
JENNIFER MATHEWS

COWBOY CHANGED ME

ONE YEAR OF PATIENCE AND UNDERSTANDING

In September of 2020, during the Covid pandemic, I bought a Horse. Though I

only spent just over a year with this older ex-ranch horse, the red roan gelding

taught me so much during my time with him.

This is that story
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I call my horses ‘divine mirrors’—they reflect back the

emotions you put in. If you put in love and respect and

kindness and curiosity, the horse will return that.

Allan Hamilton

FORWARD

Animals have been in my life since I was a shy little girl. From Dogs, to Cats, Parrots all the way down

to Hamsters, Rats and Gerbils. I even had a Prairie Dog at one point. There is just something about

the deep understanding of animals and the partnerships we form with them.

I started riding horses after begging my Mother for lessons when I was 8 and I have never looked

back. When I was young I dreamt of being a Horse Trainer. From 1992-1994 I took that dream and

worked for Doc Nichols at Blue Spruce Veterinarian and learned more about training from Les

Corbett (a well known saddlebred trainer) at Marywood Farms. The experience gave me a solid

foundation of horse care and working with them, but I also experienced some very tough cases. in

that time, I discovered I had a knack for working with horses that had behavioral issues due to

abuse or other sort of unknown cause.

While life got in the way, I found myself focusing on my children and took a break from horses. I

managed to keep my saddles, brushes, and all of my tack until I was able to make use of them again

in the early 2010s as both my boys showed a passion for the animals that mirrored mine.

Throughout the years I have helped horses to trust again and found them good permanent homes. I
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still have my younger Son’s AQHA named “Sunny Moe Deluxe” (Moe) who will live his days out with

us. In addition to Moe, I like to have a young, or “project” (as I call it), that needs patience and

understanding. This is the beginning of a 6 part story of a very unique project that deeply touched

me who goes by the name “Cowboy”.

THE INTRODUCTION

WHAT’S THIS CRAZY HORSE YOU’RE TALKING ABOUT?

For several years I had been considering getting a second horse. My career had been

advancing and my role at Microsoft was giving me the flexibility to work from home and

financial stability. My retired AQHA cutting horse (that couldn’t cut it), Moe, was getting up in

age (27 years old when this story began). Though Moe acted as if he was just 10, the reality of

his age was becoming clearer as each year passed. I’d thought about taking on another project

horse many times. There are a lot of horses that people give up on because they can’t deal with

whatever behavior issues that had developed. Since working with problem horses has always

been a sort of skill of mine, I have always been fairly confident that I can work through just

about anything.

In the spring of 2020 the world had stopped. Covid was running rampant across the globe

shutting down entire cities, and the Island I live on was doing their best to cope in an uncertain

world. I had hunkered down in my little house and hadn’t gone to the barn to see Moe for

several weeks. When things opened up a bit more in early summer, I was spending more time

with Moe. By mid-Summer, the boarders, and people in dressage training, were frequenting

more while maintaining social distancing. The barn started to become my “normal” (as much as

it could in a world flipped upside down).

When us women are around each other, talk about our horses, other horses, and gossip flies

when anything significant happens. I tend to stay out of those talks and generally don’t pay
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much attention to what’s being said. In those stories I had overheard something about a horse

being kept up on the hill with the owners of the property (they had separate paddocks for their

horses and some boarders). Audrey (the trainer and stable manager) and Nancy (the farrier)

were talking about how this crazy horse flipped in the cross ties from spooking. He was also

unruly during his shoeing to the point where they had to drug him in order to get his shoes on

him. I didn’t think much of it at the time, other than noting that there was a crazy horse up the

hill.

TELL ME MORE ABOUT THIS COWBOY

This is what I pictured

It was mid-August when I was with Nancy (the Farrier) getting Moe’s hoofs trimmed up when

Audrey and Lauren (the weekend stall cleaner, and one of the instructors) were talking about

the crazy horse on the hill. There was mention of Shawna (the owner of the horse) needing to

take him to auction. I perked my ears and inserted myself into the conversation. “What horse

is this?” I asked. Audrey turns to me and says, “Actually, he might be perfect for you. He just

needs someone to take some time and start him over.”
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Cowboy (this crazy horse’s name), was bought from upstate New York and shipped to our

Island in the Pacific Northwest by Shawna. It was said that Cowboy was 13 years old and a

registered AQHA. Shawna and the wife of the property owner were good friends and traveled

to New York to ride a coupe of horses when they first met him. Shawna was on Cowboy and

the other woman on a different horse. The other horse flipped out and severely damaged the

other woman (broken bones, concussion… the works). Cowboy was so calm during the drama

that there was speculation that he was drugged.

Audrey told me a story of when she was bucked off of Cowboy. She described his buck as

being like a rodeo bronc. She said that while she was cantering him she could feel him

rounding out under her and he suddenly exploded. Head down and hopping around the

arena until she came off. He had done the same with a young woman that was in training with

Audrey soon after. That time she came off, she broke her pelvis. That was the last straw for

Audrey. She said felt that he wasn’t safe for Shawna to continue with him, and no one else

could ride him.

I had mentioned that it would be nice to have a project again. A horse with behavior issues

that I could just start from the beginning with ground work and work our way up to riding

again. I had the money and the time, and with Moe being my “day off” (as I call him) I would

have the patience to possibly give this horse another chance.

Audrey introduced me to Shawna and we got to talking about Cowboy. Shawna repeated

some of the stories I had heard, which confirmed his behavior. She said he bucked with her on

the trails once, but she believes it was because of a bees nest as she saw welts on him when

they got back to the barn that day. She added that she bought him with the intention to ride

him on the trails, but after some time she really liked the dressage work that Audrey trained

for. Shawna had put Cowboy into training with Audrey and she also took lessons for several

months. It was some time after this that Cowboy started his bucking (aside from the bee

incident).

She showed me the Dressage saddle (stuffed and fit by a saddle fitter), and the bit she was

using on him. I am personally not a fan of bits at all. I don’t think badly of people that use
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them, as I know that most horses need various degrees of contact. For some, the

communication the bit provides is also important in most disciplines. My first mare had a curb

(30 years ago) and it was what she needed. In the 90s, I rode saddlebreds in double bridles

understanding when to use the snaffle and when to use the curb. In the past, I was diligently

trained to keep my hands steady while riding and communicate gently. Today I spent the

months it takes to train my horses to use a side pull bitless bridle. The trust and

communication we develop is not because of the piece of metal in their mouth, but because

of the respect and relationship we have with each other. I was getting the feeling that Cowboy

could be a candidate for a bitless bridle, but it was going to take a lot of time to get him there.

Shawna talked about all of the Veterinary and Chiropractic work that she had done on

Cowboy. They checked for kissing spine, did a neurological exam (he exhibited wobbler type

movement when cantering), and they x-rayed both hind hocks. All of it came back negative for

any problems. The Chiropractor had worked on his back as well, but didn’t see any significant

issues. If she hadn't had all of the Veterinary work done, I might not have even considered

buying him.

GETTING TO KNOW COWBOY

Shawna was very reluctant to sell Cowboy, so we worked out a lease in the beginning. I texted

her on the days I wanted to work with him and communicated each step. He was very

reactionary to things that were (or weren’t) in the distance. He also had a tendency to want to

walk ahead of me, drag me in the opposite direction, knock me in the head with his head as

he quickly looked at the ghosts in the trees, had no respect for my personal space and

struggled to back up when asked.

https://www.statelinetack.com/item/tory-harness-leather-double-nose-side-pull/E001255/?srccode=GPSLT&gclid=Cj0KCQiA7oyNBhDiARIsADtGRZaMiax6RToDZs2oTVig21e52S1E6R7HEtqf-yNnT2bITWTtYhUFBFgaAgoDEALw_wcB
https://ceh.vetmed.ucdavis.edu/health-topics/kissing-spines
https://equinewobblers.com/


7

Cowboy standing at the gate waiting for me for the first time.

The initial groundwork consisted of:

● Leading him around the property asking him to respect my space

● Not knock me in the head

● Yield his front end as I turned in the direction towards him

● Follow me as I changed direction away from him

● Back up as I stopped and backed

● General calming methods while walking in a tight circle

My goal with him was to get him to keep his focus on me rather than what was going on

elsewhere.

I noticed during Cowboy’s first shoeing that he was very tense. His neck was solid and he

planted his feet as if he was ready for a fight. Nancy has been working on Moe’s feet for years.

She and I are both proponents of barefoot. I asked Shawna if she was ok with taking Cowboy’s
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shoes off. She said “I’ll let you make the call.” I also asked that we not drug him this time so

that I could see how he reacted.

Shawna had to leave for another appointment and left Nancy and I with Cowboy. I gave him

treats when he exhibited calming behavior while Nancy worked with him. After each hoof that

he was good for I rewarded him with pets and treats. Basically showering him with positivity

so that he would become familiar with how I work and trust that I wasn’t there for a fight. It

wasn’t a smooth process, but he didn’t flip out or act up as I have experienced with some

horses. This proved to me that he had a good solid baseline to work with, we just needed to

bring it out of him.

Over the course of the month I continued to work on his ground manners and scheduled a

massage therapist to work on his stiffness. Donna (the masseuse) pointed out a few places

where he could use some work. His neck was especially bad and his hind end was reactive.

She was scheduled a couple of weeks out as I worked on loosening him up through ground

work and lateral flexion.

I BOUGHT COWBOY

A photo of Cowboy and I that my Mother took

In September of 2020 I made the decision to buy Cowboy from Shawna officially. Audrey had

been working on introducing Moe and Cowboy to each other with plans to have them stay in
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their own two stall and paddock setup on the hill above the main barn. I eventually would

come to call the two “Brothers from another mother” as they became best of friends.

The groundwork, bending techniques and massages were working well for Cowboy so I felt it

was time to try my old Western saddle on him.

I tacked him up with the saddle while still in his halter and led him into the arena. Cowboy

ripped the lead from my hands and immediately took off down the arena bucking like a bronc.

I laughed loudly and yelled “Woo, look at you go!” with a big smile on my face. Audrey was

putting the horses away for the evening and I could hear her laughing from a far. She stopped

and talked to me for a bit as I got a hold of him, and we talked about his bucking again. She

exclaimed “That’s exactly what he does”. She described it as not some little kick out or a

protest, it’s a full on rodeo buck that’s very difficult to stay on.

I had wrapped things up with his usual tight circles and calming techniques. He got to where

he was doing a lot of licking and chewing during our sessions. Around the same time he went

crazy with the saddle he was running out of the Magnesium that Shawna had been giving him,

so I asked Audrey to let it run out and bought Smartpak’s SmartCalm® supplement to replace

it. We still continued the probiotic that the Vet recommended for Shawna to use to help with

any gut related issues that could be causing his behavior.

Over the course of the following months Cowboy needed a lot of groundwork if I was ever to

get on him. He needed to work with the bitless bridle, bending, stopping, and yielding to

pressure from the leg. All of this would be accomplished from the ground to develop a

partnership and clear communication before I braved the bucking bronc. As I put it “I want

him to love me so much that he won’t want to hurt me.”… right?

https://www.smartpakequine.com/ps/smartcalm-ultra-pellets-7477
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WORKING TOWARDS RIDING

GETTING TO KNOW EACH OTHER

When I first met Cowboy he wasn’t flighty per-say, but he wasn’t focused on the present. He

was high headed and looking off into the distance as if something was going to happen at any

moment. However, when something would startle him he would flinch and settle quickly. He

didn’t try to bolt or jerk me around. In fact, he tended to plant his feet solid. His behavior was

showing me that he wasn’t high energy, but just needed some work on focusing on the

present, moving his feet and paying attention to me.

TALKING TO OTHERS ABOUT COWBOY

I spent a lot of time talking with the other ladies at the barn that knew Cowboy for various

reasons. The young woman, Lauren, who cleaned stalls on Rumor’s two days off a week (and

taught a lesson or two to beginners) would ride Cowboy on the trails once in a while for

Shawna. Lauren said that she never once had any problems with him while riding. We talked

at length about how much of a sweetheart he was, and how much he enjoyed getting out.

I also asked Shawna many questions to get a feel for what he was like when she test rode him.

I wanted to get to know more about that time in New York before she bought him, what the

previous owner said about his past, what he was like while riding him on the trails and when

she started Dressage training. Shawna said he only bucked with her the one time. It was of no

fault of his own since there were obvious bee stings on him. Audrey was with her that day as

well and told me the same story. They said that after Shawna was bucked off they turned

around, rode back to the barn and put the horses away. That’s when she saw the welts on his

belly.

Audrey was the first to get bucked off in the arena. We had many conversations as I tried to

piece together his behavior surrounding the incident. She said that he was doing really well, as
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usual, and when she cantered she could feel him rounding out under her more and more until

he exploded. She said his buck is so difficult to stay on. He put his head down between his

front legs and kicked high like a bronc. Then he continued hopping until she flew off of him.

I never did get a chance to talk with the woman who was bucked off before I purchased him,

but did talk to a few of the ladies that were there that day. From what I gathered she had

gotten on him and rode for a bit and he just exploded. Some said that she got on, took a few

steps, then exploded. All of them seemed to say the same thing though, and that was that he

“just exploded”. They all said that after she was bucked off, the woman rushed to the hospital

and had surgery for a broken pelvis. Cowboy was taken into his stall immediately and put

away.

I started to see a pattern with all of the incidents. That Cowboy randomly exploded bucking

until the person fell off. He then was put away afterwards, with the last one lasting several

months of him hanging in his paddock and getting loves and treats from Shawna before I

bought him and started working with him again. Not that any of this was bad, but it helped me

to get a feel for what I was dealing with, and what I would need to do when he would try to

buck me off (because I knew that day would come).

For a human to win, it is not necessary for a horse to

lose. You should not have to take things away from a

horse or break him into fragments in order to train him;

rather you should add to the horse. The goal should be

making, not breaking.

Cherry Hill
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GOING FOR WALKS

In order for Cowboy and I to get to know each other we just needed to spend some time

together. Time that wasn’t associated with any sort of work. Well, at least in his eyes. Our first

steps were to walk around the property, eating grass and getting a feel for how we will be

communicating going forward. I didn’t want him thinking I was expecting anything of him, that

I wasn’t going to fight him, and that he could trust me.

While walking, Cowboy was dragging me towards the grass, walking ahead of me, walking

behind me, knocking me in the head when he looked at something in the distance in my

direction and not following me on a loose line. I used a technique that is normally used for

dogs to get them to stop pulling on a leash. I call it “Switching up” where I walk a few steps and

then suddenly change directions. I walk a few more steps, change directions again (either the

same way or a different way). I will walk into him and when he tries to knock me in the head

(or bring his head over mine) I put my arm up and brace it so that he hits the side of my arm

(that doesn’t give) instead of hitting my head (and I get out of the way). When he was focused

on me, I would walk him over to the grass and allow him to lower his head. As he progressed

to respecting my space and paying attention to me, I advanced to backing up. I slowed down

and stopped and wiggled the lead to signal him to stop. When he stopped I rewarded him with

a treat. We worked our way from the clean stop (without having to wiggle the lead) and asked

to back up while I took a step back. When he did this cleanly (I didn’t have to wiggle the lead),

he got a treat.

Every walk went similar to this while advancing the asks each time. More backing up, longer

straight ways and sudden switch direction just as he was comfortable and not paying

attention, etc. This was the foundation for everything we would do together.

HALF CIRCLES AND FLAG WORK

I had purchased the big DVD pack of Buck Branamman groundwork videos decades ago, and

still use some of the techniques from them. One of those techniques is the half circle. The idea

is to get the horse to free up their forequarters. As Buck says, this is more of a mental exercise

https://youtu.be/JDEvueJ5QDc?t=480
https://youtu.be/JDEvueJ5QDc?t=480
https://brannaman.com/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xmKq3h9gxFY
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than a physical one, most often things will come to the surface that they aren’t showing

normally. It’s also a technique I taught the Nepali when working with Zuma.

Cowboy didn’t pay attention to me or where I was going. He walked into me, dragged me, and knocked me in the
head with his head.

https://themisadventuresofjenn.com/travel-nepal/tibetan-pony/
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Another technique I used to help Cowboy to focus on the present and me as well as sort of

desensitizing, was flag work. The flag is a sort of long whip, or short lunge whip, with a nylon

flag at the end of it. The flag is soft to the touch, but makes a bit of a noise when flipped

around. They come in a myriad of colors, but I like to use a simple black one. The idea behind

the flag is to use it as an extension of the arm. Never as a whip. I would gently approach the

horse with the flag in and, getting them used to it’s presence and to gain trust. As they

become comfortable with the flag, I then stroke them working my way around various

sensitive areas. With Cowboy I focused on his neck, his right ear (since he was very sensitive to

his right, and that ear). I also flicked it up high around me as I stood away from him to help

him see that his focus in the distance should be just 10 feet max, and always on me. A couple

of videos that I could find of this work are with Joseph Newcomb, Amelia Newcomb and

Warwick Schiller’s CAT-H method.

