In the Shadow of Equus

When the Pain is Too Much
The Four Legged Therapists
of Healing Hooves
BY MARGARET EVANS
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ome pain is too painful to touch directly. It seems
so much easier to wrap it up, push it away, or
throw up defenses — for a while, anyway. But pain
has an insidious way of lingering, interfering, twisting,
and tormenting.
Eight-year-old “Sam” was small for his age. Life had
been good for him until he changed schools. Then his
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parents grew increasingly alarmed as they saw a change
in him. He withdrew, never brought friends home, and
let his grades plummet. He wouldn’t talk except to beg
his Mom each day not to send him to school. Counselling
failed and his parents were at the end of their rope until
they noticed that the one thing Sam cared about was his
pet guinea pig, Benji.
Picking up the link, they took Sam to an Animal
Assisted Therapy (AAT) program where he started talking
to the dogs and goats. Then he met Rosie, the horse,
standing by herself in a corral. His counsellor, Sue
McIntosh, showed him how to “join up.” Sam walked and
Rosie followed. Sam ran and Rosie trotted behind him.
And when Sam, with a gentle hand on her nose, asked her
to back away, she did.
Sam started to laugh, telling Sue that Rosie was so big
and he was so small, but she did as he asked. He felt
empowered. And he started to tell Sue about the bullies at
school. As Sam’s self-confidence returned, he talked to his
parents and his teacher and, through the help of Rosie,
they found ways to address the bullying.
Many years and miles later, Sue McIntosh now runs
Healing Hooves in Cremona, Alberta, where clients —
children and troubled adults — benefit from her years of
expertise helping people through their pain, grief,
isolation, or impacts of abuse that can lead to anxiety,
depression, addiction, or self-harming behaviours.
McIntosh is a Certified Canadian Counsellor and she
established her facility in 2000. Healing Hooves now
houses six horses and ponies, five cats, two bunnies, and
one dog. They are the “professionals” working with
McIntosh and providing therapeutic care through the
Equine Facilitated Counselling (EFC) and AAT programs.
“I have about 15 to 20 clients right now, although now
is my quiet time of year,” said McIntosh. “I try to keep my
left: The horses in the Healing Hooves program are kept
emotionally healthy and safe for work with the help of Sue
Falkner March and through lots of time spent with Sue McIntosh.
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above: Children and adults with a variety of
problems are helped through the Equine
Facilitated Counselling and Animal Assisted
Therapy programs available at Healing Hooves.
client load quite small so I can be more
available to those I’m working with. During
spring and summer, we have groups and
camps, so we are working with more people.
Some clients I have been working with, on
and off, for a number of years. Some I see for
just a couple of months.”
McIntosh said that most of her clients are
referrals from social services: children who
have not done well in other forms of
counselling. Most of these children often do
not trust counsellors and are cautious of
people trying to “make them talk.”
“Many have had negative experiences with
professionals in general in the past,” she
explained. “Some come because their
behaviour has been getting them into trouble,
often a lot of aggression (that is) sometimes
directed towards others and sometimes
toward themselves. Other concerns can be
addictions, high risk sexual behaviour, selfharming, eating disorders, and usually lots of
conflict with caregivers.”
She said that a vast majority are
diagnosed with oppositional defiant disorder
and many are diagnosed with anxiety. But a
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right:
Sue McIntosh is a
Certified Canadian
Counsellor and
established Healing
Hooves in Cremona,
Alberta in 2000.
CONTINUED FROM PAGE 17

right: Children who
have been told they
have behavioural
problems or a bad
attitude can often
relate to horses such
as Dubh, who left his
career as an eventing
horse due to
behavioural issues.
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lot of them have one thing in common: they have
experienced too much separation (physical and/or
emotional) from the important people in their lives and
have been exposed to family violence. The sum experience
has made life overwhelming, so they build defenses to
protect themselves.
“The long term effects of this lead to the problems that
are more visible and obvious,” McIntosh explained. “But
underneath they all need to feel safe, loved, accepted for
who they are — not who we think they should be — and
understood. This is often what the horses can do for them
when they can’t accept or receive it from a human
counsellor. This gives me a context and a ‘bridge’ to start
from to help them.”

McIntosh’s horses have come to her with their own life
histories. Some have experienced violence, abuse, loss, or
discouragement, and their path to Healing Hooves is one
that has helped them as well as those who need their help.
There is Skye, a half Arabian who was anxious and
scared of things such as vets, needles, loud noises, and
seeing something for the first time. There is Dubh, the
eventing athlete with behavioural problems, Disa, who is
quiet and friendly, and little timid Cutie. To help the
children identify with their problems and find solutions,
McIntosh has developed a line of fiction stories around
the horses.
“A couple (of horses) come from difficult, possibly
abusive histories of their own which makes it even easier
for the children to connect with them,” said McIntosh.
“They really feel that the horse understands where they
have been and what they have experienced.
“One is an eventer who was retired early. My clients
like to explore him being retired for having ‘behavioural
problems’ and a ‘bad attitude,’ as that is how many of
them have also been described. It’s often amazing the
insights the kids can have into what the horses have or
might have experienced and what they pull out of that.
“(Other horses) I have bought specifically for their
temperament and their training is ongoing. I work with
Sue Falkner-March, who is an advanced instructor in
Centred Riding, TTEAM, and Connected Riding. She helps
me work with all of my horses. A key part of this is to help
keep them healthy emotionally.”
McIntosh spends as much time with the horses as she
can so that she can predict what they will do in certain
situations. Being able to read how they are doing is key to
their wellbeing and her clients’ safety. Plus, having a good
relationship with them is important for her clients to
witness and experience.
“I realise I am very fortunate to be able to do the work I
do,” said McIntosh. “It’s not always easy work but it is very
rewarding. I get to spend my time with children and
horses (so often it does not even feel like work, even when
it’s minus 30 degrees out there!). As much as I witness
much pain with my clients, I also get to see wonderful
transformations and healing happen. It’s all an honour
and a privilege to be a part of. Even after all these years of
doing this, I am constantly amazed by some of the things
my clients are able to overcome, the hope we are able to
find and foster, and the power of the connections they
form and sustain with the horses. Often it feels like they
are the teachers!”
McIntosh said that through the training offered, she
meets many other people wanting to get into this field of
work. But it is not the easiest thing to develop given the
start-up capital required. It requires long term support
from people, as well as faith in what you are doing and
why you are doing it. It is not an easy or quick way to
make money.
“But if you truly believe in the value and potential of
this work and are prepared to commit the time, finances,
and hard work it entails, then the non-financial gains are
immeasurable,” said McIntosh.
To find out more, visit www.healinghooves.ca.
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