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perspective
Shepherd Youth Ranch | Franklinton

By Jennifer Wood
North State Journal

HEN THE WORLD of a young
pean d and trust in
other people croded, the peace of
a walk in a vast fiekl whispering
Bletr ams to &
harse has powerfil results. §
and when they are with us they watch
onder 1o find the band and form a relatio
ting still aking in & windowles office does ot
give the same lasting life Jessons. T've seen children
Who havent spaken one wond in traditians] theragy
came aut and stand in a feld with a horse and apen
4 Edmonds Boswell, founder and ex

ctoeof Shepherd Vouth Rasch.
 he standing in & barn in
2004 that ik could beal, 2 she sieppod owt 00

faith.

“There were two childeen ot the barm where 1
bearded my horse, and [ knew [ was going 1o start a
program working with animals and children — and
1 knew thase two kids really needed help,” Boswell
said. *So one afternoon 1 told them that we had a

program.”

She tells the story like it is no big deal, but it was
e faith, ber degree in counseling,
experience s a horsewoman that chan
of thase children and subsequently many others in-
cluding her own.

Before bong, the social worker assigned to the fam-
iy of her initial charges eame to the bamn for & visit
“She wanted to talk with me about the changes she'd
seen in the kids and she wanted to give me a st of
other chikdren for my ‘program” she said

What was ence & mere step out o faith was now a
giant leap. Based in Charbotte at the time, Shepherd
Youth Ranch flourished serving multiple grovps of
Squine therapy cies. Time passed, and ahbongh
Bowwell was gratcful for her place i the Mecklen
burg County comenusity she wasted o be Yo
her bametown of Raleigh in order 10 grow her arga-
mizatsan long-term.

Once again_ Boswell looked at the ledge and
stepped o h. As she says, “The Lord just pro-
vided. A friend told a friend, and we got the land for
o horses to set up in Franklin County — grateful is
an understatement”

Home again, the ranch is sble to operate their
equine therapy program serving Wake County and

g counties. Shepherd Youth Ranch is
certified by EAGALA, the Jeading international non-
prafit association for professanals who use cquine
theragy in mental heaith and human development,

Theie Trail to Sucoes: Equine Assisted Pychothera-
Py program works with the N.C nt
e Safety and the Juvenile Crime Preventian Council
to provide tramma focused therapy in a 24-week pro-
gram consistieg of group and fansily sessions

In equine therapy there is o horsehack riding.
“The hoeses are the counseloes and in that role they
are on the same level as the client. Horses are social
animals.

°A borse s usiquely gilled with the abily to read
s and mirror us,” said Abby McCabe. director of pro-
ams snd developeent, beCubo leads the growp of
counselors, equine specialists, and interns at their
prep meeting prioe to their clients arrival and ex-
plains the hoese and human dysamic. “These young
women have the shutions — we all knew what we
the journcy and the work to get

l'mmm manager Alison Clayborn chimed in
emphatically, “Sessions 11 throagh 34 are the hard-

into what they are working o — they knaw change
s coming”

As program managy
come the young, woer
to their pasent or

it s Clayborn’s job 1o wel-

about how things are go-
gets started. After
are comphete it is tme o huddle up

“What are the theee things we have ber?”

“Sitting still talking in a windowless
office does not give the same lasting
life lessons. I've seen children who
haven't spoken one word in traditional
therapy come out and stand in a field
with a horse and open up.”

Ashiey Edmonds Boswell

symbols illustrating the war paint Cherokee Indians
traditionally used before going into batthe along with

Clayborn ashed the groap, One very cager young
womsan waves her arm and pipes up.

1 kivow: never stand directly over a horse head in
case they rear up and buep you, watch where your
feet are and where the horse hooves are so they don't
step on your feet, and be sware of the electric fence”
she said. All solid farm advice.

Clybom remins the group that everyhing said
Bere is confidential, and the onl y woakd
e 1o shave 2y aormucion wonld e ¥ some-
0ne saysthey are planing to burt themselves, hurt
tomeone ehsa, or i they shase that someonc has burt
them. The summer afernoon. the biue ky,the green
pasture, and the soét neighs in the distance are not
enough to make you forget these young women are
Bere 10 heal from traums.

Today that carative process takes the form of

Everyone is handed 2 harmess and told to
B o o the pastre 10 pick a horse.

The girls retam to the ring in varied states of ea-

gemess to find grooming tooks, cups of vegetable dye,
a pester hanging from the femce with & key of

& behind th

“In life pﬂvp‘r ’u\r ouls. and today you
to paint som pals on your horse.
indtruets the girls, “Think about something or some
wherv you want to be ar do and draw it an yous hoew.
Theres no wrong answer™

The counselor’s words are carefally crafted. The
"o wrong answer” mantra is ane they repeat to the
young women as a way to encourage them to come
to their own condusions, to dig deep, and work on
their “stull”

For soene, a frenzy to brush down their horse and
select just the right color paint begins, while others
hang back timid and unsure. Afier a few minutes,
the wright of the afternoon falls away and the group
scems 1o forget the adults are present. The girls and
the horses are all that remain, The girls know the
hosses are not judging them outside of reacting to
their behavior. Many of the hoeses swatting fes in
the fading light as blank canvases awaiting life-goal
was paint are rescues with back stoeies and struggles
of their own. Prior to getting in this ring each horse
foes through extensive training, and when you watch

Lept.

them interact with the young women it seems these

hooved counselors are singularly desigaed % be in

this space at this tinse.
One

nt o0 painting her barse's
face. Sequirming, he is not having it at first, bat even-
tually he gives in and stands still. The counselors
raise their clipboards in the hackground — there’s a
fervent discussion and scribbling of notes that make
decorating of this particalar horse’s
The counselors contine observing
each client, some painting epic poems of their lives
across the hare backs, others a simple smiley face

bebind this artistic expression with their peers. Wil
ingness to share cbbs and flows throughout the circle
il we reach Ferro with his painted face
o stood stock-still 50 he could be sdorned
with paint by & young woman in a riding ring on a
hot summer afternoon. After Ferro's artist shares ber
Efe goal design, McCabe sharvs Ferrais story

“Do you know why it's sach a big deal that he let
you paint his face?” asks McCabe, only 10 be met with
silence. “Well, we don't know all of his story, but see
here.” as she points to a dent 00 his nose, “this dent
s the size of 3 2v4, and we think before coming to us
he cither ran into a 2x4, of he was hit with one on
purpose.” Still there is mare silence. “So
a big deal that he trusted you enough to stand still
for you to paint his face” In that moment, the wave
of recognitson of trusting again and what that means
whes over |hrm-u and the silemce is enough.

1t is 1o smal thieng to step out on Exith to help oth-
ers. Shephend Youth Ranch has parthered with hors-
est0do o, and that is a remarkable contract of belief
in action. Horses are strong, majestic animals capa-
ble ofcarrying our baggage and helping us mend.

They — along with a team of amazing women —
are dolog 50 i Frankdin Coumty

Youth Ranch. Right. Abby McCabe,

pherd Youth Ranch.

have autism.