Some of the stories I heard of him spooking, or thrashing around, were while he was tied up. I

had a mare years ago that often pulled back when tied. I had tried all sorts of techniques with

her that stopped her from pulling for a while, but then she would do it again. Often damaging

whatever she was tied to (or just break the buckle on the lead line) and she would take off

running around the property. The final fix was to put a long lunge line in a Blocker Tie Ring on

the first level, and let her pull back. The line slid through, but was long enough it didn’t break

and she didn’t get loose. Once she realized the rope was giving and that she couldn’t pull it out

(no matter how far away she walked back), her pulling stopped and we could go to a regular

length lead line.

I used the same blocker tie ring for Cowboy and used the lunge line. I introduced him to the

flag while tied up and he didn’t even flinch. I asked him to move his feet a little, and he moved

over with no problems. Just as calm as could be. As time progressed with Cowboy I became

more comfortable with tying him, but was still cautious just in case something were to

happen.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YKDq4JiqXRo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bnEUjzqSeRU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1cA7egQ3rLE
https://youtu.be/K-m43nyYIhM
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As time went on, I worked Cowboy in circles in the arena with just the long lead line. Starting

with the basic groundwork, and eventually up to simple lunging at a walk and trot. As we

worked up to cantering, I noticed that his left hind leg tended to cross under him. Sometimes

it would cause him to fall down. When he fell, he would get right back up, but he would favor

his hind even more. At times he seemed to cross-fire at the canter as if he was protecting his

hind. During this time, he was still carrying his head high, not watching his feet. These were

some things I felt we could definitely work on going forward.

I kept him using the long lead line to keep his circles tight. This helped him to bend and made

him focus on his picking up the correct lead and feet placement while cantering. I gradually

introduced a ground pole to get him to pay attention to his feet as well. Unfortunately, he was

terrified of the ground pole at first, so there was a lot of work to be done. I worked on

desensitizing him from me pulling out the pole while carrying it in the arena, setting it down,

and placing it. Eventually working up to two and then three poles, he was able to relax enough

that I could leave him ground tied in the middle of the arena. Eventually he became so calm

about it that he just followed me around while I moved poles around without having to hold

onto him.

When Nancy (the farrier) visited, I didn’t want to have to drug him as he had been in the past,

so I developed a routine of getting to the barn 20 minutes before she was scheduled. I would

pull Cowboy out and walk him around the arena, followed by half circles and into his small

circles at a walk, trot and canter then back to a calming walk. When Nancy would arrive, often

times we would be finishing up and she would watch us a bit. In time Nancy commented on

how he was looking good. When we went into the barn to get his hoofs trimmed, I would

always hold onto him (definitely wouldn’t cross tie him since he flipped out in the past with

Shawna). He would get pets and treats after each part was complete. Nancy was sensitive to

him getting antsy so she worked on one leg at a time, and cleaned each hoof, then went

around for the trimming, and again for shaping each hoof. Just as she would a young horses

that was learning to have patience, Cowboy needed the break between each leg.
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ASSOCIATING THE SADDLE WITH POSITIVITY

After a month of working with Cowboy from the ground with just the halter, I felt it was time

to try the saddle on him. I started him out with my old Western saddle with Full QH bars which

usually fits every horse I try it on.

I tacked up his saddle, leaving him in the halter, and brought him into the arena for some

casual walking. I closed the gate to the arena and he immediately ripped the rope from my

hands and took off bucking. I was taught to always just let the horse go when they go crazy as

it’s better to catch them later than to lose a hand, mess up a shoulder or get drug on the

ground. So, I let him go as he rodeo bucked to the far end and stopped in the corner. Horses

feed off of our energy (just as they would with their companions in a herd). I am always

positive, I don’t panic, and I am as calm or happy as possible when situations with horses go a

bit nuts. I immediately laughed out loud and scream “Woo, look at you go!” as I watched him

make a fool of himself. Audrey was putting the horses away and I could hear her laugh out

loud too. She pointed out to me how that’s what he did with her while cantering. We talked

about his bucking for a bit, and then I caught him to get him working on his calming again in

the smaller circle. He was definitely trying to tell me something about the saddle.

For years I had wanted to buy myself a custom Allegany Trail Saddle, but Moe (being 27) was

too old for me to justify the cost of custom fitting a saddle for him. Now that I had this

younger horse, it was time to buy that fancy saddle I had been wanting.

I ordered the saddle after going through a rigorous fitting for a custom tree that was just for

Cowboy. The saddle was scheduled to arrive in mid-January, so I planned to work with Cowboy

in the old saddle and then the new one for a while with the goal of getting on him soon after

the new saddle were to arrive.

I fitted him with a bitless bridle and the saddle a few days a week, with the other days focused

on groundwork in just the halter. We switched things up from one ground pole, several

https://www.alleganysaddlery.com/
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ground poles, yielding to the leg (using the stirrup to mimic my leg when I get on eventually),

side passing, bending and becoming supple with the bitless bridle.

As I mentioned in my previous post, I’m not a fan of bits and try to use bitless where I can. I

don’t think badly of people that use bits, as I know that most horses need the various degrees

of contact they provide.

I spend the months it takes to train my horses to use a side pull bitless bridle. The trust and

communication we develop is not because of the piece of metal jabbing them in their mouth,

but because of the respect and relationship we have with each other. The trick is to spend the

time transitioning the horse from a bit, and to prepare them for being ridden in a bitless

bridle. The horse needs to be able to stop and to bend (in case anything goes awry). They

need to be able to listen to the slightest touch. With Cowboy having been a ranch horse

previously, he most likely was trained on a hackamore and later introduced to a bit, and It

appeared that foundation was there, making the transition easy.

The first time I put the bitless bridle on Cowboy, he almost seemed to take one look at the

bridle itself tensing up, but then melting into it when he realized there was no bit.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WiTFFei1tTo
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I walked Cowboy around the property with the new custom fitted Allegany Mountain Trail saddle to help
him to associate the saddle with positivity rather than negativity.

Oftentimes, when I tacked Cowboy up, he would move away from me when I would walk up

with the saddle. Sometimes, even so much as not wanting me to catch him at all. Because of

this behavior, I wanted to try to help him associate the saddle with a positive experience. I

didn’t want him thinking that we were always going to “work” or that there were any

expectations of him (other than to be calm and watch his feet). I would walk him around the

property letting him graze on the winter grass and just enjoy being out of his paddock for a

while. I would then just put him away and give him treats.

In time I worked with him, getting used to me leading him up to the mounting block in the

arena and walking away, then walking around him, stepping on the mounting block, standing

as if I were going to get on, and then step back down. I wanted any anxiety he might have with

being ridden to leave his mind.
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From September 2020 through February 2021 I continued to work from the ground.

Occasionally the other women at the barn would watch me. Some just rode their horses

around us as we did our little circles in the middle of the arena. One woman said to me “Aren’t

you going to get on him?”. To which I replied, “He’s not ready for that yet.” She watched me for

a few more minutes, and then added “It seems like maybe you could pay someone to ride him

for you or something.” I was quiet and sort of laughed to myself as I am pretty sure she wasn’t

quite understanding how much work he needed, and what that work entailed. There were a

few conversations that went similarly with the other boarders and lesson folks, some wanted

to learn from the work I was doing, and some questioned it. I didn’t pay much attention to

what was being said usually since this was between me and Cowboy, not anyone else.

On January 10, 2021 I was visiting my parents house on the water and hitting the tennis ball

onto the cold PNW beach with a tennis racket when I put my entire body to get the ball as far

as I could. Suddenly my shoulder popped out of the socket. I am hyperflexible (or “double

jointed” as some call it) in my shoulder joints, so I knocked it back in and went into the house

to rest. It was sore for a few days, then a week, a few weeks. I went to the Doctor eventually

and was told that I had a Frozen Shoulder due to a possible tear from the dislocation. That

didn’t stop me from working with Cowboy though. I wore a brace when working with him, and

focused on leading and lunging from my left arm.
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GETTING ON COWBOY FOR THE FIRST TIME

With Cowboy’s clean bill of health and all of the positive behavior during the groundwork we

had done, it was time to get on him for the first time.

On February 21, 2021 I tacked Cowboy up and worked him in the arena a bit from the ground.

After about 10 minutes, I walked into the main barn to see if there was anyone around. Beth

was with her horse, so I asked her if she would mind just keeping an eye out in case anything

goes wrong. She happily brought her horse into the arena as we closed the gate behind us.

She asked me if I would like her to take any photos or videos, so I handed her my phone and

showed her how to use it.
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I walked him up to the mounting block in the corner and went through the motions we had

been through a dozen times before. Only this time, I put my leg in the stirrup and slowly

swung my right leg over and settled into the saddle.

Cowboy gave me a little sniff as if to say “Oh, you’re on me now.” and looked forward. I leaned

down and presented him with a treat to instill the positivity of the situation.

I walked him around the arena slowly. I asked for a turn here and there and he pushed back

on me a little by pulling on the reins. I looked up at Beth and laughingly said “He doesn’t really

want to listen right now.” I ignored his head flip and showed him that he still needs to pay

attention to what I am asking of him. I then tried a few lateral flexions, just as we did from the

ground. I pushed with my leg where I had gotten him ready for yielding from the ground, and

he moved with ease. He was so fluid in his movement, it was night and day from the horse I

had started working all those months ago.

I GOT SUCKER BUCKED

RIDING COWBOY

I rode Cowboy for the first time on February 21, 2021 and, while he protested a little at first, I

reminded myself that he was an x-ranch horse at 15 years old. This helped me to be more

confident in myself and that he already knew what to do. The work that led up to that day

included casual walking around the property while switching directions. I was teaching him to

understand where my personal space was, as well as paying attention to me for where to go

next. We worked on desensitizing and calming methods. We worked on tight circles and

ground poles to help him find his feet and to get his canter under control. He also learned my

queues when asking to yield to the leg and to side pass. I continued to work with him on what

was being asked with the bitless bridle from the ground so that we would have clear

communication while I was on his back.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yqKFktVeAI8
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Cowboy was on his way to becoming the gentle trail horse that he was destined to be.

BUILDING OUR PARTNERSHIP AND COMMUNICATION

There are a number of ways in which I helped to build trust and strengthen the partnership

with Cowboy. While riding him, I focused on just walking and kept a loose reign on him. I had

him turn into the wall, pressed my outside leg gently just in front of his flank (on his barrel) to

encourage him to move his hind end away from the wall, and reverse directions. This

movement was one of many that helped him to be supple in the bridle and to listen to my

queues on where to go. He could trust that I wasn’t just asking him to run into the wall.

On March 7, 2021 Audrey (the dressage trainer and barn manager) had set up an obstacle

course for the boarders, and horses in training, to try out. Even though I was riding Cowboy by

this time, I wasn’t ready to attempt the obstacle course while on his back. I walked Cowboy

through, but challenged him a bit by having him back through some of it. Beth (a friend and

one of the boarders there) was kind enough to capture some of it on video. As we walked over

the tarp, he handled it no problem. We walked through the L and and backed back through it

again. This was showing me that his desensitization and his trust in me was coming along

really well.

Oddly enough, when I rode Moe (my bombproof and, then, 27 year old AQHA) through the

same course, he didn’t want to walk over the tarp. Moe stopped and side stepped a bit then

sighed as I encouraged him forward and walked over it. My relationship with Moe has

developed over the years. He knows me well enough at this point that it isn’t worth fighting

me on it. I will just outpatient him until he does what I’m asking. He also has trust in me that I

won’t put him in a situation that he can’t handle. Someday I had hoped to have the same

relationship with Cowboy.
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You and your horse. His strength and beauty. Your

knowledge and patience and determination and

understanding and love. That’s what fuses the two of you

onto this marvelous partnership that makes you wonder,

‘What can heaven offer any better than what I have here

on earth?’

Monica Dickens

I’M LISTENING

Cowboy was still flinching when I reached my hand towards his right ear. I slowly worked with

him as I pet his head and then worked my way up to his ear. I wanted to show him that I

wasn’t going to hurt him, but also stopped when he pulled away so that he would trust that I

was listening to him. I managed to get him to let me touch his ear, and work my way inside to

rub it when I felt an odd shaped bump in there. Almost like a hard fungus growing in there

that wasn’t going to come off with just rubbing. The bump was obviously hurting him, because

each time I got close to touching it he would pull away. Despite this pain, I was able to get him

to trust me as I haltered and bridled him. He eventually came to know that I wouldn’t push

him too hard to where the pain was setting in. Through some training, he even learned to put

his head down for me to slip the halter and bridle on easily.
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Throughout the last several months, I had the Masseuse giving Cowboy massages pretty

regularly. Donna (his masseuse) worked on his flexibility, and helped as I worked on him

becoming supple both physically and to train him for the bitless bridle. At one point he

reacted very negatively to being touched on his right hind stifle (just below the hip, behind his

flank). He kicked out when I went to brush him for Donna and I jumped back. He immediately

tensed up ready for a fight, as if I was going to punish him for the reaction. That’s not how I do

things though. Donna (the masseuse) saw this, and began massaging him carefully towards

that area. She slowly worked her way up to the spot where he kicked out with me, then eased

back as he swished his tail at her. We both were showing him that we were listening and not

punishing him for his behavior. We had a few sessions where Donna and I both showed him

he can trust us not to fight him. That we were hearing what he had to say and responding.

This gained his trust and eventually eased his demeanor.

Given the way that he was acting, I was getting more and more worried about his leg. Shawna

(his previous owner) mentioned that he had x-rays done of both his hind hocks, but

something just didn’t seem right. Maybe he got a new injury from all of his falling down during

his groundwork cantering with me; or, he could have possibly injured himself in the pasture

with Moe. Despite Moe’s age, those two got pretty rambunctious at times. In April of 2021 I

had the Veterinarian (Dr. Perkins at Equine Medical Services) come to the Island to look at

Cowboy. She took x-rays of both his hind hocks, she cleaned his sheath, and while we had him

drugged, she checked on his ear for me. The x-rays came out with no visible issues. Dr Perkins

and I talked about his previous work ups that Shawna had done. He was checked for kissing

spine and they did a neurological exam because he was exhibiting wobbler type movement

when cantering. They had x-rayed both hind hocks previously and all of this came back

negative for any issues. I mentioned to Dr. Perkins that Shawna had told me that she had

Chiropractic work done on Cowboy as well, but nothing significant was found in his back

(though that Veterinarian had noted his neck was stiff).

I talked to Dr. Perkins in a bit more detail about how he was crossing his left hind over when

cantering. I mentioned how I was working on getting him to bring that leg out using the wraps

and bell boots on his hind legs. Also working in tight circles at a canter to get him to bring the

http://equinemedservices.com/
https://ceh.vetmed.ucdavis.edu/health-topics/kissing-spines
https://equinewobblers.com/
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leg out so he didn’t fall down anymore. Dr Perkins had me walk, trot and canter Cowboy in the

arena for her to watch his movement. She mentioned that Shawna did the same thing for her

as well back when she had him. Back then he was more focused on all the possibly scary

things in the distance and less focused on Shawna. Perkins commented that there was a

significant behavior shift in Cowboy. A sort of calmness and focus on me. She mentioned that

there could be a possibility that there were problems in his gut that could be causing the

bucking. However, since Shawna had him on the probiotics for almost a year before I got him,

that couldn’t be it. She added “It looks like he could use some build up in the hind end.” and

we discussed work that I could do to help him with that.

We went back into the barn for his sheath cleaning, and she looked at the bump in his ear.

She said it was a plaque build up. Perkins then gave him some meds for it, and cleaned it out

while he was still drugged from the sheath cleaning. I speculated that maybe the plaque build

up could have been causing his sensitivity to that ear, maybe even affecting his behavior. She

agreed that it could affect the ear sensitivity, but she wasn’t certain about it affecting his

behavior.

It was good to get the Veterinary work out of the way to help me get closer to what was going

on with Cowboy. Perhaps some of it was physical combined with mental. The behavior work I

was doing was bringing him along, and the physical issues he could be facing was being

treated as we worked through possible causes.
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GROUNDWORK AND CAVALETTIS

The following day that I visited Cowboy for some work, he wasn’t as flinchy with his leg. It was

almost as if he never had the problem at all. I went to brush him and he didn’t kick or flinch, or

even swish his tail at me. I proceeded to brush as normal and he just stood there. I laughed

and thought to myself “Glad I paid the Vet all that money to x-ray his perfectly fine legs a

second time.” Though, this is how Cowboy seemed to operate. One day he’s perfectly fine,

another day he’s not.

