smallest of children. The horses must be sound in gate to ensure a safe and effective ride, quiet, and willing to please. Ann puts each potential therapy horse through a test to see if they are bothered by loud noises or sudden movements, which could very well be caused by a student during a lesson. She’ll squirm in the saddle, scream and shout around them, and throw various objects their way to gauge their reaction. 
  “The horses have to be able to deal with any of these things,” Ann explains. “Or else we can’t use them.” 
Once a horse passes the test, it is then matched with a student, depending on his or her needs.

Little seven year-old Michael is new at Helping Hooves but already shows improvement. He suffers from severe autism, making it extremely difficult for him to focus or communicate. But when Ann brings out Lady, a quiet brown, black and white pony, something inside Michael changes.

 He wants to reach out and touch Lady’s round, warm side. Her neatly-trimmed dark mane. her velvety soft nose. When he clambers into the saddle his focus suddenly comes out of hiding. As he rides Lady around the arena Michael, usually very high strung, gradually calms down. For now, being with this fascinating creature is all that matters. 

Ann leads Michael through a set of poles, reminding him to sit up straight on Lady’s back. She coaxes him out of his shell with a tried and true round of “Simon Says”, which helps him with his concentration.
“Touch your head,” Ann directs, watching Michael closely. 
Michael does nothing, his small hands gripping the leather reins. 

Ann smiles. “Simon says touch your head.” 

Michael can’t fight an answering grin and reaches up to touch the helmet covering his light brown hair. He has mastered this game. His speech therapist stands nearby, also smiling at this successful communication. Though Michael still struggles with talking to others, just responding and paying attention to someone else is huge. Ann never gives up with him or any of her other students. She tries everything from every angle until she gets some sort of result.    

Born and raised in Bellingham, Wash., on her parents’ seventeen acre farm, Ann had spent her whole life around horses, up in the saddle since before she could remember. 4-H programs and open horse shows in junior high and high school kept Ann busy, along with volunteering at a local barn. There she worked her way up to being a riding instructor and assistant trainer. Friends of Ann’s family owned and operated a therapeutic riding center where Ann also volunteered and found her niche. Those rewarding experiences would stay with her when she left her home, her family, and her horses to venture down to southern California after high school.
In Palos Verdes Ann taught and volunteered at a therapeutic riding center where she went through the process to become certified as an NARHA instructor. A year later she moved to Huntington Beach where she volunteered as an instructor at a therapeutic riding center and took classes in a nursing program at a local college. She then found Cheryl, an avid rider who runs her own children’s equestrian program called Fun with Horses. Cheryl had been looking for another therapeutic riding instructor to work with. She graciously offered to let Ann start up her own program at Rancho del Rio Stables using her horses.“She is my go-to person for advice and help,” says Ann with fondness. 

Cheryl receives a percentage of what Ann earns from each lesson in exchange for letting Ann use her horses as well as advising her on which to use and what their quirks and specialties are. She knows which will work for any disability they may face.
Ebony, for example, has very wide sides for a pony, making her the perfect mount for young Tom. Tom is only five years-old, but he looks like he’s eight or nine. He has Soto syndrome, a condition that causes him to grow too rapidly for his muscles to catch up, resulting in hypotonia, or low muscle tone. Ebony’s broad sides and even gait provide the right amount of resistance Tom needs to slowly work his muscles he can move more easily and comfortably.

Despite his condition, Tom has a great posture when he rides and keeps his chin up without being reminded. Ann leads him in a series of stretches, having him reach his arms out wide and twist from side to side. He also stretches his legs frontward and backward, his bespectacled face scrunching from the effort. 
“Let’s practice our steering,” says Ann, and Tom tightens up the reins a bit as he proceeds to direct Ebony in and out between a series of cones.

“What are we doing next?” he asks after a few minutes, his voice tinged with impatience. Though he has no mental disabilities, Tom, like most other children, needs constant entertainment to keep him interested in the lesson. 

“How about trotting?” Ann suggests. “You like that.”

He sure does. Ebony carries Tom around the arena at a lively trot while Tom giggles, pushing his glasses up the bridge of his nose to keep them from falling. Soon, however, he’s ready to get down. He dismounts with help, his shoulders not quite as tense as they were before the lesson. 
Though he likes to ride, all of Tom’s favorite equine activities take place on the ground. Using a soft brush Ann gives him, Tom eagerly whisks the gathered dirt and sweat from Ebony’s round sides. The mare’s small ears tilt back in a relaxed position as she enjoys her after-work massage.

Ann hauls the small western saddle from Ebony’s back and prepares to take it to the tiny equipment shed nearby. 

“I can do that!” Tom insists, stepping up next to her. Ann relents with a smile, making sure Tom has a good grip on the saddle. Tom makes his way toward the shed, the recent looseness in his leg muscles now apparent from his longer, quicker strides. 

Later, he leads Ebony by himself to her paddock, still walking almost normally. Ebony follows slowly, careful not to bump into him. Tom pats her black shoulder contentedly as they walk. Today, Ebony has helped him feel much better than a session in a physical therapist’s office ever has. In fact, Tom’s parents only bring him here now to help with his condition.   
Helping Hooves isn’t about monumental, life-altering breakthroughs. Ann’s students may never completely defeat their disabilities, no matter how much progress they make during their riding lessons. Therapeutic riding isn’t a million-dollar surgery by any means. 

In many ways, it’s a lot more than that. Being around horses like Jimmy, Lady, and Ebony gives kids like David poise and a pretty good reason to sing “Home on the Range”. It gives boys like Michael something to hold onto in the midst of a jumbled and overwhelmed mind, and boys like Tom a chance to strengthen their bodies high up on a horse’s back rather than in a therapist’s office. Ann has never underestimated the ancient magic that people feel around horses. The links these animals provide to the natural world and the simple joys of movement make them ideal harbingers of hope.   
For these children who must do without what most of us take for granted—walking, seeing, organizing our thoughts--, the horses at Helping Hooves make their lives just a little bit brighter. 
“We’re gonna get this down,” Ann tells her students as she walks beside their docile mounts with a guardian-like presence. “We are gonna get there.”      
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