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What Is It About the Horse?

by

Bert Entwistle

“There is something about the outside of a horse that is good for the inside of a man” - Will Rogers

Just what is it about the horse that fascinates so many people?  What is it that causes so many people around the world and throughout history gravitate to this large, hairy, often obstinate creature like bears to honey?  To some like myself, growing up where the nearest horse was in a riding stable 30 miles from my house, it has always been something of a mystery.  To others, it’s as natural as any traditional family relationship.

Along about 5,000 years ago man figured out how to catch and domesticate wild bands of horses.  Humans had been domesticating dogs, goats, sheep and cattle for hundreds of years, and something wandering around the prairie as large as a horse looked to the natives like a good source of protein.  Eventually, as grains, vegetables and fruits became a more common food source, some brave soul, sadly unknown to history, decided he was tired of walking and climbed onto the back of one.  What a ride that must have been!  It might be called the ride heard around the world, because from that moment forward the course of human history was changed forever.

“History was written on the back of a horse” – unknown


Famous horses are nearly as numerous in the pages of ancient history as their riders.  From the mounts of Julius Caesar and Alexander the Great, to the large hollowed out number that cost the people of Troy their city; horses have been in the forefront of the advance of civilization.  The horse became the tool to explore new horizons, carry loads, and conquer new lands - especially the “conquer new lands” part.  
In the western hemisphere, the first horses hit land on the second voyage of Columbus and Spanish explorers like DeSoto and Cortez brought horses with them in their expeditions to conquer and colonize the Americas.  Previous to these famous explorers, the horse hadn’t existed in the western hemisphere for about 40,000 years.  In the Americas, until the appearance of the steam engine in the nineteenth-century the horse was quite literally everything to society.  The horse not only represented an important tool for work but in time became a symbol of your status and a way to display your success to your friends and neighbors.  As progress moved forward and the horse became less important to commerce, people began to keep them and breed them for certain characteristics and use them as much for pleasure as they did work.
Famous American horses were being remembered in song and verse, and memorials were built in their memory.  General Custer’s horse, Comanche, became famous as the only survivor of the battle of the Little Bighorn.  General Grant rode Cincinnati and General Lee rode Traveler, both horses were nearly as well known in their time as their riders.  Racehorses like the great Man O’War and Hollywood horses with names like Trigger and Silver fired the imagination of millions of us in our formative years. 

Although I loved the idea of owning a horse as a kid, for some reason my dad just wouldn’t let me have one.  At age eight or nine, our conversations after I watched The Lone Ranger usually went something like this; 
“Dad, I really want a horse, will you get me one?”
“No”

“Why not?”

“You have nowhere to keep him.”
“I can keep him in the back yard.”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Not enough room.”

“Why not?”

“Your mother is calling you.”


The fact that our small backyard in town was hardly big enough for a dog and a picnic table never really entered into my thought process at the time.  My desire for a horse eventually faded – about the time I discovered girls if I remember correctly.  


As I began to get more involved with photographing and writing about the west, I began to meet a lot of people that clearly had some kind of a special connection to horses that I never experienced.  I really do love horses, I love to ride on occasion and I love the feeling I get when I do it, but I confess - I don’t really want to own one.  I love the history and romance of the horse, but I know I will never have that special connection that some of my friends do, so I went in search of a few of them to help me try and understand it.
“To me, horses and freedom are synonymous” – Veryl Goodnight

I caught up with Aaron Ralston, professional trainer and horse lover from Silt, Colorado at a clinic in Colorado Springs, I thought I might get his take on what makes the horse special for so many people.  Ralston grew up on a small ranch in a remote part of Colorado using horses as an everyday tool.  He made the decision to make horses his living and has become one of the most successful trainers in the business.  He has recently expanded to include other disciplines like reigned cow horse because he felt the need to get back to the working ranch style horses.

“I wish that I could say that there was an obvious pull to them (as a kid), but when I was growing up, horses were a means to accomplish something, and we used horses to gather cattle – to work.”  It wasn’t until Ralston was in his twenties and working for someone else in the horse business that he realized he may have a special feeling toward horses and that he might be able to make them his life’s work.

“For me, what’s special about the horse is building the relationship.  To ask my horse’s to do something and to actually build on that is such a reward for me.  I believe that it even goes deeper as far as me providing for a creature and its survival - not only its physical well being but its mental well being.  The horse reflects, to me - nature,” says Ralston.  “It brings me closer to God, or the spirit of the universe that makes things flow.  It brings me back to a more centered type of life.”