That week we started on more ground work with the poles. While he had been using one pole,

and sometimes two poles at opposite sides. As you can see in the diagram below, I continued

the smaller circles to help him work on his bending, and also forcing him to pay attention to

his feet placement. While the poles in this placement may seem easy for most horses, Cowboy

struggled in the beginning.

Cowboy shied away at first, but then eventually went over the one pole calmly with some

work. As he would step over the pole (walk, trot and canter) he would repeatedly knock it with

his hooves, sometimes tripping over it. He learned to pick up his feet and look downward at

the ground so he was focusing on what’s in front of him. His focus on what was outside the
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arena eventually turned to me and his feet (the present), to where he went over the poles

without really even needing to look down anymore.

I worked him up to two poles
on one side. The poles were
spaced just right so that he
could walk over them
perfectly when in the normal
circle, then wider for the trot,
and wider for the canter at
an even wider circle.

Eventually working him to
three poles. As you can see in
this diagram, the middle pole
is straight to the cross of the
circle with the outer poles
slightly in and fanning out for
the trot and canter spacing.

As Cowboy was becoming
comfortable with the more
complex setup, we worked
up to the single pole on the
opposite end. This way he
wasn’t getting too confident
on focusing on just the one
spot on the circle and
relaxing for the opposite end,
then focus again. This kept
his focus throughout the
entire circle.

While I primarily ride in Western tack, I was lucky enough to be boarding at a place where

there were a lot of dressage riders. I say this because not only did we have poles around to

use, but we also had cavalettis to work with. As Cowboy became more and more comfortable

with the poles, it was time to raise them up a bit.
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As you can see from my badly photoshopped photo here, this horse is focused on lifting it’s

hoofs up higher, which then builds up the hind muscles.

I worked Cowboy up through the various patterns I had done with the ground poles but using

the raised cavalettis. He became more and more comfortable with both the poles and

cavalettis, which were building up his hind end beautifully.

His Masseuse, Donna, was continuing to work with him regularly and was really noticing a

difference in him. He wasn’t flinching in his hind anymore, he was more flexible and he was

actually looking forward to his sessions.

At this point in our time together, Cowboy wasn’t falling down anymore and his left leg wasn’t

crossing his right at the canter. He was doing a great job at being calm, paying attention to me

and really focusing on his feet placement. He was off of his gut supplements, and I had asked

Audrey to also go ahead and take him off of his SmartCalm® pellets from SmartPak. It

appeared he didn’t need it anymore. Cowboy was coming along real well and I was proud of

him for it.

https://www.smartpakequine.com/ps/smartcalm-pellets-7476
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TROTTING UNDER SADDLE

From February to May 2021, I worked Cowboy 4 to 5 days a week. I switched up his program

and gave him a day or two in-between each day for rest and contemplation as it has been

shown that change in routine and time off is beneficial to the horse. One day a week we would

do our basic ground work, which consisted of the switching up strategy I use while leading.

Keeping him “in tune” (as I like to call it). We also worked on bending his neck, yielding to the

leg (using the touch of the stirrup from the ground), sidestepping, etc. For 2-3 of those days

we would work on the ground poles or cavalettis, both with the saddle on, and sometimes

without it. 1-2 days a week I would get on his back and just walk him around the arena. The

idea behind just walking was that the work under the saddle wasn’t supposed to feel like work

to him. I wanted him to be comfortable with the saddle, and possibly look forward to the

saddle and with me in it. Occasionally, as I walked around the arena with a loose reign, I would

ask him to change directions quickly. I would turn him into the wall, and sometimes turn into

the middle similar to this video from Hannah Kaufman – the only difference being she asks for

very quick and forward movements while I kept Cowboy walking calmly.

Cowboy was progressing well. With all of the work we had been doing he was calm, feeling

confident and trusting in his partnership with me. Our connection was growing stronger every

day. Being that my end goal with Cowboy was to take him out on the trails once or twice a

week, I wasn’t in a big hurry to do any heavy training.

On May 7, 2021 I walked Cowboy into the arena as usual, and started him with his lateral

flexion stretches and walking calmly in a small circle. While walking him, Audrey came in with

her cute little lesson horse and a young woman. At that moment, Cowboy continued to walk

with his head level and calm as he always does. As the woman stepped up the mounting block

to get on, the Mare stepped away and Audrey quickly corrected her. Cowboy continued to

walk in his circle, and to the left. Audrey and the young woman talked louder and louder as

the lesson began and the other horse walked to the other end of the arena. Audrey went to sit

down in the corner with the chairs and put the microphone in her ear and started talking

again. I asked Cowboy to come into me and switch directions. At that moment he pulled and

https://equusmagazine.com/behavior/active-rest-for-horses
https://equusmagazine.com/behavior/active-rest-for-horses
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9rpP0Okq3b0
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took a step back then planted his feet and froze. I stepped into him and calmly said “Come on,

let’s go.” He raised his head while looking down at me. He was ready for a fight. I took a deep

calming breath, looked at him and said “What’s going on with you?”. While the women both

continued to talk across the arena, I relaxed my shoulders then stepped to the side and

encouraged him forward. He took a few quick steps then eased back into his circle and walked

calmly.

As the lesson continued, he was calm and did everything I asked just as he usually did. I heard

the woman that was taking the lesson talk about how her hip was healing up but she was a bit

stiff riding again. I remembered the story of the woman that Cowboy bucked off before I

bought him. That woman had broken her pelvis in several places from the odd way that she

fell, and wondered if that was the same woman. When we wrapped up, I walked him to the

middle of the arena to have him do some of his bending, but he was stiff in the neck. It was as

if he was calm, but there was underlying tension in his body. I asked for some bends and gave

him a good rub down to try to settle him. He licked and chewed then put his head into my

chest and sighed as I took a deep breath. I then walked him back to his paddock and put him

away.

I asked Audrey later if that was the woman that was bucked off Cowboy and she confirmed it.

The interesting part about Cowboy is that he is so very subtle in his communication. He is

reactive, but tries to hide it. Almost out of some sort of avoidance for a fight that might have

happened in the past. He wants to please, but it’s not because he wants to, it’s more because

the alternative hasn’t been pleasant. What I continued to try to do with him is to help him

understand that while I will be asking things of him (even insisting at times), he can let me

know when he’s not ready, or if it’s uncomfortable, and I will give him a moment. Our

relationship is a little dance as we learn how to talk and listen to one another.

Around that same week, just 8 months after I bought him and 3 months since I started riding

him, Cowboy was coming along so well that I felt comfortable trotting him while in the saddle.

I always rode Cowboy while there were other people at the barn. That way, if anything were to

happen there would be someone there to help if I needed it. That first time I trotted him, I

didn’t want too much excitement while anyone was in the arena, so I just walked him around
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while they worked on their dressage patterns. When they were finished, out of the arena and

putting their horses away, I trotted him in a big circle and then went back to a walk. Once

again, not expecting too much from him while under saddle. We walked a bit more, and then I

dismounted, gave him a good rub down with love and put him away.

Cowboy was becoming the horse I envisioned him to be. Soon we would be riding out on the

trails and enjoying the sunshine together.

It takes a good deal of physical courage to ride a horse.

This, however, I have. I get it at about forty cents a flask,

and take it as required.

Stephen Leacock

I WENT FOR A WILD RIDE

On May 29, 2021 I saddled Cowboy up just as I had any other day. While putting the saddle on,

I noticed his nose was crinkled up as if he wasn’t very happy about it. I’m used to the Mare

Stare (as some call it) where a Mare will pin their ears, show the whites of their eyes and crinkle

their nose in protest if they are unhappy (or when they are telling a boy to get away). However,

Cowboy’s ears where normal. I tapped him gently on the nose and kissed it saying “You’re fine!”

and proceeded to put the saddle on him.

That day I was planning on just walking around the arena, but when I got there, one of the

young ladies who’s name is Rumor, was there getting a lesson on a beautiful Morgan/Friesian

cross from Audrey. The young woman’s Mother (Alyce) and I were (and still are) good friends.

Alyce was in the arena watching as Audrey was guiding Rumor around the arena. I walked up
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and asked how long they would be. Most of the time, when there was a lesson and we can’t use

the arena, I would just walk Cowboy around the property casually and come back when they

were finished. This time, though, Audrey told me I could come in no problem.

I lead Cowboy into the arena and closed the gate behind me. I walked him around the middle a

little bit and when the other horse was at the far end, I parked him at the mounting block and

got on. Audrey told me I could use the far end as she was going to have them do some work in

the circle near her.

I casually walked Cowboy around in a circle, sometimes stopping and backing up. Sometimes

switching directions. Sometimes bending his neck to work on his lateral flexion. All of our usual

easy and casual stuff.

Audrey shouted to me “She’s going to canter around the entire arena so be ready.” At that

point I walked to the middle of the arena and stopped Cowboy then gave him a loose reign to

just relax for a moment while we watched.

The Moresian (as some call it) had a very forward moving canter with a lot of power behind it.

He grunted and snorted as Rumor held him back and kept him in line. Cowboy perked up for a

moment. Trying to take a step forward I could feel he was taking in the energy of the powerful

Moresian. I gathered the reigns and took a deep breath then leaned down and calmly spoke to

him. Cowboy settled back down and I gave him the loose reign again.

As the lesson was finishing up, I was ready to trot Cowboy in a circle again before putting him

away. I took him to the far end for a quick trot, then walked to the gate as the Moreisan was

leaving. Just as we were walking along the rail up to the gate, Cowboy became nervous of the

corner where the hose for the sprinkler was stored. At that point I knew I couldn’t get off of

him since he had this energy again. We needed to be calm (both of us) so I circled him a bit just

next to the hoses until he focused on me more and was comfortable with the hoses again.

Just as he was settling down, Audrey walked over to me and we started talking about Moe (my

other horse). Moe’s feet were getting bad and I needed to do something about it. I knew I

needed to have the Vet come out again. Cowboy was relaxed and on a loose reign as Audrey

and I continued our conversation.
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Suddenly, out of nowhere, I was lifted up while still on Cowboy’s back. It felt like I was on a very

exaggerated rocking horse. You know the ones we had as kids with the springs? I would shake

that plastic horse up and down, back and forth to where I would nearly fall off.

Audrey yelled “SHIT!”, and at that moment I realized that Cowboy was bucking.

I thought to myself “Oh… we’re going now.”

I had no means to pull his head back with the reigns to stop his bucking since they were loose

and his head was down between his front legs. In this situation, I usually wait a horse out since

most horses give a few kicks and give it up. This time it seemed to keep going, and going, and

going. Up one, down one, up two, down two, up three (“Jesus he’s still going” I thought), down

three, up four (“he’s not going to stop” I thought), down four.

At the fourth buck, I felt myself leaning to the side of the saddle so I used that momentum and

took advantage of him being in the down position to kick off. I landed on my left side avoiding

my bad shoulder and felt that jarring feeling you do in your head when you hit the ground on

your butt.
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Not me, but this is what it felt like.

Cowboy continued down the wall of the arena, then across to the other side, then to the other

side zigzagging his way to the far end. My friend Alyce (Rumor’s Mother) came running out of

the barn to the arena. At that same moment she and Audrey both ran towards me asking if I

am ok. I couldn’t get up for a moment and I saw Cowboy coming back down bucking frantically.

I was worried that he was headed right for me not realizing what’s around him. I said “I’m ok,

but don’t let him come towards me.” At that point Audrey turned around waving her arms. I

jumped up and screamed “Knock it off!” as he crossed the width of arena again and the pad

slipped out from under the saddle hitting the ground. Audrey screamed just after “Knock it off!”

and Cowboy stopped bucking then went into the far right corner and stopped. He just stood

there looking out to the horses in the paddocks on the other side of the wall.

I walked a few steps feeling sore, but told both Audrey and Alyce that I was ok. I said laughingly

to Audrey “Whoo, I stuck it pretty good huh?” She said “I think that was 8 seconds!”.

I wanted to get the lunge whip and push him around the arena a bit, but Audrey doesn’t allow

us to free lunge in the arena. She doesn’t like having to drag the arena after the horses run

around all crazy like (not to mention all the mirrors, and the poles and other stuff stored in
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corners that the horses could get into). So, she said “No”. My best option for the moment, and

for Cowboy, was to let him know that I wasn’t mad. That I was calm and still loved him. I walked

half odf the way to the other end where he was and asked him to come to me. He looked back

towards me (as his butt was facing me), looked at the other horses again and then turned

towards me. His head was down and he was calm but breathing heavily. I took a few steps and

he stopped. I stopped and asked him calmly again “come come” while signaling. He started

walking again and I walked to meet him halfway.

I got a hold of the reins, tied the outside one up to the saddle-horn and walked him in a circle.

We worked our way in circles calmly towards the other end, and then I asked for a trot. He

trotted a few circles, and then I asked for a canter. I worked with him for a few minutes while

keeping his energy calm. I gave him a rub down, handed him a treat and had him bend his

neck for lateral flexion, yield to the leg (the stirrup) and back up. Then forward we went as I

hobbled out of the arena with him. Audrey was cleaning the paddocks on the hill and I yelled to

her “Maybe we should put him back on his meds.” (meaning his SmartCalm® pellets) She

laughed and said “You mean Cowboy shouldn’t be off his meds?” and we both laughed.

I continued on hobbling slowly, when thankfully one of the ladies at the barn, Beth, had put her

horse away and asked if I needed any help with Cowboy. I giggled (uncomfortably) and said “I’m

ok.” then hobbled a little more when she insisted she take him up the hill for me to his barn.

At that point the pain was setting in and I had a feeling this was going to take a while to heal

up. My hip and lower back was in pain and making crunching sounds. On the drive home, I got

nervous so I called my family to come help. My Brother and his family were visiting my parents

(who live 5 minutes from me and the barn) so he drove me into town to the Hospital. I spent

the night in the ER getting checked up, finding that after all the X-rays everything checked out

ok. The Dr. said the pain and crunching was most likely tissue damage so he gave me some

good pain meds and sent me home. That was the last day I ever rode Cowboy, but our story

didn’t end there.

https://www.smartpakequine.com/ps/smartcalm-pellets-7476
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BACK TO SQUARE ONE

CONTINUE THE PROGRESS

That Friday May 24, 2021, that I was bucked off of Cowboy I wracked my brain as to what was

going on. We had done so much groundwork before, and several months of getting him

comfortable with me in the saddle. Looking back at that day, Cowboy showed a few signs of

being uncomfortable that I was aware of, but chose to ignore. The first was the crinkling of his

nose at me when I put the saddle on, the second when his energy picked up with the other

horse cantering (even though he settled back down quickly) and third was nervousness with

the horses near the corner.

I have three rules I remind myself of daily when working with horses:

1. Horses have all the time in the world, so don’t ever be in a hurry… out patience them.

2. Listen to your horse. The subtlest queues are the most important.

3. If they aren’t in the mood to work, then don’t work them.

I should have listened to the nose crinkle. I should have just walked him around the property

with the saddle on and let him eat some grass. I should have recognized his energy (in

conjunction with the nose crinkle) during our ride, followed by his spooking at the corner.

Hind sight is 20/20 and we are all human, we make mistakes. I’m not beating myself up over it,

but just simply reminding myself of why I have those three rules, and why I should follow

them. Especially with Cowboy.

After my friend Beth (and fellow boarder) helped me put Cowboy away, I got into my car and

drove down the dirt road out to the main road and to my house. The potholes in the dirt road

(and my Mini Cooper’s tough suspension) exaggerated the pain. I felt a crunch in my back just

above my left hip, which didn’t seem good. I have Systemic Scleroderma, which affects my

connective tissue. So, the crunching could have been from the soft tissue tearing but sounding

https://rarediseases.info.nih.gov/diseases/9748/systemic-scleroderma#:~:text=Systemic%20scleroderma%20is%20an%20autoimmune,strengthens%20and%20supports%20connective%20tissues.
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worse because of the Scleroderma, or I could have broken something. My older Brother (Mike)

was visiting my parents (just 5 minutes away) with his oldest kid for the weekend. I called my

Parents and asked if Mike could help me get to the Hospital for X-rays. My parents, one of my

Nephews, and my Brother were heading to town (just 2 minutes from his home) for dinner at

that exact moment, so they all stopped by my house before dinner. My Mother helped me get

changed out of my redneck boots, Wrangler jeans and flannel to head off of the Island and

into the city.

