Is There a Doctor In The Barn?
Since she was a girl, she had wondered how silly she was for being mesmerized by the simple act of studying deft, hungry horse lips chasing, gathering, devouring oats in a feed trough at feeding time.  She also loved the smell, and had even succumbed to the curious temptation to chew a few herself, trying to see if the grain was half as good as they made it look!  What was it that was so satisfying about spending time this way?  Her mother had always suspected that she needed a few hours on the proverbial couch of a psychiatrist to cure this crazy behavior, but she always laughed and figured that since she didn’t smoke or drink, this wasn’t a terribly unhealthy vice, this love and obsession she had for horses, which she dubbed “Horse-itis”.
On this cool autumn evening in her favorite place to be, the misting rain that was falling softly on the metal roof of the barn created a pleasing harmony with the sounds and nutty smells of grain being ground by the teeth of fourteen contented horses munching their evening feed and blowing warm steamy breath.  Even though she was really tired, she waited in anticipation and watched her latest favorite project, a five-year-old big blue roan Tennessee Walking Horse gelding named Rhett Butler with magnificent gaits, but a temporary trust issue.  She loved training this kind of horse, showering him with gentle kindness and firm authority so that eventually, he would be an exceptional, reliable pleasure horse.

The exact moment that the big blue gelding finished his last oat, she eagerly moved into his stall and quietly asked him to lower his head for the halter.  Even though there was no moonlight to speak of, and the night was cold and wet, she was craving a ‘fix’.  She had suffered through a long, physically exhausting day of mundane, un-horse-related chores, cleaning up hurricane damage, stacking hay, lumber, repairing fence, cleaning stalls, and she really needed to sit in a saddle astride a mentally and physically challenging horse.

She had purchased Rhett a couple of months before, falling instantly in love with his beautiful blue color, massive bone structure, big hindquarters, sloping shoulder, but most of all for his fantastic natural head-shaking running walk.  She had plans, once again, to have a personal riding horse that she could enjoy at the end of each day, after training younger horses, but she knew that most likely, the others would always dominate her time, and she wouldn’t get to ride him very often.  In fact, the big, blue, strong and sensitive gelding had been turned out to pasture for the last two months, and he snorted as she led him to the wash rack to saddle him.  This was the kind of snorting she loved . . . she called it ‘rollers in his nose’, and it usually indicated a higher-spirited horse which she found thrilling to ride.


When she swung the saddle up onto his back, he cringed fearfully, so she spoke gently to him, coaxing him to relax.  Slowly stroking his neck, she looked into his big, warm, worried eyes and told him that nobody was going to hurt him, and that they were actually going to have a really good time tonight.  She frequently talked to her horses, and in fact, she talked to dogs, chickens, turkeys, cows, cats . . . of course animals didn’t always understand, but they definitely could hear and respond to the tone of her voice.  As she carried on her horsey conversation, she smiled as she imagined she could hear her mother, reminding her about the psychiatrist’s couch!

She loved the way the nervous horse seemed to relax almost immediately as she cooed to him, showing a willingness to please.  She carefully tightened the cinch, led him through the gate into the night time pasture, swung into the stirrups and, of course, before she could get her leg over the saddle, he was naughty and tried to move off.  She checked him and insisted that he stay in place for a moment, and if he just had to move, then it would be her way, in small circles or figure eight’s, until he finally had a desire to stand still with all four feet in the same tracks.  She believed that training horses can frequently be done by compromise, not with an iron fist; here a little, there a little, precipice upon precipice.  Iron fists can cause problems such as hard mouths and rearing, not to mention a very sullen and unhappy horse.  She was intent upon winning this battle, and eventually, ‘the war’, as this was the method of training that she relied upon to teach her horses to stand quietly while being mounted.

After she was satisfied that he had yielded, mentally and physically,  she squeezed her legs, asking him to move off, and he did so smoothly, with a wonderful true four-beat, rhythmic head-shaking gait, while expressing his rebellion at having to go back to work in a not-so-subtle but innocuous way by sneezing every few seconds.  She reprimanded him for that and he quit, but continued to challenge her by trying to turn left and right, hoping to return to the barn.  Her belief had always been that every single horse born possesses some degree of behavior which could be classified as barn sour, but the question is to what degree?  His behavior confirmed this, but instead of being threatening or dangerous, it was a low level, and was simply the kind of challenge she was craving this night to hold her interest, so she wasn’t annoyed, and she used her legs to guide and drive him.  She welcomed the opportunity to educate and transform him into a willing and obedient animal who was as much a pleasure to handle as he was beautiful to look at.