As the value of the horse began to change from everyday work tool to an animal used for pleasure, a few people found the old-fashioned horsepower method still worked for best for them.  In particular, cowboys and traditional ranchers not only use them but breed them for use on the ranch.  

Still in search of what it is that attracts people to the horse I tracked down my cowboy pal Mike Tompkins and during a break in his calving put the question to him.  I asked just what makes him want to spend his life working with horses, what is that special connection you have with them?


“Basically, they’re my main tool for taking care of cattle, that’s what I do,” said Tompkins.  “They’re like a hammer to a carpenter.”  This is a common answer from working cowboys everywhere so I wondered if he would take care of cattle if he woke up tomorrow and the horses were gone and there were only four-wheelers.  The answer was unequivocal.  “No.  I like taking care of cattle, I like taking care of animals.  They’re like kids; they depend on you for everything.  Same way with the horse.  I love my horses because they’re my friends, my workmates – my everything.  They depend on me for their well being.  I dearly love horses.  They’re just like having a kid, I always like to see one progress and do right - again, they’re solely dependant on me.”


Mike and I are about the same age and we both grew up watching Roy and Dale riding Trigger and Buttermilk.   Although the horses and cattle in the movies and TV always intrigued both of us, Mike’s pull for animals always remained strong.  Life without horses would be hard for him to imagine.  “Your life would be way empty – way empty.”

The romance of horses has always created a strong pull for thousands of people, and today there are so many different disciplines in the horse world that it’s nearly impossible to keep track of them.  Often, the reality of owning a horse, especially for recreational purposes can quickly overwhelm the owner.  The cost of maintaining and caring for the horse can take the shine off of the romance fast.  Real horse lovers, those with that special connection understand what it takes and are prepared to do what is needed to keep the horse in there life.

In today’s horse world the working ranch horse is fast becoming one of the fastest growing disciplines.  People are starting to feel what it is like to use the horse for work.  They like the feel of working a cow from horseback and ranch horse associations are becoming more and more popular.  Today, everyday people are discovering what most working cowboys have known for a hundred and fifty years – the pleasure of working cattle from the back of a horse.

Sylvia McComber grew up living a life that many kids like me thought would be perfect, on an isolated cattle ranch in northern Montana.  “I always had a horse, but I never had any instruction,” recalls McComber.  “We just didn’t have much contact with the outside world.  We had no TV or anything like that, and in those days you didn’t get near the telephone – at least kids certainly didn’t.  My horse was just a companion sometimes, something that contributed to the adventure that a kid wants to have.  And, we had a lot of country, so I could go all over the place on horseback.”  

When she wasn’t riding for fun and adventure, there was always the work of moving cattle and general ranch work.  After college and some time in the rodeo world she moved away from home.  “As I got away from home, moved away from Montana and became familiar with the horse industry, (after meeting her husband Jack, a professional trainer) I think I just had a lot of natural instinct on how horses felt and reacted.”

“It was a fun experience for me to start expanding my experience on getting to ride trained horses and show horses.”  McComber started riding a lot of two and three year-old horses training and selling them and adding to her knowledge and love of the animal.  

“Competition and accomplishments are really fun, but what I just really enjoy is taking the baby colts, when they’re weaned and halter breaking them and just getting them confident around people.  I think that the reason that I enjoy doing that so much is because they are just a blank piece of paper,” says McComber.  “Each one is different, and their response is different.  There is a different kind of love that a person is rewarded with from an animal, it’s a pretty unconditional kind of love – it’s pretty uncluttered.”   

When my oldest son Jeremy was about eight or nine he was into the cowboy world, John Wayne was his hero and every time we saw a western movie or TV show our conversation usually went something like this;

“Dad, I really want a horse, will you get me one?”


“No.”


“Why not?”


“You have nowhere to keep him.”


“I can keep him in the back yard.”


“No.”


“Why not?”


“Not enough room.”


“Why not?”


“Your mother is calling you.”


Since our back yard was even smaller than the one I grew up with, (it would only hold a dog and no table) I thought it would be obvious to him, but you know how kids are.


There is a common thread that comes up in my conversations with these and other people in the industry that I have talked to over the years and there is a special connection these people have that I don’t, I understand that.  Terms like rewarding, unconditional love, honest and commitment are in nearly every conversation about horses I have.  The true horse lovers that use them for work and pleasure are also very practical people that understand not only the value of a horse but what is required to keep them.  They know of the romance but they also know of the reality – and only someone truly committed to animals can understand how they feel.  For me, I am waiting for one of my grandchildren to show an interest in horses so Jeremy can finally hear the words; “Dad, I really want a horse, will you get me one?”
end