With my tennis shoes, stretch pants and t-shirt now on, Mike drove me off of the Island and

took me to the hospital closest to his house. This way I could just go to his house instead of

worrying about taking the ferry back to the island late at night. The hospital was backed up

with Covid cases. With our masks on, we waited in the ER for 4 hours before I was wheeled in

to a bed behind the big metal doors. The Doctor came in to see me and after moving my joints

around, and checking my back, he said that I was probably ok. He still wanted to x-ray me just

in case. I was wheeled into the x-ray room, and put into uncomfortable positions and asked to

hold my breath. When it was all over, they wheeled back to the bed where Mike was waiting.

The Doctor came in a while later, and told me that nothing was broken. He said I most likely

had some soft tissue damage, which would explain the crunching. He gave me some pain

meds, and sent me home. We arrived at Mike's house at some odd AM number. I was too

tired to really know what time it was. I carefully walked up the stairs to my nephew's room

that my sister-in-law had cleaned up for me. I laid down in the bed and laid awake for a few

hours from the pain. While I was tempted to play some practical joke on my Nephew, I only

had the energy to take a picture of the wall across from me and posted it on my Instagram for

him to see.

The following day Mike took me home, and I immediately crawled into bed. I focused on

allowing my body to heal for a few days. I mostly stayed in bed or sat on my couch and binge

watched some TV. The following Monday I was able to get back to work since all I needed was

my computer. Microsoft had switched to 100% remote for all employees, and GitHub (where I

work) has always been supportive of remote work. As the sun shined on Monday, Tuesday

and Wednesday I was longing to get back to the barn to get the saddle on Cowboy and start
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working him from the ground again. I didn’t want too much time to pass, since the last time he

bucked someone off he stopped working altogether, then he was sold to me. It was months

before anyone worked with him from then, and on top of that I took many months before

getting on him. I just didn’t want that to happen again.

On Wednesday I was walking around a bit more and felt I could probably walk Cowboy down

to the arena and around a bit with the saddle on. That evening after work I drove to the barn

and proceeded to catch Cowboy. I brought him into the barn and tied him up then brushed

him down. I talked to him quietly, gave him a kiss on his nose and rubbed him all over. No

nose crinkle this time, and he stood still nicely for me. I casually walked up with the saddle pad

and then proceeded with the second pad, followed by the saddle. I walked to the other side

and straightened out the cinch, then walked back over to pull the latigo through the cinch and

tighten. At that moment Cowboy put his head down as far as he could and bucked like a bronc

as much as he could while still tied to the post.

I calmly stepped back and laughed at him while I walked out of the barn and closed the door.

If he wanted to trash the place, he was going to do it without me in there. When I heard him

stop, I opened the door and walked back in and said “Really? This is how things are going to be

now?”

I rubbed him down on the neck and waited until his energy was calm again. I bent his neck a

few times from both sides for lateral flexion and continued to rub his neck. The saddle still on,

I reached for the latigo (still through the cinch) and slowly brought it up to tighten again. I gave

a little tug while one foot was ready to run out the door again. He looked at me and just stood

there. I gently pulled it tighter and took a sigh myself just as he sighed and licked his lips and

chewed. I tied off the cinch and proceeded with the bridle.

I walked Cowboy down to the arena slowly since I was still sore and hobbling. I believe at this

moment Cowboy realized something was wrong with me because his head came down and he

walked slowly just next to me. I walked him around the arena a bit and had him do some
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circles. I worked on his bending and I gave him a big rub down all over his body then back up

to the barn to remove his tack.

In the end, we don’t know what horses can do. We only

know that when, over the past thousands of years, we

have asked something more of them, at least some of

them have readily supplied it.

Jane Smiley

TALKING TO THE VET AGAIN

The following few days I continued to visit Cowboy and walked him around with his saddle on.

I wanted to keep my confidence with him up, and also show him that while I am listening to

him, he still needs to continue his progress.

A few weeks after I was bucked off, Cowboy’s regular Vet came to take x-rays of Moe’s (my

other horse) front feet. The 27 year old was showing signs of laminitis. Moe’s x-rays came back

ok, but showed that he came close to foundering in the past, explaining the sensitivity. While

Dr. Perkins was looking at Moe, she asked how Cowboy was doing. I told her the story of how I

was bucked off, and how he bucked while tied up the next time I saddled him.

We talked about the next steps for him which was to continue with the ground work I have

been doing. I mentioned to her that I wonder if he wasn’t started gently. If, being a ranch
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horse, he was broken in or perhaps started as a saddle bronc and decided that he didn’t have

enough buck in him. She laughed and agreed it could be a possibility.

WORKING ON A HORSE THAT BUCKS – RESPECT AND EXPLOSIVE BEHAVIOR

I was stumped as to what to do with Cowboy. The following weeks I continued to push him

with pole work and more cavaletti work. I researched for videos on dominant horses and

explosive behavior and found some of Clinton Anderson’s older videos. I’m not a fan of

Clinton. While he has some strong techniques, what he calls “respect” is a different version

from what I consider respect. This young woman put together a good compilation for

YouTube for some examples of him taking things too far. What I consider respect is equivalent

to the relationship I build with my horses. I respect that they are a very large animal that has

heightened senses and a fight or flight response and I ask that they respect my personal

space, and that I am a fragile human that is asking them to help me with a task (whether it be

my buddy on the trails, bringing their all in the show ring, or herding cattle from one pasture

to another). Our mutual respect for one another is a dance in communication as I learn their

language and they learn mine and we form a partnership. I do my best, when asking for

respect (and communication) to mimic what the head mare does to let them know who’s boss.

It could be a queue as subtle as a stare in the eyes and a grimace, or it could be a step

towards them with a flag in hand waving to get them to back off and give me space. I tried to

find some videos of techniques I use, but most natural horsemanship trainers use these

subtle cues while educating about something else. The best video I could find is Dr Robert M.

Miller’s video in which he talks about horse behavior. At this point he talks about herd

behavior and dominance in the pecking order (the entire video is very educational). He also

talks about “controlling the feet” which is a strategy I use with my horses. If you can keep the

feet moving and in a direction you’re asking, then you have a connection and a partnership. I

did find this video of Clinton’s where I liked how his assistant trainer handled this horse that

has explosive behavior. She’s methodical in how she asks for space and gets him to move his

feet. She swings the pole as a warning and taps when he doesn’t listen. Over time, this horse is

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=F116F64kcNg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=F116F64kcNg
https://youtu.be/bUiTv-ZzthQ?t=852
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=D09XuvQVQTI
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listening to her and respecting what she’s asking, and she is respecting the time it takes for

him to understand what she is asking.

One of the days I was at the barn working with Cowboy I met one of the ladies that frequents

there. I talked to her about the horse she had there with her and she asked me who I owned.

When I said “Moe and Cowboy” she laughed and said “Oh Cowboy. I’m sorry.” I paused for a

moment then asked “What do you mean?” and she added that he was such an asshole. Now, I

had called him that a few times, but it was in jest since I know he really isn’t. I responded “Oh

no, he’s such a sweetheart. Best horse I have ever had next to Moe. Sometimes he’s even

better than Moe.” She said “Really?”. I continued “Yeah, he’s come so far from where he was a

year ago. He’s respectful of my space, leads well, listens to the leg, bends nicely, is supple to

the reigns, rides bitless, and is good for the farrier.” She said “Oh, that’s good!” and I added “I

just need to figure out what is going on with his saddle. There’s something negative that he’s

associating it with. Not sure if it’s pain or some traumatic event that has happened in the past.

I just can’t seem to put my finger on it.”

While searching around for content on horses that buck, I found this video from Larry Trocha.

He takes you through videos of horses bucking and breaks down the signals leading up to the

moment they explode. I still (to this day) run the bucking scenario with Cowboy through my

head over and over, and just didn’t have any sign that he was going to buck. Maybe I was

distracted because I was talking to Audrey, but when going over that moment with Audrey she

says that she didn’t see any sign at the moment. Perhaps she was distracted by chatting too.

Regardless, as I mentioned before, there were signs leading up to the moment. The subtle

way he crinkled his nose when I put the saddle on, his energy coming up for a moment when

the other horse cantered, spooking at the corner of the arena with the hoses. They were so

subtle, and subtle enough that some horses (like my other horse Moe) would just continue

through without protest. I watched some more of Larry’s videos since his strategy followed

mine a bit. He will use slight pressure to ask for an action and wait a moment for a response.

When he doesn’t get the response he is expecting, he takes it to a slight next level, and so on.

As I have been finding videos these past few weeks as I write these blog posts (2-4 weeks after

my time with Cowboy ended) I found this video of trainer Don Jessop who is working with

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OH6LC32W4jY
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what he calls an “explosive horse”. This horse, he says, is calm and easy going until something

irritates him and he will explode. He works on some explosive techniques with the horse that I

had done with Cowboy. My strategies were some I had learned in the past working with my

trainer and other horsemen, and some I had developed on my own. The idea is to find what

the horse is sensitive to and how they react, then help them to desensitize them from

whatever it is and help to calm down. Either they try to find that calmness themselves, or you

be the herd leader that passes the calming energy that directs them to relax. There are some

points where Don gets out of sorts with the ropes he’s working with, I think mostly because he

trying to “teach” in the video and not staying focused. He even mentions that he is messing

some things up, so he’s aware of it. When working with a horse in these moments, I remind

myself to be calm for the horse that they are looking for, I stay focused on what I’m doing, and

help them find their way back to you through the “explosion”. This is all the work I have been

doing with Cowboy up to this point.

SUMMERTIME MEANT MORE WORK

Cowboy’s masseuse, Donna, continued to work on him during this time to help him to keep

working on his flexibility. Donna had mentioned that his back was stiff, so she had me push

slightly on his chest just at the girth until he rounded out his back a bit. She also asked me to

to walk him backwards up the hill to help build up his hind end. So for the couple of months

following the day that was bucked off, I continued to work with him 4-6 days a week. I worked

with him on the cavalettis, his small circles and onto bigger circles (now that he wasn’t falling

down and wasn’t crossing his left over his right hind at the canter). I walked him down to the

arena and when we went back up to the barn I turned him around for a couple of steps, then

worked up to several steps backing up the hill. I continued his lateral flexion (bending),

yielding to the leg (using the stirrup on the saddle), and we took one day off a week to just

walk around the property. As the summer days were getting warmer I used the heat of the

day to help him desensitize to the hose and boom at the wash rack. Cowboy was terrified of

hoses on the ground, and the hose on the boom at the wash rack is even scarier. On the days

I worked him good and sweaty, I walked him a bit to cool off then tied him up at the wash rack

and hosed his chest. He jumped the first several times, but learned that the cold water felt

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1ntzK6qRB_8
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good on his hot body. The black rubber hose going over top of him on the boom was still very

scary, but we were working on it.

In early spring I wanted to give Cowboy’s mane and forelock a chance to thicken up, since it

was very thin. The summer previously I had roached the mane and forelock on my other

horse (Moe), washed it with Fungasol shampoo, and followed with dousing it with M.T.G. once

a week for the first few weeks. Moe’s mane and forelock came back thicker and looked cute as

it grew back. I roached Cowboy’s mane and forelock and bathed him with Fungasol, following

up with the M.T.G. treatment. While his mane started to grow back thicker, it didn’t lay down

in the same cute way that Moe’s did. Cowboy slowly grew a crew cut. He looked like a 1950s

schoolyard bully with his flat top.

Through June and July 2021 I continued to work Cowboy from the ground over the cavalettis

and ground poles. I continued the different formations and added more complex setups. I

switched it up so that there was a cavaletti, a pole then a cavaletti. Sometimes having two

cavalettis on one side and one pole on the other, or three poles on one side and a cavaletti on

the other. It seemed no matter how much I switched it up, Cowboy was sailing over them with

ease. No more tripping over just the ground poles like he was when we started.

I started thinking that maybe he was finding a new calling. At 15 years old and retiring from

ranch work, he wanted to try jumping. The last week of July (into August) I set up a small jump.

Just a couple of cross bars on the lowest setting with a guide pole for the lunge line to slide up.

Just an inch higher than the cavalettis he’d been hopping over.

Even though I had him lunge past the jump just short of it to get used to the new object in the

arena he seemed to tense up when passing it. When I finally seemed to accept it, I stepped

toward the jump to ask him to go over it. He spooked a bit just before the jump and tried to

go around it. I gathered up the line, started him through the circle again and stepped behind

him to encourage him over the jump. His second time through he sailed over it. He did so well

that I took that moment to give him a break and put him away. I rubbed him down, hosed him

in the rack and walked up to the barn. I was so proud of him.

https://www.amazon.com/YOUNG-430440-20-Fungasol-Shampoo/dp/B00I99BFAS/
https://www.amazon.com/Shapleys-MTG-DL-Original-M-T-G/dp/B000QFMZS4/
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TRASHING THE ARENA

The following day I went to work Cowboy was on Tuesday, August 3, 2021. It had been a

couple months since I was bucked off. I woke up at 6am to the sun shining and the birds

chirping. With the smell of summer in the air I thought it would be a nice time to work Cowboy

that morning. I didn’t usually go this early since it could break my rule of “Horses have all the

time in the world, so don’t ever be in a hurry… out patience them“. If I had work that day and

morning meetings on my mind it could pressure us both to be in a hurry. This morning felt

different though. Cowboy had been coming along so well the last couple months. I had a few

moments where I felt I could probably get on him again without any explosions. I almost

hopped on him the week before, but there wasn’t anyone at the barn and I didn’t want to take

the risk.

I got dressed in my boots and Wrangler jeans, and drove the 2 minutes down to the barn. I

thought I could just throw the saddle on him and lunge him a little. No expectations this time

since he did so well with the jump last time.

I tied Cowboy up outside the arena and carried a couple of poles in for him to walk/trot over. I

untied him and walked him into the arena then turned him towards me and backed up as I

closed the gate and locked it behind us. He looked down at the pole on the ground and

stepped back, then continued to pull and turned the other way as the lunge rope burned

through my left hand. I tried to grab the rope with my right, but quickly remembered to favor

my bad shoulder and in my instinct to let the horse go (rather than try to hold the 1500 lb

animal) I dropped the rope and jumped over the slack line as he took off bucking to the far

end of the arena and stopped in the right corner. He stood there for a moment looking out at

the horses in the paddocks.

I calmly walked towards him, and asked him to “come come” and signaled with my hand (as he

was trained to respond to). He looked back at me and, with butt facing me still, turned to look

at the other horses again.



45

I tried the same compromise of him coming to me and me meeting him half way that we had

when I was bucked off, but he wasn’t having it. He just stood there. So I waited. I reminded

myself that I need to be patient. After a few minutes I asked again “come come” and signaled.

As I stepped towards him he turned around and ran to the left corner bucking like a madman.

He stopped there, and we repeated the process. I asked “come come” and stepped toward

him, he took off the other way like a bucking bronc.

We went back and forth for about 10

minutes in this same pattern. At one

point I laughed and said to him “Go

ahead, I got all day. I can cancel my

meetings.” Though I think I said that

more for me than for him. I even

managed to get a short video of his

crazy behavior and post it on

Instagram at one point. With each

step forward we repeated the

process. Back and forth, back and

forth.

30 minutes in and I managed to get

halfway down the arena, which

unfortunately put more pressure on

him. He turned from the right corner

to the left bucking and running. This

time he wasn’t stopping as he looked

like he was attempting to jump the

wall. A little panic set in with me as I

flashed back to my 15HH AQHA Mare

35 years prior in the same arena. She

was free running as I chased her
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around. She hit the same right corner that Cowboy seems obsessed with and jumped. Only

that Mare was too short to make it over the wall. She teetered on her belly hanging with front

legs on the outside, back lags inside . She raised her right hind leg scratching at the wall until

she hooked her hoof on the railing and hoisted herself over. Up the trail, out to the road and

into town she went.

Thankfully, Cowboy didn’t have enough running speed from bucking to get himself onto, or

over, the wall. His chest slammed into it and the nearly 40 year old wall bent at the pressure.

He bounced back, turned around and bucked to the other corner this time getting his head up

just in time to slam his chest into the other wall. The wall bent even more than the other side

did, knocking the drain pipe on the outside and crashing it to the ground.

