Cleaning Stalls ~ Pitching Manure

I had been a Wellness educator, a Program Designer, a Workshop Facilitator and a
Camp Director, but at the age of 38, I found myself unable to find work in my field
of study. I was nearly flat broke. For six months I searched for a job, wrote many
resumes and cover letters, and had numerous interviews with many organizations

in the area of my passion, Health and Wellness; but nothing! No work.

I was on the verge of selling my car. I had been surviving on cheerios and tofu
dogs for weeks. My refrigerator was empty. I realized in desperation, it was time to
go to plan “"B”, and to look elsewhere. I remembered that after I graduated from
college, one of my housemates had a boyfriend who refused to take a job that was
below his education and not in his field of study. There was a certain pride he
carried that prevented him from finding alternative work. I remembered that pride,
and the impact it had on others as he became more and more dependent. I realized
that where there is pride, humility does not exist.

In my younger days I had been an equestrian rider for fifteen years. I had owned a
horse, stabled horses, and cared for horses. I noticed in the local newspaper that
there was a job available for a part-time, temporary stall cleaner at a nearby horse
ranch. I thought, “I can do that. I know how to clean a stall!” I actually still had
permanent calluses on my hands from many years of holding and using a pitchfork.
It was work, and that’s what mattered at the time. I did not want to become
dependent on others because of pride.

The position at the ranch involved filling in for a person on vacation. When I
arrived at the stable, I immediately went to work, pitchfork in hand. I was happy to
be outdoors, around such amazing four-legged creatures. I cleaned and bedded
stalls the old-fashion way, banking the sides with straw to create nice soft bedding.
It felt good to be physical. My body knew it well.

I had not been around horses for nearly twenty years, and never around horses
that lived in the desert of Tucson, AZ, where there was no grazing, or fields to romp
and run and roam. It felt strange to me. The horses were strange too, misbehaving,
bored, fat and uninspired. For three months I observed, worked hard, walked the
property, watched the behavior, and listened to their spirits...asking, what is
missing?

This was a riding school, as well as a stable that boarded horses. In total, there
were 100 horses! Many boarders had left because the care was not up to standard.
I watched as staff moved horses around from corral to corral, without consideration
for the friendships between corral mates. I watched kicking and biting and chewing
on fences. And I watched bickering between instructors and those that fed the
horses.



Mostly, however, I observed a total misunderstanding of the nature of a horse’s
basic needs in a desert habitat?

All this time, I continued to clean stalls and corrals; and slowly over the course of
three months, conversations with staff members made it apparent that I knew a
thing or two about horses, their psychology and their nature.- Even I was surprised!
I guess my old boy, Yoyo, whom I owned for twenty-six years, was guiding me,
heart to heart, reminding me of the spirit of a horse. He and I had roamed the
orchards and fields together in the Shenandoah Valley of Virginia. He continues to
be a teacher to me.

The owner of the ranch caught wind of my conversations, and the next thing I
knew, I was given the privilege of being the new Manager! Just like that! I never
imagined that I would go from part-time, temporary stall cleaner, to Manager. This
is when I became aware of the importance of trusting what life brings. I had no
idea that responding to one thing would open to another, especially when the path
does not initially match the mind’s idea of where higher education is suppose to
lead.

Through listening and observing the true needs of both staff and horses, we made
some radical and very innovative changes at the ranch. Some just stood and
watched, wondering what this crazy eastern woman was doing here in the desert.
Then, slowly, respect and recognition from the horse community and staff started
its ascent.

I had grown up with an enormous amount of outdoor freedom, and so did the
horses I rode. I knew the side effects of confinement and the absence of the natural
grazing impulse. I saw it in these Arizona ranch horses. They were constantly
agitated or lethargic, looking for trouble. They lived in small corrals where they
grazed on manure droppings and the wooden partitions that separated them.
Grazing is a natural impulse for a horse. They would chow down their morning
pellets or high-powered hay in fifteen minutes, and then have nothing to do for the
rest of the day, except misbehave. In addition, there had been no regard for
moving horses around and the bonds that they create with their corral mates.
When my own horse Yoyo died, at the age of thirty-two, his field-mate lay down
beside him and flung his head and neck across his dead body in grief. Horses bond
deeply!

I was humbled by the opportunity to raise the quality of the way these animals
lived. I felt inspired and grateful.

We rebuilt the corrals to be larger; and we used pipe so they would not gnaw on
the partitions, a nasty side effect of boredom. We changed the hay feeding to a
grass and alfalfa mix. This allowed them to eat for hours, like grazing, and still get
their nutrition, and not get fat. We raised the feeders off the ground, and narrowed



the steel rods so they could not pull the hay onto the ground. Sand colic was
rampant in the desert. This strategy also slowed down the eating, chewing and
digestion process, more like grazing. The old patterns of biting, kicking and
gnawing stopped. Bored and over-weight creatures became calm, slim and happy
horses. It was a delight to behold.

Best of all, we built a turn-out field, where every horse could run freely twice a
week with their corral mates. Some of the older horses who had never been turned
out on their own, had no idea what to do with the freedom once the halter was
taken off of their heads. One by one, it would slowly occur to them. First they would
look at us in confusion. As we coaxed them to "go on," they would first trot and
then slowly break into an all-out run. Tears streamed down my face every time I
saw the freedom come back into their bodies, as their heads and tails would rise
with absolute joy. The sparkle came back into their eyes. They ran with abandon. It
was an amazing privilege to honor these animals with their heritage.

I knew that freedom was also the heritage of mankind, but to see this freedom so
clearly demonstrated in the hearts of these horses, opened a deeper recognition of
freedom in me! In my heart of hearts, I longed for something deeper—to bond and
love and roam about the fields of this planet earth, with a wild and open spirit, and
a gentle heart. It was thrilling to witness and be in this spirit together, horse and
human.

Other clues began to surface at the ranch indicating that we were on the right track
with the changes. There was an increased enrollment of students; the number of
horses being boarded by private owners tripled; and staff members glowed from an
ease and sense of support they had never experienced before. It had become, a
workplace with heart.

Every morning I made it a habit to walk the length of the ranch, all twenty-three
acres, checking horses and fences. One particular morning, I remember, the sky
was cobalt blue, the air crisp, and the animal kingdom calm. I was overwhelmed
with gratitude for my good fortune in working with these large creatures and good
people. Then, in the next moment, I was struck with the clarity that it was time to
go. My work was finished. Immediately I resisted. "No way!" was my first thought.
Why would I leave an environment where I could have the raw earth under my feet
and the sky as my ceiling, not to mention the incredible staff we had assembled,
amongst these magnificent animals?

And yet, once again, time to trust what life brings through intuition and awareness,
and not argue. It was time to go. Life was calling.



