Horse as Healer

By Tony Hetman

s a four-year-old growing up

on a farm, I had the opportu-

nity to straddle — well, it was

more like doing the splits — a
beautiful chestnut draft horse used to
work the land. I was also lucky enough
to own a brown and white pinto saddle
horse.

Today, the gentle spirit of the horse
lives on in ways other than dragging a
wagon or piece of machinery behind it,
herding cattle, or competing in events.
Horse Therapeutic Riding schools are now
using horses to help people with physical
and mental issues.

One such school is Riding 4 Life, lo-
cated on Penticton’s band land, and
founded by Leann (Pitman) Manuel who is
also one of the instructors. Her school of-
fers basic riding lessons, ground work with
horses, hippotherapy (a medically based
treatment tool), and therapeutic horseman-
ship.

Leann's involvement with teaching
basic riding lessons was about to change
when a parent of a client visited the school.
The parent was seeking an opportunity for
some of the special needs children she was
working with, as they enjoyed visiting the
horses. Leann says, “Within just a few
short months, the benefit for many of those
[special needs] riders was very clear and
led me to do some reading. I discovered
that research and practice in the field of
therapeutic riding was expanding to in-
clude, not only folks with primarily physi-
cal limitations, but also those with other
challenges. The more I learned, the more
my program gained recognition and I soon
founded Riding 4 Life. That was over a
decade ago now.”

Leann, with the assistance of a certified
therapist, works with youth who are diag-
nosed with Asperger's and/or autism. The
core symptoms of these disorders include
hyper-focus on one or two specific areas of
interest, verbal and non-verbal communi-
cation difficulties, repetitive speech pat-
terns, and clumsiness.

The first time autistic children are in-
troduced to a horse, their behaviours can
include crying, having tantrums, and
avoidance. However, once the child is
placed on the horse with someone support-
ing the child on the side, while another
leads the horse, the behaviour almost al-
ways stops. It seems the gentle motion of
riding causes a child to focus on that one
thing—the movement of the horse.

As in any learning process, there may
be a few bumps; tantrums may be repeated
every time there is some change, such as
when the horse stops walking. However,
after the child is taught the command to get
the horse to move again, the child’s resis-
tant behaviour stops.

Moreover, tactile senses are stimulated
when the child touches the horse’s coat,
mane, and nose. The children's discovery
of these sensations draws them out and
helps to develop their verbal communica-
tion skills. They also begin to show interest
in their surroundings.

As the children improve their motor
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skills and build self-confidence through
equine therapy in a safe environment, their
ability to interact socially with humans
also increases. Horses calm and soothe
autistic children and bring them out of their
shells.

Horses live in the moment, without
judgment. For humans to successfully in-
teract with them, horses invite them to do
the same. Leann’s focus is on how horse-
manship skills can transfer across some-
one's entire life. She says, “A core piece of
horsemanship is mindfulness, and effective
horsemanship is impossible without it.
Horsemanship intersects with ongoing re-
search related to mental health and the
treatment of anxiety, depression, post-
traumatic stress, and many other ailments
that so many of our friends and family
cope with every day.”

When asked what is special about using
horses in her work, Leann is quick to re-
spond. “As a prey animal, and a very suc-
cessful one at that, they have very effective
fight or flight behaviours,” she says. “They
are also a very social animal whose sur-
vival is dependent on their inclusion in a
herd. These characteristics match well with
many human characteristics—the ones we
usually like to rationalize around. As ad-
vanced as our cognitive brains can be, they
often lead us astray with respect to our
emotional lives. We can’t outthink our pain
or our traumatic experiences. This is where
horses can help us see ourselves again so
we can gain insight into our own experi-
ences and become more mindful.”

According to Leann, horses are very
good at reading body language. That body
language is their only language, and one
we need to learn to be able to communicate
with them. Leann says, “Horses actually
want to partner with us if we can demon-
strate that we are worthy. As humans, we
can’t make a horse do anything it doesn’t
choose. We can, however, be clear about
what choices a horse may have with re-
spect to us. And this is where the magic
happens.”

Horses, like humans, have personali-
ties, thus horses selected for the program
must meet a wide range of needs. For in-

“stance, one of the horses at Riding 4 Life

is, as Leann says, “quite lazy and dull
when he’s relaxed” which makes him a
great choice when working with small,
energetic children whose behaviour is
sometimes unpredictable.

Each horse has a trusting and long-term
relationship with a team member, which
allows them to safely pair a horse with a
beginner horseman. When new horsemen
have limitations such as Autism, ADD,
Tourette's syndrome, etc., it is important
that safety is at the forefront.

According to Leann, therapeutic horse-
manship is a growing industry. She points
out that Canada’s Veterans Affairs has
been in the news because of funded re-
search into horsemanship as treatment for
Post-traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD).

Leann says, “Horses kept me sane
through the trauma of my young life, so I
don’t need convincing. Governments and
other sources of funding, however, do, and
it seems research on the matter is reaching
a tipping point where I don’t sound flaky
anymore when I talk about my life with
horses.”

There is no doubt humans have always
benefited from their - relationship with
horses. The founding of the first therapeu-
tic riding association less than a century
ago has in many ways enhanced and en-
riched that relationship. And it has only
been in the last 50 years or so that thera-
peutic riding has been studied academi-
cally in the wéstern world. Leann observes,
“Some First Nations peoples in North
America have very rich traditions involv-
ing horses and the wellness of their peo-
ple.”

Next issue, we will meet Cassie and
learn how horses have dramatically
changed her life, as well as learn about the
benefits all of us can receive from being
with horses.
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