The noise must have scared Cowboy, because he turned towards me and ran down the length

of the arena bucking as the under pad slipped out from under the saddle, dropping in the

middle. Now he was in the left front corner of the arena where the mounting block sits while I

stood in the middle. I laughed out loud at him again and yelled “Are you done now?” Since that

corner was blocked with the mounting block, he turned around to the right front corner

where Audrey’s chairs and gear for her lessons sits. She has the corner “roped” off with poles

and blocks as a, sort of, rail but that didn’t stop Cowboy. He bucked his way towards the

corner stopping just before the rail. He looked down just as I said my usual “Don’t be stupid”

phrase I use before he does something that could injure himself (or me). I ran a few steps

towards him and stopped just 10 feet from him. Cowboy stepped over the rail and my mind

flashed with all the possible scenarios of how he would get hung up in the chairs and

equipment and trash everything while hurting himself. I took a step backward and yelled

“Come on, you know better than this.” He stopped, looked back at me and stepped out of the

corner. I sighed with relief, but we still weren’t out of this yet.

Now 40 minutes since we entered the arena, Cowboy began bucking again heading towards

the wall just past the front right corner (that has the mounting block) as the second pad

slipped out from under the saddle. He slammed into the wall while his hind jammed right

through the old wood and broke the bottom three boards. He stopped and stood with his leg

in the wall then ripped it out and stepped away. He bucked again across to the other side,
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directly behind me. As the saddle rolled under his belly he bucked his way towards the corner

with the chairs. He stopped bucking and walked to the gate in-between the corners. He looked

up, snorted and stopped.

At 8:03 am (roughly 40 minutes after we started) I sent a text to Audrey with this photo. The

text read:

“I’m having some trouble with Cowboy this morning. He took out some boards on the rail. I’ll

pay to replace them and put them in for you. No broken mirrors at least.”

He took a few steps forward after the photo and I gave us both a moment to take everything

in. I didn’t want to keep pushing him, and at this point I was worried about the saddle being

under his belly.

He walked with his head down around the pad that was on the ground, turned towards me

and stopped. I took a step towards him as he stretched his neck in my direction as if to ask me

to come help him. I said “whooooaaaa” slowly and in a calming voice as I walked up to him,
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hand stretched out to connect with his nose. He reached out to my hand and took another

step towards me with his head down, ears forward and relaxed. I walked up to him at that

point, gave him a rub down on his face and told him that it was ok, “I’m not mad buddy, I’ll get

you out of this.”

I pulled the lunge line back to give him some slack and as he put his head up, I felt the need to

step back and take a photo of the saddle on his belly and the pad on the ground.

I walked back up to him, gave him a treat and rubbed his eyes (every horse's favorite spot)

around his face, under his head, his neck and all over his body as I walked around him. Now

that I trusted he wasn’t going to take off bucking and he trusted me to not put any pressure

on him, I stood at his side to get the saddle off of him.

I strategically placed my body just forward of his front right shoulder so he could jump

forward, or jump to the side, or back if he were to spook from the saddle dropping off as I

undid the cinch. “whooooooaaaaa” I said calmly and added “It’s ok, I’m here to help.”
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I undid the cinch and the saddle dropped to the ground. Thankfully, Cowboy stood there

quietly with his head down. At this point, he was pretty exhausted and trusted me to help him.

I walked to his left side and said “This is a good time to use that side stepping we’ve been

working on.” I looked down at him and added “You ready?” Then looked down at his shoulder

and tapped, saying “step”. He stepped sideways passing over the saddle, just as we had been

working on for the last several months.

I walked him forward and checked him over for any issues. I saw a hole just on the inside of

his hock, and a few scratches around it, most likely from his leg going through the wall.

Nothing major that I could see. He was standing just in front of the boards he put his leg

through and still breathing heavily from all that bucking. I took a video and photo to send to

Audrey. After that, I walked him over to the pad that was in the middle of the arena, then back

to the pad and saddle at the front. I pulled out my brass stud chain (for those special

moments when he’s wanting to pull), and put it through the halter. I didn’t want a repeat of

him jumping back and ripping the rope through my hand.

I dusted both of the pads off and threw them, one by one, back on him. I picked up the saddle,

and set it on his back. Holding him in one hand and slowly cinching up the saddle, I then

rubbed him all over.

With the saddle on, I walked him on the lunge line as he calmed down and cooled off. I used

my phone to cancel a couple of meetings I had that morning. One of the VPs at work was

messaging me, so I answered a few of his questions. I accidentally video called him as I

fumbled with Cowboy and the phone. He picked up, just as I canceled. He then messaged “I

was looking forward to seeing you.” So I called him back, and we video chatted for a bit while I

lunged Cowboy in a circle. When I hung up with the VP, I had Cowboy do a little trotting, and

one circle at the canter in each direction. Not too much work since he had roughly 40 minutes

of exercise already, but enough that he knew he needed to continue with what we were there

for.

https://www.horsejournals.com/popular/rescue-welfare/chain-use-vs-abuse-clarified-horse-experts
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I gave him a good rub down, lots of kisses, some bending and basic ground work, then back to

the barn to get put away. I had a few meetings that afternoon to get to, but returned that

evening to check on him and for his scheduled massage with Donna.

That evening, during his massage, Donna and Audrey both looked at his wounds. Audrey

talked to me about him possibly having a puncture wound that could get into the joint and

infect it. She told me how she knew a horse that got a joint infection and it was very serious. I

scrubbed the puncture wound and used a syringe to flush the hole with a dilution of

Chlorhexidine.

The next day I decided that Cowboy needed his own Instagram account. So I set one up that

was similar to mine and called it “MisadventuresofCowboy“. That day I uploaded the first

photo I took of him, and backfilled with a few in a timeline of our work the past 11 months. I

felt that his journey was so unique that it needed to be documented.

The following weeks proved to be even more challenging as the injuries he endured during his

buckfest led us to the emergency Vet, and surfaced underlying problems that explained the

bucking under saddle. While he had come a long way with his behavior, there was a lot more

to learn about what was physically going on.

https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B000HHNZVW/
https://www.instagram.com/misadventuresofcowboy/
https://www.instagram.com/p/CSKUQNaFAQ7/?utm_source=ig_web_copy_link
https://www.instagram.com/p/CSKUQNaFAQ7/?utm_source=ig_web_copy_link
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HEALING

There is a touch of divinity even in brutes, and a special

halo about a horse, that should forever exempt him from

indignities.

Herman Melville

CONVERSATIONS WITH VETERINARIANS

On August 3, 2021 Donna arrived late afternoon the day that Cowboy exploded to give him his

regularly scheduled massage. This time I had him at the wash rack by the arena since I was

scrubbing his wound. I am sure that after 40 minutes of him bucking around the arena and

the walk/trot/canter and bending exercises I still had him do after, did a number on his

muscles. She worked him over, and we talked about his behavior. Donna mentioned an

animal communicator to help me with my relationship with Cowboy, as she was concerned

that we weren’t connecting. I was open to the idea, but wasn’t sure if our connection had

anything to do with how he was behaving, but more related to something going on with the

saddle. It had to be either in his head because of some trauma, or something physical even

though the Veterinarian had repeatedly found nothing wrong. Donna looked at his leg and

was worried that it looked worse than what I was thinking. It looked bad to me, but I had seen

worse. I had been through wound care many times when I worked at the large animal

Veterinarian out of High School (30 years ago). Audrey was wrapping up her day with the other
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horses and came over to talk with Donna and I. She told me a story about a horse that had a

joint infection and almost had to be put down. I began to feel a bit of panic for Cowboy and

worried that he could be that bad. Audrey went into her supplies and brought out a syringe

and injected a dilution of Chlorhexidine 2% for Horses directly into the hole. She told me that I

should wrap it before putting him away.

Most of my vet supplies were from 10 years ago when my off track Thoroughbred injured

himself in the pasture. The wound salve was greasy, bandages were dirty and the bandage

wrap was gooey and caked with dirt. I am not a fan of wrapping wounds too often as I feel

they need the room to drain and the air to help them heal over. His hock was especially

difficult to bandage. I added a bit of the clean cotton I could find and wrapped his hock with a

polo wrap (since that’s all that I had on hand) just as Audrey said to. I wrapped and rewrapped

it a few times (similar to what is shown in this video) but it just didn’t feel like it was going to

stay (especially since it was wrapped with a polo wrap and not Vetrap). I went home that

evening and ordered Self Adhesive Bandage Wrap, Cast Padding, cotton leg wrap, Vet cream,

and wound repair on Amazon to be delivered in two days.

I woke up to a text from Audrey on August 5, 2021 (the next day) that his wrap had fallen off. I

was worried about that happening, and knew then I would just need to go to the barn 2-3

times a day and scrub his wound good while it healed rather than trying to wrap it. I ordered

more Betadine scrub, and Saline solution to dilute the Chlorhexidine with. Since I work from

home, I blocked out morning, afternoon and evening times for me to go to the barn and scrub

Cowboy’s wound to keep it clean. Audrey insisted (again) that I wrap the hock, saying “If it

were my horse I would have wrapped it.”. She grabbed me some cotton and Vetrap that she

had in her supplies. I wrapped his leg with it, but it slipped down again later that evening.

The morning and early evening of August 6, 2021 I walked Cowboy down to the wash rack at

the arena and hosed his leg off. I scrubbed it with the Tiger’s Tongue scrubber and diluted

Chlorhexidine then flushed the puncture hole using a small syringe. Around 8pm that evening

I changed into my evening clothes (ok… it was my pajamas, don’t judge) and was climbing into

bed when my phone rang. It was Alyce calling me. Alyce doesn’t call me, she always texts, so I

was worried that something could be wrong. I answered “Hey” in a sort of quiet (slightly

https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B000HHNZVW/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PbXBK1gzp9w
https://www.smartpakequine.com/pt/3m-vetrap-314
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B076ZRR1G8/ref=ppx_yo_dt_b_asin_title_o00_s00?ie=UTF8&psc=1
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B07Q6KQ1XK/ref=ppx_yo_dt_b_asin_title_o01_s00?ie=UTF8&psc=1
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B000HHM6B2/ref=ppx_yo_dt_b_asin_title_o09_s00?ie=UTF8&psc=1
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B000A6ZOHI/ref=ppx_yo_dt_b_asin_title_o01_s00?ie=UTF8&psc=1
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B07YNBHMKV/ref=ppx_yo_dt_b_asin_title_o01_s01?ie=UTF8&psc=1
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B07KQGSJ64/ref=ppx_yo_dt_b_asin_title_o07_s00?ie=UTF8&psc=1
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B07B1KZ75R/ref=ppx_yo_dt_b_asin_title_o06_s00?ie=UTF8&psc=1
https://www.amazon.com/Epona-Tiger-Tounge-Scrubber/dp/B073XT6JMD/ref=asc_df_B073XT6JMD/
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B000HHNZVW/
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frantic) voice and she immediately said “Jenn, It’s Alyce. Gaelen is colicking and Dr. Thorn is on

his way. Shelly said that Cowboy is down too and has been all day.” Shelly is the woman that

lives where I board Cowboy and Moe. She is also Shawna’s friend that was bucked off the

other horse when Shawna tried Cowboy out before buying him. Because of this, Shelly had a

place in her heart for Cowboy. I said “OK, I’m on my way.” and hung up.

I threw my clothes back on and slipped on my boots then raced to the barn. I drove up and

Rumor (Alyce’s Daughter) was walking her horse Gaelen. Alyce told me about how Gaelan was

acting funny that day and didn’t want to go into his stall that evening. When they came back

later he was laying down and stuck against the wall of his stall. They helped him get out and

called Dr. Thorn, the semi-retired Veterinarian that lived on the Island part of the time. I talked

to Alyce, Beth, Justin (who lives on the property and manages the supply store there) for a bit

and then decided to try to get Cowboy down the hill.

I walked up to Cowboy’s barn to see what situation he was in. On my way up there, I walked

past Rumor with Gaelen and saw the terrified worried look on her face. I recognized that look

all too well from my days at the Vet. So many times people brought their colicking horse in,

and by that point it was often too late. That terrified, worried look that later turned into

sadness as the reality of losing their horses would set in. I too felt that fear when my

Thoroughbred got colic. My only experience with colic up to that point was with the horses

that came to the clinic when I worked there. By then, it was too late for them and it was just a

matter of keeping them comfortable, or attempting a major surgery that still had no

guaranteed outcome. I later learned, with my Thoroughbred, that colic is common and horses

get through it very often. The key was to catch it early and treat it. I knew that Gaelen would

pull through this. I looked at Rumor and said “He will be OK.” she looked like she was holding

back tears as I added “You caught it in time. Just keep walking him and he will be fine. Trust

me.” and I continued up the hill to Cowboy.

Cowboy was laying down in the covered part of his paddock just outside of his stall. It was a

sight I had seen too many times at the clinic. There were signs of his legs thrashing around
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next to where he was laying and he was giving no signs of wanting to get up. I took a photo of

him in case I would need it for reference later, and then grabbed his halter.

I walked up to him (while he was still laying down) and put the halter on him. He resisted me as

I asked him to “come come” and gave him a little tug. I did it again with a little more tug and he

still didn’t want to move. I said “Come on buddy, you have to get up.” and gave him a few short

tugs to encourage him. He brought his front feet in front of him, grunted and settled back

down. I tugged again “Come on buddy you can do it. You HAVE to do this.”
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He rocked onto his front feet and pushed up with his hind end to a stand. His left hind leg was

swollen up like a balloon animal all dimply and bumpy like someone tried to make something a

few times and gave up. I gave him a good rub down on his face and then encouraged him

forward to see if he could walk. He put some pressure on the swollen leg and used it to step

forward.

When I could see that he was walking, I encouraged him through the little barn door and down

the hill to where Alyce, Rumor, her horse Gaelen, and some of the other folks at the barn were.

Dr. Thorn arrived while we were talking and while Alyce was telling him what was going on, he

looked over Gaelen. When they were done talking, I asked him if he would mind looking at

Cowboy when he was finished with Gaelen. He said that he didn’t have time for wound care

that night. I coerced him to check Cowboy’s belly since he was down and showing signs of

possible colic as well.

As the sun went down, Audrey showed up and Beth had left. We waited patiently for a while as

Dr. Thorn treated Gaelen for his colic. I chatted with Audrey and Justin as Cowboy rested his

head on my good shoulder (and I happily held him up). When Dr. Thorn finished up with

Gaelen and walked over, the sun had gone down completely. Audrey headed into the barn

saying “Let’s bring him into the barn.”. She flipped the lights on and went to check on Rumor

and Alyce with Gaelen. Dr. Thorn looked at Cowboy’s leg and immediately said “Oh, that

doesn’t look good.” then added “I’m sorry I said I didn’t have time, I didn't realize how bad this

was.” I told him that I understood and not to worry about it. He was looking at him now, and

that’s all that I cared about.

I told him the story of Cowboy putting his leg through the wall after 40 mins of bucking around

the arena. Audrey walked by at that moment and said “He probably has some wood in that

wound.”. Dr. Thorn got his utensils ready to gently inspect the wound. He looked at me and

said “I see the puncture wound here and this surface wound next to it.” then added “I’m going

to have to give him a local and see if I can dig anything out.”

He injected around the wound and asked me “Didn’t you live in Nepal for a while?” and I

answered “Yes, I worked with the horses there and owned a shop for a bit.” He then said “I

think last time I saw you I was treating your Thoroughbred.” I responded “Yes, I think it was
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when he colicked.” and we reminisced about Henry (my OTTB). I told him about how I sold him

to a young lady on the Island who was showing him Dressage and Jumping. As he dug around

Cowboy’s wound, I told him that I still had Moe, 27 years old, up on the hill with Cowboy. He

stopped, looked up at me with his headlamp on “Well, I can’t find any pieces of wood in there.”

he added “I am concerned, however, of him getting an infection in the joint.” He injected

Amikason and saline into the joint to give Cowboy a chance to start fighting the infection. He

told me that I should call one of the other off-Island Vets or possibly get him to Pilchuck, the

emergency Veterinarian in Snohomish (that’s 50 miles away).

Audrey walked up to us to see how he’s doing and I said “Well, I’m only going to say this once

and you’ll never hear it from me again… you were right.” She laughed and asked “He has a joint

infection?” then Dr. Thorn said “Well, that’s my concern, but I think if she can keep it clean and

get someone here to flush it properly then he might be ok.” I told him about trying to wrap it,

but it just wasn’t staying. He agreed to let it breathe and drain. He said that being on the hock,

it’s so tough to keep it wrapped especially when he had room to walk around in the paddock.

He gave me 3 doses of Nexcel to follow-up and said that Cowboy most likely needed a daily

joint flush, and wanted me to keep scrubbing it as I have been but see what the other

Veterinarian would want to do.