The pasture was a bit muddy and slick, but he picked his way carefully through the grass, occasional pockets of water, and the sweet smelling, decaying oak leaves with a perfect four-beat cadence, nodding his head along in rhythm.  This was exactly what the Tennessee Walking Horse breed needed for an ambassador, she thought, thrilling in the fact that he was completely barefoot with nice, short, healthy hooves.  She directed Rhett to the river bottom to check on the huge brush fire she had started earlier, which was roaring nicely now, providing a pleasant, tingling warmth as they  rode by.  Smoke created by a medley of oak, sweet gum and pine wafted over them, and she inhaled deeply, finding the rich fragrance to be almost intoxicating.

They gaited on along and came upon the cows as they were plodding along on their way to the pond, unconcerned, long ago desensitized to horseback riders weaving in through them.  She pulled Rhett up and he halted, stood quietly, their eyes focusing on the night time drama unfolding as the clouds began to break up.  She laughed and wished desperately that she could spend the entire night here, as the dim light of the stars and sliver of moonlight began to reveal a bovine comedy show.  Two-week old calves were jumping and running in circles with their tails held high over their backs, stopping now and then to duel with their heads pressed together, glaring at each other for a moment, then pushing, pretending to be big, bad bulls.  As the frisky little fellows followed their moms to the pond, some of them slipped down the bank, tested the water and then scurried back up as if they couldn’t wait to tell the rest of the gang.  Seeing these precious babies just starting out their lives and discovering the world caused her to reflect for a moment on the reality of the cycle of life, as she realized that she, herself, was in the autumn of her life.  She pushed aside the realization that one day, she would be too old to ride a big fine horse such as Rhett, and in fact, too old to ride horses at all!  Tonight, though, she was still young enough to ride the thrill, so she turned from the cattle and squeezed Rhett with her legs, telling him that she wanted to see what he was made of.  
He responded quickly with a surge of energy and burst into a huge surprise which caused her heart to swell with joy . . . Rhett had effortlessly slipped into a thrilling speed rack!  She knew the pasture well, every inch of it, so she wasn’t worried about any obstacles or holes, and they flew along smoothly, mane flying and tail streaming behind, the wind whistling in their ears.  She knew that some misguided people would try to have her believe that allowing her good true walking horse to rack would ruin him, but her years in the show ring had taught her that wasn’t true.  She had, after all, taken a winning pleasure Walking horse, converted him to racking, won many blue ribbons with him and then converted him back to walking and won again.  She had been the weird person who cantered her racking horse in the warm up ring before her racking class, but she had discovered that it actually lengthened his stride, and she had trained him so well that he didn’t dream of breaking gait in his class.  She loved the memories of being an outlaw and showing versatility when versatility wasn’t cool.  Trail obstacle class had always been her favorite, and to this day, she liked to train her horses to pivot, forehand turn and side pass.

When she got to the top of the hill, she pulled him up again and let him catch his breath while she studied the stars.  She said a prayer of thanks, as she believed that this experience was a privilege, hopefully one that she had earned.  She let the spirited gelding settle for a few moments, then began to ask him to yield his front to the left by applying pressure ahead of the cinch on his right side.  He was very nervous at first, but he had an extremely willing personality, so when he finally stepped two steps with his front feet and kept his hind feet in place, she praised him, settled again and then moved off.  She repeated this a few times, switched to asking for a pivot, practiced his backing with the lightest of pressure, and then showed  him that he must walk back to the barn slow and easy on a loose rein.  She taught him that when she said “Good Boy” and scratched his neck, he had done what she wanted, and soon, she could feel him relax when she praised him.  Oh, she loved this horse and she loved this job.
As she returned to the barn and unsaddled the steaming gelding, she gave a heavy sigh as she looked around at all the work that was yet to be done, gates to be mended, stalls to be cleaned, auto waterers to be repaired, garden to be hoed, and now the day was over and it was time to move to inside chores.  She smiled at the instant transformation in her demeanor as her day was winding down.  Why was it that shoveling horse manure was more alluring than housework?  She felt a moment of shame as she remembered her sister-in-law’s recent bout with diabetes, which had blinded her.  A young, award-winning school teacher, this sweet lady was now confined to her house, robbed of her career and having to learn to function in a dark world.  Yes, the ability to do ALL chores was definitely a blessing, and she said another prayer of thanks.
As she turned out the lights and headed to the house, she found herself already looking forward to the next long day of hard work, and she wistfully glanced back over her shoulder at the barn.  Just for a moment, she wondered if life wouldn’t be more simple if she could just move a bed to one of the stalls and live with the horses.  She laughed as she could practically hear her mother telling her that it wasn’t a bed she needed, but a couch!
