The Tracks in the Road

When I was a child, I kept my horse on our Iowa farm.  I rode my horse on the endless matrix of graveled roads.  In the twelve years that I owned my horse, I only rode alongside other riders three or four times.  Horses were not popular in those days.  Every farmer had memories of working with draft horses.  Horses were old-fashioned, not worth the trouble, passé.

As if in search of the ghosts of horses past, I looked every day for horse tracks on the county roads.  The only tracks, not ours, that ever went by our farmhouse belonged to a gypsy family whose scrawny horse pulled a rickety old cart.  What an exciting day!

I bought my first horse as an adult in the early 1980’s in the Denver foothills.  I continued to search for “tracks in the road”.  By now horses were popular.  Horses could carry weary backpackers into the mountains!  It was trendy to talk about buying hay, building barns and moving manure!  The pickup trucks in those days had brooms stuck upright in the truck beds.  Drivers used them, supposedly, to sweep debris from the beds after the drivers actually hauled something!

Yet the elusive horse tracks were still mysteriously rare!  Where do horse owners ride their horses?  In adjacent subdivisions were horse corrals – some abandoned, some knee deep in manure with fences chewed down.  Where were the horses?  Where did the owners ride them?

Maybe they used the wonderful mountain trails!  For twelve years my husband and I held a special use permit to guide horseback riders in the Pike National Forest.  How often did we see horses on the trail?  I can count my memories on one hand!  Just as when I rode on the county roads fifty years ago, other horses on the trail were a very rare and equally exciting find!

How can this be?  What do people do with their horses?  They care for them.  They buy feed.  In the spring they groom their shedding coats.  They fix fences.  They move horse manure.  They seem to love their horses.  They talk about them.  Where do they ride them?  Well…. maybe next spring…. maybe next year.

Horses were meant to gallop and roam free.  They do take immense joy in movement.  As with humans, physical fitness puts a shine to their eyes.  Horses want to work on a regular basis.  When my training slacks off, my horses gaze at me with pleading eyes for a week or so.  Then they “give up”.  They hang their heads.

My dog is a “couch potato”.  Dog trainers would say he needs physical fitness too.  How much happier he’d be if we “gave him a life”, put him into a fitness program.  Human athletic trainers would say the same for me.  We all “do what we can”.

But we humans have choices.  Horses have none beyond that which we offer them.  Join me!  We’ll put some “tracks in the road”.
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