We wrapped up with Dr. Thorn and I put Cowboy away. At this point it was around 10pm and

Beth and Audrey were gone. All who were left was Justin in the corner of the arena with the

chairs chatting with Alyce as Rumor walked Gaelen under the old floodlights that lit up the

covered space. I told them what Dr. Thorn said and chatted with them about Gaelen for a bit. I

took Cowboy back up to his little barn on the hill and came back down to give them all

company for a while. I got more of the story from Justin about the place where Shawna had

bought Cowboy from. I said to Justin “I wonder if Cowboy was started as a saddle bronc but

didn’t cut it in the Rodeo so they made him a ranch horse and then sold to Shawna as a trail

horse.” I know it’s been done before, and just recently found this forum where some people

are talking about doing this successfully. In all my wracking my brain trying to figure out what

was going on that caused him to explode with the saddle, it’s one of the theories that could

make sense.

https://pilchuckvet.com/
https://www.horseforum.com/threads/retraining-the-rodeo-bronc.95049/post-1136825
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GETTING TO PILCHUCK

The next morning (August 7, 2021) I contacted Dr. Perkins to get her to the Island and look at

Cowboy but she said she wasn’t coming for a few weeks. I spoke with Tacoma Equine in the

morning while I was scrubbing and flushing out Cowboy’s wound and after answering some

questions and texting some photos the Vet there told me I needed to get to Pilchuck and get

him a daily joint flush ASAP.

It was Sunday, August 8, 2021 when I called Pilchuck to get him scheduled to go in. The office

told me I should talk to the Veterinarian there and they would have her call me back. Late that

morning, when I was finishing up cleaning up Cowboy’s wound and talking with Alyce about

Gaelan’s recovery, I got a call back from the Veterinarian at Pilchuck. I talked her through what

Cowboy did, what Dr. Thorn had worked on and what Tacoma Equine said to do. The Vet at

Pilchuck said that I needed to get him there the next day. The longer we would wait, the more

risk there was of the infection developing and getting worse, and therefore less likely he’ll

survive it.

I put Cowboy away and stopped at the shop there on the property on my way home. Justin

was inside and asked me how Cowboy was doing. I told him what was going on and that I

needed to find someone with a truck and trailer to help me get Cowboy to Snohomish from

the Island, so he gave me some names and numbers to call.

When I got home, I immediately sat down on my couch and began to call the numbers Justin

had given me. I also texted a few friends that I knew had trailers. At 1pm, I wasn’t able to get a

hold of anyone, and was really starting to panic. I posted on our local Island Facebook group

that I needed help. Around that time one of the ladies I had contacted (from Justin’s list)

returned my call. She said she had a truck and trailer, but that she wasn’t sure her truck could

make it that far as there were some problems with it. She said that she was getting it serviced

the next day so she could do it Tuesday if everything was fixed on her truck by then. I asked

https://www.facebook.com/groups/Vashonites/posts/2906225299616483


58

her to keep her Tuesday open and plan on helping me, but that I would keep trying to find

someone else.

I had gotten calls back from the other people on Justin’s list. Not one of them could make the

trip the next day. Alyce responded that she couldn’t because her truck’s ABS light was on and

she wanted to change the brake pads before a trip like that. There just wasn’t time for her to

do that by then.

Around 2:45 pm I texted this guy Rich who owns the construction company that had done

some odd jobs for me around the house. He mentioned to me (in passing once) that he

worked on a ranch and we talked horses for a bit. He had some trucks, employed some

people, and knew just about everyone on the Island. I thought if I could at least get a hold of a

trailer, that he could use one of his trucks to help me, or at least rent me a truck and get one

of his guys to drive us. Rich responded with “Fuck it sure”. He said that he had a party to go to

at 5pm where there would be lots of horse people he could ask for a trailer.

Still not hearing back from my two friends at this point, I started panicking even more and

called Pilchuck to see if they knew anyone in the area heading their way so that I could hitch a

ride. They gave me a number for a hauling company. I hung up and I quickly called them. I told

the woman at the hauling company that I needed to get Cowboy hauled the next day. She said

it was getting late in the day to be finding someone but that she would do her best and call me

back.

For 45 minutes I sat on my couch where I planted myself as soon as I got home that morning. I

hadn’t eaten. I hadn’t drank anything. I hadn’t moved other than dialing the phone and

tapping on the screen to text people. I just stared out the window into the garden in front of

my house. My mind was racing trying to come up with ideas and options. The phone rang at

4:45 pm. It was the hauling company again. “I have someone for you tomorrow. She can get

there first thing in the morning and get you and your horse to Pilchuck in Snohomish that

afternoon.” she said.
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“Oh thank you so much!” I exclaimed.

She added “It will be $788 total with the gas charges, ferry fare and hauling fees.”

At this point I didn’t care and told her it was good for me. I got off the phone with her and

texted Rich to let him know I found someone. He replied “ok I would have hauled him for ya.”

The cost of the hauling set in with me and I was worried that if Rich or I could get a hold of a

trailer then it might be better. I replied “I’m still looking for a trailer for you. If not, I’ll use the

expensive lady”. He replied back that he was heading to the party and would ask around. At

that moment I texted Alyce and asked her if we could borrow her trailer since her truck was

out of commission. Soon after that she responded that I most certainly could. Just as I was

texting Rich to tell him I got us a trailer, he texted me that he found a trailer. I let Alyce know

that we’re good, called the hauling company and canceled and let the other lady know that I

wouldn’t need her Tuesday after all. It was settled, and I was feeling a little bit relieved. It was

6:45 pm before I finally got off the couch that day.

Rich and his brother Dave showed up at the barn early the next morning. I finished scrubbing

Cowboy’s leg and gave him the last shot of antibiotics that Dr. Thorn had left me. I hobbled

him over to the trailer and while I walked him up he stepped in with his front feet and tried to

hop up, but just couldn’t do it. He pulled back on me when I tried a second time. He just wasn’t

going to be able to hop up into the trailer. Dave, Rich and I decided to move the trailer to the

small incline and position it so that Cowboy could walk down the incline and into the trailer.

Once the trailer was moved, Cowboy walked in no problem. I gave him some rubs and a treat,

tied him up and locked the divider in. I hopped into the passenger seat of the truck with my

backpack of snacks and my water for the day, and we drove off.

COWBOY’S WEEK AT THE VET

After a good 2 hour drive (including ferry wait time and the 15 minute crossing) Dave and I

arrived at Pilchuck to check Cowboy in. I pulled him out of the trailer and he hopped out no

problem. I then handed his lead to the Vet assistant and talked to her about what happened



60

to him before she took him into the clinic. As Cowboy walked away, he acted as if there was

nothing wrong with his leg. Dave and I both laughed at this horse that showed no pain. I was

hoping that was a good sign. Due to Covid they couldn’t allow us to wait inside, so Dave and I

sat outside on the bench. Dr. Richardson came outside after a while to talk to me. She

presented the expensive and invasive option, while in my head I am thinking “I can’t even ride

this horse.” When she was finished, I said to her “Here’s the thing. This horse isn’t rideable”

and proceeded to give her the quick version of how I got Cowboy, the work I had been putting

in, and violent bucking he did out of nowhere. She said “I can tell he has had a lot of

groundwork.”, I continued by telling her how I was “sucker bucked”, followed with him bucking

while tied up and then the 40 minutes of bucking around the arena that got us where we were

that day. She said “Ok” and presented a different option of a less invasive surgery that

followed with daily joint flushes for the remainder of the week. We worked out a plan together

that would give him his best shot and hope that he could pull through it on his own from

there. I left that day with my hopes up but also preparing for the worst.

The next day I went back to work sitting on the same couch I sat in while desperately trying to

find a way to get Cowboy to Pilchuck. I tend to throw myself into my work in times of stress

(which probably explains why I am so far in my career). I was so busy the entire day that I

didn’t realize I hadn’t heard from the Vet yet. I looked at the clock and saw that it was after

their closing time of 7pm. The next morning I called them in-between my meetings. I spoke

with the woman at the front desk and she assured me that Cowboy was doing well and that

Dr. Richardson would call me when she was finished with surgery.
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This photo was shot of the wood taken out of his leg after I picked Cowboy up.

The evening of August 11, 2021 (two days after I dropped Cowboy off and 8 days after Cowboy

injured his leg) I received a phone call from Dr. Richardson. She said that Cowboy’s surgery

went well the day before and he was a very good boy. She said that both wounds had

appeared to have been healing up nicely, but she had to cut them open again. The puncture

wound did not connect with the joint, but the test result did show faint signs of infection in the

joint fluid. She added that she dug around through the scrape next to the puncture wound

and found some small bits of wood lodged deep in there. When she continued to dig through

deeper, she found a very large chunk embedded in his leg. She said that she followed up with

a regional limb perfusion of antibiotics and injected the joint with Amikacin. In addition, he

https://www.drugs.com/mtm/amikacin.html
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had been given antimicrobials and anti-inflammatories. The bandage was changed that

morning and after the wound was lavaged, the joint was injected with Amakacin again.

I was glad to hear that Cowboy was doing better than the worse case scenario I was preparing

for. Though we weren’t entirely out of the woods quite yet.

Dr. Richardson continued with changing Cowboy’s bandage. She lavaged and injected the joint

with Amikacin again on August 12th.

I picked Cowboy up on August 13th after they changed his bandage, lavaged and injected his

joint again. They had also added a dose of Excede. I was instructed that I would need to have

another Veterinarian follow-up with the second dose on the 16th.

She directed me to change the bandage when needed, scrub the wounds (as I had been doing

before) and keep Cowboy on stall rest for the next week or so while walking him a bit more

each day to keep his leg moving.

BRINGING HIM HOME

Finding a ride to get Cowboy home was a lot less stressful this time around since I had the

week to figure it out. Alyce was so nice to take the time off of work on Friday (8/13) afternoon

using her trailer and the truck that Rich let Dave use on Monday.

You probably already figured at this point that, yes, it was Friday the 13th when I brought

Cowboy home. It was, for me, the luckiest day ever.

https://www.merckvetmanual.com/emergency-medicine-and-critical-care/wound-management/initial-wound-management-in-animals
https://www2.zoetisus.com/products/equine/excede
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Alyce and I on the way to
pick Cowboy up.

Parked at Pilchuck

\The Vet assistant showing me his leg wrap.

While picking Cowboy up, I asked if there was anything I could have done to prevent the join

infection. She told me that I went above and beyond. That Cowboy was doing so well because

of the higher level of care that I provided for him. We talked about the wood pieces, and she

assured me that there was no way I could have known they were there. She reminded me that

Dr. Thorn tried to find them, and he wasn’t even able to see anything. It took the surgery to be

able to get it all. The wound care I had done up until then, and getting him there in time, was

what was giving him a fighting chance.

I felt a little bit more at ease, but still felt I could have done more somehow.

HEALING

On the way home, Alyce and I (with Cowboy in tow) sat in the ferry line to get back on the

Island for a few hours (Friday evening at 5pm is generally not a good time to try to catch the

ferry). I pulled out all of the paperwork from the Vet and proceeded to go through it all. Alyce

and I looked over the description the Vet typed out on what she had done. We were looking

words up in Google and trying to figure stuff out (like we were some sort of Veterinarians or
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something). Just as we were getting on the boat finally, I started reading the aftercare

instructions. All of a sudden it donned on me to let Audrey know (ok, well maybe it was Alyce

that thought of it and told me).

I called Audrey from the ferry on the way home to talk about how we would work out his stall

rest. Cowboy’s paddock had a stall, but it opened up into his paddock and Audrey was also

worried about getting him up the hill, so she moved her little lesson horse to be Moe’s

neighbor and Cowboy would take her stall.

We pulled up and Audrey rushed to get the stall ready as I pulled Cowboy out of the trailer.

She put a hay net in there for him and instructed Alyce (since Alyce’s Daughter Rumor cleaned

and fed the horses) that we would need to clean the stall throughout the day. He was to also

have hay in front of him at all times. She told me (since she was on a roll) to check Cowboy’s

temperature 2x a day. Following with a stern “You are going to have to be here more.”

because she knows my work schedule doesn’t always allow for it.

The next few days seemed like an eternity. I blocked time out from my meetings to go to the

barn 3x a day the first few days. Dr. Thorn was scheduled for Cowboy’s follow-up on the 16th. I

logged Cowboy’s temp every morning and every evening. I cleaned the stall when it looked

dirty and bought extra bales of shavings to give him a lot of padding to lay down in. I took

photos and posted them on his Instagram account. When I cleaned his wound and replaced

https://www.instagram.com/misadventuresofcowboy/
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the bandage I posted updates. I even took videos of the few minutes of running cold water on

the wound to keep it soft to avoid any proud flesh developing.

Cowboy seemed to handle being in his stall full time pretty well. He especially enjoyed it as the

other boarders gave him some pets through the bars. I kept Shawna (Cowboy’s previous

owner) updated through text, and met up with her a couple of times. She stopped by his stall

and gave him a talking to. She texted me to say “I told him how lucky he was to have you,

among many other things… and make it clear he had done this to himself 😂”

COWBOY’S DAILY TEMPS:

● 8/14 8:44 am 98.7°

● 8/14 8:04 pm 99.4°

● 8/15 11:30 am 98.1°

● 8/15 7:05 pm 99.0°

● 8/16 7:57 am 98.8°

● 8/16 7:09 pm 99.2°

● 8/17 8:29 am 97.9°

● 8/17 7:19 pm 98.1°

● 8/18 8:13 am 97.5°

● 8/18 7:32 pm 98.2°

The summer days were long in daylight, and long for both Cowboy and I as I checked his

temperature and scrubbed and dressed his wounds daily. I was hanging around the larger

barn a lot more than usual. I got to know more of the other boarders and people in lessons

there. I introduced myself to unfamiliar faces, and answered questions for those who were

curious about how he was doing. As most horse people know, the chit chat that goes around

the barn tends to be a bit more intense than in most situations. At least, that’s been my

experience. However, I am not one to engage in it and generally stay away from the

https://aaep.org/horsehealth/understanding-proud-flesh
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conversations. Unfortunately, being the center of the talk that summer didn’t allow me to

avoid the conversations. Some of the chatter was positive, which was uplifting, but some was

negative. I had heard that people were impressed with how I had done so much for Cowboy

but in the same breath was hearing that people were saying it was my fault he was in the

situation. There were murmurs that I hadn’t cleaned the wound properly or spent enough

time with him after he was injured. There was even criticism for not owning a truck and trailer

forcing me to rely on other people to haul my horse for me.

This strong, confident and chill girl was not feeling her usual self in the weeks that followed. It

could have been the stress during those weeks from Cowboy being injured was maybe leaving

me ill equipped to handle the negativity. Alternatively, the things being said coming back to

me could have just been hitting me hard. Regardless of what was going on, I was most

definitely beginning to wear down.

QUALITY OF LIFE

THE SACROILIAC JOINT

On August 16, 2021 Dr. Thorn showed up for Cowboy’s follow-up and to give him his second

dose of Excede (as prescribed by Dr. Richardson at Pilchuck). Dr. Thorn and I went over

Cowboy’s Bute dosage and wound care. Since Dr. Thorn likes to allow the wound to breathe.

It’s what I was taught when working for the Vet, sort of an “old school” way of thinking, but

seems to be the most effective way to heal. We came up with a plan to not wrap his leg, but

continue to scrub the wound as I had been doing several times a day. Cowboy’s appointment

was at 11am in the morning, which allowed Dr. Thorn and I a bit more time to talk about

Cowboy than we had the last time.

I told him the story of how Shawna had gone to upstate New York to ride Cowboy with Shelly.

That was when Shelly was bucked off of the other horse. The funny thing is that Cowboy was

calm as can be while the other horse was freaking out. Shawna liked Cowboy so much that

https://pilchuckvet.com/
http://www.omafra.gov.on.ca/english/livestock/horses/facts/info_pheny.htm
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she bought him and shipped him to our Island where she planned to use him as a trail horse.

After Shawna had Cowboy for a while, she wanted to learn Dressage and started to train with

Audrey. It was months after Shawna bought Cowboy, and a few months after Dressage

training started, that he bucked Audrey off. Shortly after, he bucked the other woman and she

broke her pelvis. Shawna had lost confidence with him, and sold Cowboy to me. I told Dr.

Thorn about how Cowboy wasn’t aware of my personal space at first. I mentioned how he was

cantering with his left hind leg crossed over his right, and how he would fall down sometimes.

I talked about the groundwork I put in and eventually got on him then was bucked off. Then

his bucking while tied up just a few days later. I covered how I worked on building up his hind

end and worked on cavalettis then the jump before he injured himself bucking for 40 minutes.

Dr Thorn listened to it all and asked clarifying questions when he felt he needed a bit more

information. It was a lot to cover, and a lot for him to take in.

As I was talking Dr. Thorn walked around Cowboy touching him on his neck, his back, and his

legs. As I was finishing up, he stood directly behind Cowboy and said “See how his left hip is

lower when he stands?” Then he added “I don’t know if that’s his injury or if he has a sacroiliac

joint problem.” I asked if that explains his leg when cantering and he responded with “It could

be.”

Dr. Thorn suggested that I follow-up with Dr. Perkins once we get the leg completely healed

up. We talked about treatment options and when Audrey walked by, I stopped her and told

her what he was saying. She mentioned that there was a horse she knew with sacroiliac joint

problems that got an injection and he was good to go. I had renewed hope for Cowboy in that

moment.

VET CHECKUP WITH DR PERKINS

For the next two weeks I visited Cowboy two, sometimes three, times a day. Checking his

temperature, running cold water on the wounds, scrubbing them, rinsing with diluted

Chlorhexidine, and finishing with the wound repair I had bought. I continued to help Rumor

(Alyce’s Daughter who cleaned stalls daily), Lauren (the one who cleaned on the weekends,
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and who rode Cowboy on the trails when Shawna first had him) and Audrey keep Cowboy’s

stall clean. There were times that the stall was filthy (by my standards) so I found myself

pulling out a lot of the shavings and replacing them with new ones. With Cowboy’s leg

remaining unwrapped, and he was in his stall 24/7 I wanted it to be kept spotless.

Cowboy’s temp was holding steady throughout each day and his wound was healing up really

well. It felt like Cowboy was pulling through this and on his road to recovery.

On August 28, 2021 I took Audrey and Alyce to a nice sushi dinner in Seattle. Unfortunately I

planned the night at the same time there were two major sports games going on. T-Mobile

Park had a Mariner’s game and at the same time Lumen Field had a Sounders game. We spent

a good part of an hour driving around the area trying to find parking (including a wrong turn

through the new 99 tunnel). I finally gave up when I passed down Edgar Martinez Drive S and

pulled into the garage across from the stadium. Alyce and Audrey say to each other “Does that

sign say ‘event parking $70’?” I spoke with the attendant who told me the price (confirming the

$70) when both Audrey and Alyce yelled “Noooo” at the same time, and we all broke out

laughing. I explained to the attendant that we have dinner reservations and have been driving

around for an hour. She said “oooooh, you picked the wrong night to go out for dinner.”

Audrey and Alyce both laughed again. The attendant took a minute then said “Let’s do this, go

ahead and pull up to that spot right there and I’ll charge you the motorcycle rate.” I said “Deal”

and gave her my credit card. Thank goodness my Mini Cooper fit in the motorcycle spot.

At dinner, Audrey and I made the call to move Cowboy back up to his paddock. He was

showing signs of getting antsy in his stall, so it would be good for him to be able to walk

around in the confined space just outside of his stall. Instead of walking him up and down the

hill, I made a plan to walk him around the long way to the arena down the more gradual slope.

This gave him the opportunity to walk a bit more as he continued to heal up.

Beth had scheduled Dr. Perkins for a standard farm call on September 1, 2021 (just a few

weeks after Cowboy returned from Pilchuck. I included Cowboy on that visit so that she could

check on him and I could talk to her about his sacroiliac joint. When it was our turn, I told her

the story of Cowboy bucking around the arena for 40 minutes in more detail. I followed with

https://goo.gl/maps/ahswqPoXBfF8byYXA
https://goo.gl/maps/ahswqPoXBfF8byYXA
https://goo.gl/maps/wH26x3xF7jVVHQuu9
https://goo.gl/maps/PSq5QxnWSqpJ7Wxh6
https://goo.gl/maps/ppkiTBzszb5NFQYf7
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the joint infection, going to Pilchuck and what Dr. Richardson had done. I added that Dr. Thorn

looked him over and mentioned the sacroiliac joint as a possible cause of all of this bucking.

She said “We were talking about him on the way over here and that was going to be my next

suggestion. I really don’t know what else it could be.” I replied “If it’s not that, then maybe he

was started as a bronc and turned into a ranch horse and then for trails.” She perked up and

said “Yeah, that’s definitely a possibility.” Then she looked down at Cowboy’s injured leg saying

“It’s healing up really nice”. She then looked at his back “We could give him an injection and

see if that helps with the bucking.” she added. I quickly jumped in and said (sort of

sarcastically) “I really don’t want to go through the ‘see’ part with him.” We both sort of

chuckled and then I asked “Is there some sort of test we could do to know for sure?”

“You can take him to Rainland in Woodinville and get a bone scan done.” she said.

“Will we know for sure then?”

“Yes.”

She wrote me a referral for him to get his bone scan (Nuclear Scintigraphy) at Rainland in

Woodinville. I was feeling hopeful that this could be the last piece of the puzzle.

Alyce was there as Dr. Perkins was looking in on her horses as well. Gaelen had recovered

from his colic nicely but needed a hock injection. Alyce asked me how Cowboy is doing so I

told her that he is healing well. I mentioned the bone scan that I could have done for him. Of

course, that would take another trip, but this time in Woodinville (not as far, but just as long). I

asked if she was up for a couple more road trips (there and back) and she was happy to help

me out.

When I called Rainland in Woodinville to get Cowboy’s bone scan scheduled they told me that

it would be a few weeks before they would have the room for him. Thankfully this gave me

plenty of time to work with Alyce in getting our schedules figured out to haul him there and

pick him up at the end of the week. I spent the time with him healing up his leg, walking him

more and more each day and trotting him a little. We also continued with bending, leading

https://rainlandfarm.com/veterinary-services/imaging/
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around and switching up, backing up and all the other basic groundwork we had been doing

from day 1. With all of this time spent he had become a dream at the wash rack with the hose

to where I was able to bathe him while tied up no problem and I could pass the boom over

him without him panicking.

In all of our walking around, Cowboy had learned to just pay attention to me and follow

without any prompts from me. I could walk, stop and back up and he would just do the same.

All while remaining directly to my right. On September 19, 2021 I spent some time and braided

his mane to try to get it to lay down, and on September 22, 2021 I posted this photo of him on

Instagram of him putting his head on my shoulder and stretching out his neck (something he

did quite often). Our relationship had grown very solid to where Cowboy not only trusted me,

but he learned that he could really rely on me to be there for him.

GETTING COWBOY’S BONE SCAN

Getting Cowboy to Woodinville was much easier than that time thatI had to get him to

Snohomish with one day’s notice. On October 3, 2021 we dropped Cowboy off at Rainville in

Woodinville, WA. I took some photos of where he was staying for the week, and home we

went.

Cowboy was with the Vet for a week, getting his bone scan scheduled and waiting for the

results to come in.

https://www.instagram.com/p/CUAyhNzLulu/
https://www.instagram.com/p/CUJfLywlfbL/
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On October 8, 2021 Dr. Robert V. Fleck left a voice message for me:

Hi Jennifer, This is Dr. Fleck and I've got everything here. Unfortunately, cowboy has a

number of issues that go from his pelvis and shoulder, left Hawk, left stifle. It looks like it

might be arthritis in his neck, his right elbow. I'm afraid Cowboy’s showing some age and

some significant wear and tear. I wouldn't even know where to begin treating. I think all

these things point to retirement and maybe trail rides. I wish I had a lot more to offer you.

I immediately called the Vet back, but there wasn’t an answer so I left a message with them. I

texted Shawna immediately and told her that the Vet called and said that there was a lot going

on. I then called my Mother to let her know what was going on and to get a pep talk from her

while I waited for the Vet to call me back.
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THE DIAGNOSIS

At 11:32 am that morning (just before I was leaving to meet Alyce to pick Cowboy up) I was

able to talk to Dr Fleck on the phone. He went over all of the damage that was showing in the

scan in detail.

He repeated what he had said in the voicemail. Cowboy’s neck, shoulder and pelvis all were

showing damage. We talked about the scan showing his recent injury in his left hock, but his

stifle was showing damage as well (from his recent injury, or possibly from something before

we don’t know for sure). He mentioned some osteoarthritis in his head (where the neck and

head connect, just below the ear canal) which had caused a sharp bone spur that was

stabbing him constantly. He also talked about the sacroiliac joint showing some problems (as

expected). He said that he needed to be retired, or possibly allow small children to ride so as

not to put much pressure on him. I mentioned his history of violently bucking under saddle, to

which he agreed that Cowboy wouldn’t be a good riding horse for anyone. He mentioned that

the ground work I had put in was showing in his behavior. He mentioned how they would ask

him to put his hoof in a certain position and he just did it and held until they moved him again.

He was surprised that Cowboy would be dangerous, but also understood why he would be

bucking when he was in such pain all the time.

We talked about possibly pasturing Cowboy to live out his days. Dr Fleck mentioned a few

different pain meds in combination that we could put him on and at the fourth med I stopped

him and said “I want to be realistic here and do what’s best for Cowboy. Do you think it would

be best to put him down?” he immediately responded “Yes” and added “When you consider

the quality of life for him, it would be the best option for him.” I asked him some more

detailed questions and he added “You don’t have to make any decisions right now.” I then said

“That’s good. I’ll pick him up today and keep him as comfortable as possible while I figure

things out.” I then thanked him and quickly drove to the barn to meet Alyce.

My short 2 minute drive down the road, a left turn onto the property and down the dirt road I

fought back tears. I pulled up to the barn and saw Shawna bringing her saddle into the tack



73

room. She had just finished up her lesson that morning. I hopped out of my car and jumped

into Alyce’s truck and she walked up to the driver’s side and opened the door to get in. She

must have noticed the sad look on my face because her smile dropped immediately. I said to

her “Get in, and let’s just go.” I added “I spoke to the Vet who did the scans and it’s really not

good.”

Alyce closed the door and we drove around the corner as Shawna was coming back out of the

tack room. I forced a smile and waved at Shawna so as not to worry her before I could talk to

her in-person. Alyce said “What’s going on?” and I repeated what Dr Fleck and I talked about as

best as I could, but probably did a horrible job explaining since it was all spinning in my head

like a bowl full of letters not ready to put into words yet.

The drive there took us roughly 2 hours as I tried to make sense of what was going on and

wracking my brain on what to do with him. I knew that I definitely was not going to do any

more circles with ground poles or cavalettis. Cowboy was going to get all of the treats I could

give him and all of the love I had to give for as long as I could. I wanted to be sure I was

making the right decision on our next steps, so felt I needed to consult with Dr. Perkins and

Dr. Thorn.

When I arrived at Rainville, I walked into the office and told the girl at the front desk that I was

there to pick Cowboy up. She walked Alyce and I into the back where he was and I poked my

finger through the bars of his stall saying “Hi buddy” while holding back the tears and the

crackle in my voice. He sniffed my finger and made his little “er er er” sound when he is happy

to see me. I turned to the front desk lady and said “Can I pay my bill now? … or?” She

responded “Sure! You can pay your bill now if you want.” As we walked back into the building,

Cowboy let out a big whiney and Alyce said “Awww he doesn’t want you to go.” I turned back

“That was him?” She said “Yeah, that was him.”

“Awww” I said as I looked back, but continued to the office.

As I paid the bill the girl in the office told me how much they loved having him there. He was

such a sweetheart and very well behaved. I told her how I had done so much work on him,
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and gave her the quick run down on all that we’ve been through so far. She said “You can tell

that someone loves him for sure.”

When Alyce and I drove off and arrived at the ferry dock to wait in line for the next boat, we

had some time to look over the scans and paperwork that was sent home with me. Some of

what was in there made sense from my days of working at the Vet just out of High School, but

it still seemed like greek to me. Alyce spoke to her Daughter, Rumor, while she was finishing

up her stall cleaning duties at the barn. Rumor had asked what was going on with Cowboy

since Shawna had talked to Audrey (with Rumor there) just after I texted. Alyce told her a very

quick version of what was going on while I Googled some of the terminology that was in the

report.

INSTAGRAM POST WITH THE SCANS: WHAT THE REPORT SAID:

● Left hock mild-moderate diffuse IRU
● Right forelimb elbow, shoulder and

navicular mild IRU. Elbow 27% ROI
shoulder ROI is 11%

● Left forelimb navicular mild IRU
● Left hindlimb stifle and hock IRU
● Pelvis both SI regions moderate IRU
● Neck/Head Dens intense focal IRU (Vet

notes that this is more intense than
acceptable).
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I had texted Shawna the above bulleted list that afternoon and mentioned the possibility that I

would need to put Cowboy down. That evening we followed up with a few texts as she tried to

make sense of what was going on as well. Shawna and I had a planned lunch for the next day

with another lady at the barn and Alyce, so we decided to wait to talk about it more then.

That night I was utterly exhausted both mentally and physically. I had such a big and difficult

decision to make ahead of me and I just couldn’t fathom how I was going to possibly be able

to do it.

From the injury to his leg from 40 minutes of bucking around the arena, the $7,800 vet bill to

fix it, through the process of healing him up then another $2800 for the scans, we had both

been through a lot. Who would have thought that after all of that time, love and money that

he had so many issues going on that he wouldn’t ever recover. Those short three months

turned into the most stressful and worrisome that I have experienced in a very long time. In

the end, I was relieved to finally know that Cowboy wasn’t an “asshole” but that he was a kind

and gentle horse that did his best not to let his pain show. When he couldn’t take it anymore

he just wanted people off of him and that saddle was gone too.

I ultimately ended that time with an entirely new understanding of him but with a dread of

what was going to come of him in the weeks following.

IS THIS GOODBYE?

THE FIRST, SECOND AND THIRD OPINIONS

After Cowboy’s bone scan (Nuclear Scintigraphy) at Rainland Farm Equine Clinic in Woodinville,

WA (just a ferry ride and 1.5 hours drive from the Island we live on), I spoke with Dr Fleck on

the phone just before leaving to pick him up. Dr Fleck said that Cowboy’s sacroiliac joint was

https://rainlandfarm.com/veterinary-services/imaging/
https://rainlandfarm.com/


76

showing some problems as expected but his neck, shoulder and pelvis were all showing

damage. In addition to his recent injury showing in his left hock, his stifle was showing

damage as well, which could have been from his recent injury, or possibly from something

before (we don’t know). There was some osteoarthritis showing in Cowboy’s head, where his

neck and head connect which had generated a sharp bone spur causing a constant stabbing.

It was obvious now why he was bucking the way that he was.

Towards the end of our conversation, Dr. Fleck agreed that it would be best to put Cowboy

down.

While I was coming to terms with the decision, I wasn’t ready to make that call quite yet. I

wanted to talk with Dr. Perkins (Cowboy’s Vet throughout Shawna and I owning him) and Dr.

Thorn (who discovered the Sacroiliac issue).

I emailed Dr. Perkins a copy of the scans and waited for her response. A few days after, she

responded with “I think it’s reasonable to put him down….or just turn him out, but I wouldn’t

feel obligated to do that especially not knowing if and when these things could affect his

overall quality of life.”

“Quality of Life” those three words rang in my head as I flashed back to being a fly on the wall

for so many conversations that Dr. Nichols had with owners of his patients 30 years ago. I left

my job, working for the large animal Veterinarian, because of the people. The owners of the

horses, dogs, cats, etc. that I came across during my time there were frustrating. So many

times I saw people deciding to put their animals down when they still had some time left, and

so many times I saw people prolong their animals suffering when they should have ended it.

Was I making the right decision with Cowboy? Was I saying to just be done with this when he

could live a comfortable life as a pasture pet for someone? Perhaps that is what was supposed

to be of him when Shawna bought him. He was a retired ranch horse being sold as a trail

horse, but maybe they had it all wrong then. Maybe he shouldn’t have been ridden at all.

As I spoke to friends and family about the situation, we seemed to come to the same

conclusion. As I thought about “quality of life” for Cowboy, what sort of life would he have as
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we managed his pain as best we could through so many medications? What if I found a nice

home for him in a pasture and over time they think he’s ok because of the nature of how he

doesn’t show his pain, and then ride him again? I couldn’t bear for him to continue to suffer. I

was even feeling guilt for what I put him through with all of the work to build up his hind end.

The cavalettis and then the small jumps. Hindsight is 20/20 and I know I can’t go back and

change anything, but I also couldn’t help feeling guilt for what I had put him through. The least

I could do at this point is listen to the Vets now that we know more about Cowboy and make

the best decision for him.

I had texted Dr. Thorn the same day that I emailed Dr. Perkins and heard back from him on

October 13, 2021. It was around the same time I had gotten Dr. Perkins’ email. I met Dr. Thorn

in his office on the Island to go over the scans in more detail with him. He looked through the

scans trying to make sense of what all was in there, and read the notes sent from Dr. Fleck. He

looked up for a moment and said “Bone scans are informative, but should be used as a

guidance and not a definitive diagnosis.” at that moment I leaned forward to listen intently to

what he was saying, “The scans will get darker where there is heat. Usually from inflammation

due to an injury, infection or possibly a tumor of some sort.” We looked at the scans together

and he pointed out all of the darker spots that were showing up in Cowboy’s various body

parts as we read the hand-written notes that were jotted down in various places by Dr. Fleck.

Dr. Thorn pointed out a few bad spots, and also noted the left hock where Cowboy was

recently injured. He leaned back and said “It appears he has osteoarthritis of the cervical

articular facet starting with C2 and C3.” I looked puzzled, but also intrigued since this is the

part of the conversation I truly enjoy. I missed learning “veterinarian things” (as I call it) since I

stopped working for the Vet 30 years ago. At that point Dr. Thorn explained how the joint

connects. Like a sort of hinge that locks in just below the ear canal that connects the neck and

head. He pulled out an old text book he had and opened up to some diagrams of the horses

head and neck as he pointed out where the joint is located. I asked him if that’s why Cowboy

liked to put his head on my shoulder and rest. He excitedly replied “Possibly. Yeah!” He then

asked if I wanted to see a horse skull, to which I exclaimed “Yes! Do you have one?” He jumped

up and pulled on a string that was hanging down from his ceiling. “I have a few of them!” He
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exclaimed as he unfolded the ladder and climbed up into the abyss that was his attic just

above his desk.

I could hear him fussing around above me as he moved things around and dug into, what

sounded like, boxes. “Here it is!” and he came down quickly with excitement. He then showed

me where the joint connects on two different skulls. One of the skulls had the bone spurs he

was talking about. “Is that the ear canal there then” as I pointed to the funnel shaped hole

where the horse's ear would be. He said “Yes, and see where it comes out this side just where

the bone spurs are poking?” as he pointed to the other side “Some horses will have trouble

hearing which causes them to start spooking when they weren’t before.” I said “That would

explain why he was so focused on everything outside of the arena and not on me when I first

got him.” Dr. Thorn replied “Possibly, Yes!”

Everything in that conversation was explaining Cowboy’s behavior for the last year. I pulled

out his past paperwork from all the Veterinary workups, massages from Donna and the

chiropractic work that Shawna had hired to be done. Stiffness in the neck was consistently

mentioned throughout all of the documentation. I said to Dr. Thorn “The first time he had his

feet done with me, his neck felt like a rock.”

“Oh really?” said Dr. Thorn.

“Yeah, I thought it was tension from stress or anxiety from being shod. That’s when I started

working on his lateral flexion focusing on coming back up high rather than down low.”

“That’s good.” he responded.

It was all coming together in that 2 (almost 3) hour conversation I had with Dr. Thorn. I felt like

the pieces of the puzzle that were missing were finally found. They had just been lying under

the rug just next to the table where we could barely see them. We had just lifted up the corner

of the rug, and viola, there they all were and now we were just finishing up the puzzle.

Unfortunately, this also meant that Cowboy was damaged beyond saving at that point. Dr.

Thorn came to the same conclusion that the others had. He said “I will support you if you
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decide to put him down.” also mentioning “quality of life” during the lengthy conversation. We

decided on a general timeframe for Cowboy to coincide with Dr. Thorn’s schedule on (and off)

the Island. He would be gone for a few weeks and agreed to text me when he was in town

again to make arrangements.

Horses change lives. They give our young people

confidence and self-esteem. They provide peace and

tranquility to troubled souls, they give us hope.

Toni Robinson

SHOULD I GO TO VETERINARY SCHOOL?

Back in August, as I was going through the conversations with Dr. Perkins and Dr. Richardson

from Pilchuck (the emergency facility in Snohomish) for Cowboy’s joint infection I had

mentioned to my Mother that I sort of missed that Veterinary stuff. My heart races and my

blood pumps with excitement when I get into conversations regarding wounds, surgery, after

care and all the in-between. My Mom said to me “Why don’t you go back to school?”.

I had a moment of panic when she uttered those words. I am 48 years old. I make very good

money in my well established career at Microsoft. Not to mention I wasn’t the best student 30

years ago when I finished with High School, and College wasn’t much better. All the things I

mentioned to my Mother in response to her statement to which she retorted with “People go

to school when they are older all the time. Some even find they do better.” she added “You did
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well in the classes you were interested in. Maybe now you’ll have a different mindset and be

able to learn easier.”

From August through October (when Cowboy got his scan results) I seriously thought about

going to school. I know I don’t want to leave my job, but my role allows me to work from home

which provides me time to study. If I take 1-2 classes a quarter then it shouldn’t take away

from work, and should be just enough that work wouldn’t take away from school. I also

reminded myself of why I left working for the Vet in the first place. I can’t stomach sitting idly

back as I watch people abuse animals and expect the Vet to “fix” it. I couldn’t go through not

saying something as they put an animal down that still had some life, and keep animals alive

when they shouldn’t be just because they don’t want to live without them. I couldn’t bear

seeing puppies and kittens being bred by puppy mills and backyard breeders and not be able

to put a stop to it. If I were to become a Veterinarian, then it would be purely for me. Not a

career, but because I just want to learn. I could possibly use the D.V.M. degree to volunteer in

organizations like H.A.R.T., spaying and neutering in the villages to help control the rampant

populations.

The possibilities are endless, and the reasons why I should do it were outweighing the reasons

not to. There were no excuses left.

THE PHOTO SESSION

In the weeks following, Cowboy was given pain medication to help manage things. He also got

all of the love that I could possibly give him. I drove to the barn 5 days a week, sometimes

twice a day, to either give him some loves and treats or spend some time going for walks

around the property.

There were no more expectations of him other than to follow me around like a puppy dog and

get showered with love.

https://www.hartnepal.org/
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I wanted very much to take the time we had to have memories of Cowboy that would last

forever, so I scheduled Rick Dahms, a local Island photographer, to take photos of Cowboy

and I together.

On Halloween 2021 (October 31st) Rick arrived to get some photos of Cowboy and I. Audrey

was kind enough to let some of the others at the barn know we would be there and to give us

some time. She wrote it on the calendar so that we could have the arena and the time to

ourselves.

Rick set up the big light between the wall and the middle of the arena and I walked Cowboy up

to it as he flashed it a few times for him in hopes that there wouldn’t be any drama. Cowboy

perked up, but then settled back down as if the light was just a nuisance rather than a big

scary monster out to get him. He stood with his body towards the end of the arena and then

looked to the right of Rick and the light as Rick snapped the first few photos.

I previewed the first few photos, and they were exactly what I wanted. I wanted to try to get

the same pose, but with his nameplate on his halter. Rick moved the light a bit and I

repositioned Cowboy as Rick’s wife tried to get his attention (so his ears would be up). The

next set of photos proved to be much more difficult as we moved Cowboy, shook the whip for

attention, snapped the shot, previewed and tried again. We started to realize that that right

ear (the one he would shy at, and had the plaque build up in) might have been hard of hearing

due to the osteoarthritis (bone spurs).

We did manage to get some good shots, however I also noticed that his nose was “crinkly” (as I

call it) and he was reluctant to put his ears forward. Perhaps this was because he was

uncomfortable even just standing in the arena. I was also noticing that my senses are now a

bit more heightened as I am now more aware of his very subtle cues of discomfort.

https://rickdahms.com/
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A nice shot of Cowboy and me together.

First photo, but it doesn’t have his nameplate
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Now we got his halter with the nameplate. Lauren’s idea to get him with the custom
saddle.

A couple of the ladies who owned horses that were boarding (and in training with Audrey)

showed up to ride. Since we were taking a while, I told them they could use the arena as we

moved to the barn to get photos of Cowboy with his saddle. When we moved into the barn

and got all set up, I hid a few treats in crevices of the saddle and Rick snapped a lot of great

photos with the fancy new custom saddle I bought for him.

Our final shots were back in the arena with the light and the saddle on Cowboy (though not

cinched up so as not to hurt him). I got into the shots this time with him this time so we could

have our relationship forever stamped in time.
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IT WAS A TUESDAY

Shawna had told me the story of when she had to put her older horse she had prior to

Cowboy down in his last days. She had a friend haul Cowboy to her place on the South end of

the Island and walked him slowly up the hill. Dr. Thorn had put her horse (Mac) down, and he

was buried up on her hill. Shawna had a large statue of a horse placed over Mac’s grave to

where she looks up and sees him whenever she wants. I thought it would be nice to have

Cowboy next to Mac if Shawna was comfortable with it. I called her to bring up the idea, and

when talking to her she offered the space before I could even get the words out. Shawna and I

had seemed to always be on the same wavelength when it came to Cowboy.

On October 29, 2021 (2 days before Cowboy’s photo session) Dr. Thorn texted me that he was

in town for a few days. I didn’t want to try to schedule him that Sunday after we took the

photos, as I wanted us to have time, remembering my first rule with horses “Horses have all

the time in the world, so don’t ever be in a hurry.” so I tried to get everyone involved

coordinated for Tuesday November 2, 2021.

Throughout the day that Monday I texted Alyce to get ready with her trailer and texted Rich

(who’s Brother Dave helped me get Cowboy to Pilchuck) to see if he had a backhoe to dig the

hole and bury Cowboy. Once they were confirmed, I called Shawna to let her know we would

be there around 10:30 in the morning. Soon after I talked to Shawna, Dr. Thorn confirmed

with a phone call and we discussed the details of how we would do this. We can’t use the “pink

stuff” as I call it (during my days at the Vet) on the Island as it will contaminate the

groundwater. We discussed a gun shot to the head. I was worried about Shawna sitting in her

house and having to hear it. He also presented the option to give Cowboy a heavy sedative

and then inject another into his spine to complete the process in a very humane way. I liked

that option, so we planned out the details of when to meet and where.

After a sleepless night, Tuesday cam sooner than I ever wanted it to. I scheduled Alyce with

the trailer for 10:30am, so I drove up 45 minutes before to give me time to get Cowboy and

spend a bit of time with him. I drove down the road and turned onto the dirt road of the
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property. As I bipped and bobbed through the potholes I felt my eyes tearing up. I pulled up to

the lower barn by the arena and saw Audrey and Beth talking by the arena wall. I learned a

trick that if you clear your throat it will stop the tears. Something I had to do often in the tech

world I work in so as not to cry in meetings (sometimes I cry because I get angry at

someone/people and can’t for it is inappropriate in a corporate environment with mostly

men). I began clearing my throat with one “hem” quickly followed by another.

I parked my car still fighting back the tears for fear they would see me. Audrey looked over

and shouted “Hi Jenn.” while she waved. I responded “Hi!” trying to keep my voice from

crackling. I walked past quickly, around the corner of the barn and up the hill to where

Cowboy and Moe were. I unclipped the latch for the door and opened it up to the small barn

and the view of my two boys looking back at me from opposite ends as they always do. Moe

let out his usual “er..er..er” and I lost it.

I sobbed.

The kind of sob where you can’t catch your breath. The sobbing that’s reserved for extreme

loss of a loved one or family member. I sobbed so hard that I couldn’t even get enough breath

to clear my throat and stop it, so I just let it happen.

I told myself “It’s ok to be sad now.”

I leaned on the rail of Cowboys paddock as he buried his head in me using his nose to get into

my hair, my jacket collar, and then my arms. I reached up and went to hug his head as he

pulled away… because… he’s Cowboy. He then put his head down for me to rub all of the

favorite spots. I sobbed while we went through our usual routine. Rub the eyes. Rub between

the eyes. Rub the side of his face. Rub under his head.

I took a deep breath and grabbed his halter one last time. I unclipped the stall guard and

dropped it to the ground and held the halter out for him to put his head in. Cowboy dropped

his nose into the halter and I slipped the top over his ears and clipped the throat latch buckle.

I said “Come on boy.” as normal as I could muster up for him and lead him across to tie him
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up. I unclipped his blanket one last time and slipped it off of his back. I grabbed his brush and

started to curry his fluffy hair he was growing from the cold fall air. Then the soft brush to

smooth out the now ruffled coat from the circular motion of the curry brush.

I stepped back and took my phone out for one last photo.

I loaded my pockets with two large handfuls of treats and walked down to the lower barn with

Cowboy. I wasn’t sobbing anymore at this point, but had tears coming down my face as I

walked up to Alyce waiting for us with her trailer. She looked at me and said “Do you need a

hug?”

I nodded my head, fought back tears some more and said “Yeah.”

She put her arms out and Cowboy and I walked up to her so I could get a hug. Audrey walked

up to us with tears welling up into her eyes and said “Well, he may have been a pain in the

butt but he was a good boy.” as she held back tears and put her arms out to give him rubs and

pets. She added “At least we know why now.” and we all talked about the last few weeks for a

bit. Audrey mentioned that she was noticing the pain he was in now that we know. She said he

didn’t want to go out onto the hill with Moe and while the 28 year old Moe would run to come
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for his food at mealtime, Cowboy always walked very slowly. His discomfort was very clear,

despite the pain meds we had him on.

I loaded him up into Alyce’s trailer and followed her in my car to Shawna’s house. I don’t

remember if I talked much that morning, or if I was silent. I think I was in a state of lull most of

the day from that point on.

When we got to Shawna’s I pulled Cowboy out and handed Shawna and Alyce some treats as

we shoveled them into his mouth and gave him lots of rubs. I don’t remember what we talked

about and I don’t remember how we made it to the top of the hill where Mac laid to rest, but I

remember Dr. Thorn driving up to Shawna’s and making it up to the top of the hill where we

were. I do also remember Shawna and I talking about where we wanted to lay Cowboy. She

said that it was up to me, but I wasn’t in a mindset to make any decisions while holding his

lead line with him eating grass. I remember sort of waving my hands and gesturing where he

could be while we talked about it. Shawna went down to her house because she couldn’t bear

to witness him going down. Alyce stayed to keep me company.

With just the three of us there, Dr. Thorn began the process with a shot in the neck. I hugged

his head and said “You’ve been a good boy Cowboy.” There was a pause for a few minutes

while it took effect on him. Then another injection into the bloodstream. There was a pause

from Cowboy again and then he wanted to lay down. I held his lead line and let him stumble

his way down to sleep. I said to Cowboy loudly “You’re a good boy” to ensure that he would be

able to hear me through all the sedatives. Dr. Thorn took the large needle for Cowboy’s spine

and asked me to check his reflexes for him. Somewhere in the process I was in a different

mode. It was almost as if it was 30 years ago and I was back working for Doc Nichols

monitoring a horse during surgery. Cowboy slipped away as I checked his reflexes and I

repeatedly said “Good boy” loudly while rubbing his face.
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Cowboy’s final resting place

At that moment Dave, and one of their workers, showed up with the backhoe to dig Cowboy’s

final resting place. Dr. Thorn showed me a skull he had brought in his truck where he injected

it into Cowboy’s spine and I, once again, was fascinated to learn and ask questions.

While Dr. Thorn and Alyce left, I stuck around as Dave dug the hole, pulled Cowboy in, and laid

the dirt back over him. Dave had dug up a large stone while digging and set it aside to lay on

top of Cowboy’s grave as a nice marker. A gesture that did not go unnoticed.

Dave and his helper pulled away and Shawna and I chatted by the site one more time. When

we walked back down the hill I turned back and took one last photo of his home.

FINAL THOUGHTS

I learned so much from my one year with Cowboy. I learned to listen more when it comes to

what horses are trying to say. I learned that when a horse is acting up and my gut instinct is

that there is something going on, to pay attention. The bone scans are a procedure I will

definitely consider earlier if I end up in a similar situation. I would rather spend the money to
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get a better picture than keep on with the vet exams, x-rays, chiropractic work, massages, etc.

I understand now that nothing that I did could have changed the outcome.

I also feel comfortable in that I did everything I possibly could at each step in the process.

Shawna and I meet now and again and talk about things. We comfort each other in that we

both did the right things given the situation we were in at the time.

I have enrolled in school to start over again. I have a long term goal, and plan, to do my best to

get through school while still maintaining my job at Microsoft. If I make it through, then all of

my work volunteering and any horse I help thereafter will be dedicated to my time with

Cowboy.

I am looking for another horse to be Moe’s pasture buddy, and for me to provide a good

home for. I know a little bit more of what to look for physically. I look at how they are walking,

and the subtle cues they might provide of any discomfort. Are they in pain? Have they been

mishandled? Will I be the home that is good for them going forward?

It’s inspiring how a person can grow so much in one year with the influence of just one

magnificent creature. I owe so much to Cowboy and I really just can’t express how much I

have learned.

A true horseman does not look at a horse with his eyes, he

looks at his horse with his heart.

Follow me for more of my adventures at themisadventuresofjenn.com

Follow Cowboy’s Instagram, and Like his photos from the past.

https://themisadventuresofjenn.com
https://www.instagram.com/misadventuresofcowboy/

