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To Kate, the best ‘right hand woman’
a mom could ever hope for.
I love you, kiddo.

And for two very special women
in my life, Sally and Gran (Marg).
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[image: ]here are times in this life when such tragic, senseless things happen that it’s hard for us to fathom them. As humans, we are capable of goodness and nobility, and also cruelty and pain. This is our nature.

Sometimes, however, when we look under the surface of an event, we see much more than the tragedy. We see love and hope and a cause for change, and things start to make sense again.

Such is the story of Brigadier … at least, that is how the story affected me. When I first heard of him, I was struck by the sadness and sheer horror of the event that he had been involved in. As an animal lover, I experienced the anger and helplessness, followed by the feeling of outrage that comes when a senseless act of harm is committed against an innocent creature.

As I looked deeper, though, I found that the shocking act that brought Brigadier to the attention of the world was not at all what this horse was about. Brigadier’s story is not one of tragedy and loss. It is a story of a life well lived, and of special relationships, in which a four-legged hero is no less than his two-legged partner. It is a story of courage, gentleness, humor, growth, and, of course, great love.

This is Brigadier’s story….
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[image: ]ce crystals glittered in the crisp, January air as Graham Acott guided the truck and trailer off the main road and onto the long, narrow driveway leading to David Carson’s farm. Despite the frigid weather, the drive to Listowel had been a pleasant break from the city hustle and bustle of Toronto, Ontario. The scenery had become steadily more peaceful as he’d traveled west for the past ninety minutes. It had changed from the busy streets of downtown Toronto, to the sprawling suburb areas, to acreages, and finally to rolling farmland. Snow covered the land like a sparkling blanket and Graham felt the tension leaving his shoulders as the miles slipped by and he headed into horse country.
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“Do you still think we’re takin’ the right horse back, Sarge? I liked that bay better.”

Graham glanced at the officer sitting beside him – and smiled. “I’m sure,” he said in his usual laconic style. And he was sure.

After twenty-two years of riding, training, and assessing horses for the Mounted Unit of the Toronto Police Department, Graham Acott knew exactly what he was looking for, and he felt absolutely certain that he had found it in the horse they were going to pick up now.

Graham and his younger partner had been to David Carson’s farm a few weeks earlier, looking for – a possible remount (a young horse to replace an aging one), to add to their stable of twenty-seven other horses. David had been supplying animals to the Mounted Unit for many years, and knew just the type of horse they liked. He had presented three geldings for consideration, all very worthy young horses, but only one had stood out for Graham.

The horses had to be a certain type – big and sturdy with quiet temperaments, but with enough fire to withstand rigorous training and long work days. They needed to be over sixteen hands high, between three to five years old, and black, bay, or chestnut in color. Draft crosses, known as grade horses, were preferable, as it added size and bone and a steady mind to the mounts, and these were David’s specialty.

David Carson was a farmer with a hand in many pots. He had several large sections of farmland – some for cattle, and some for the hundred or more head of horses he owned, bred, trained, leased, sold, and even raced. The main farm, where Graham and his partner were now, included a large stable and indoor training arena, an indoor, two-ring auction service for – animals and machinery, as well as a tack shop. The buildings and surrounding area were impressively tidy and well kept. The whole place rang of professionalism.

One of the many special services David offered was a supply of nurse mares, or mares with milk available to nurse orphaned foals. Sometimes inexperienced mares will reject their newborns, or they may be too ill to raise their foal. Some even die. David’s gentle draft mares were perfect for the job of foster dam, and his fee for this service often included having the nurse mare bred back to a lighter breed of stallion if there was one available on the farm where she was on loan.

Five years earlier, one of his gentlest Belgian mares had fostered a foal on a nearby thoroughbred farm where a lanky fine-boned, fiery stallion stood at stud. The mare had been bred to this stallion before returning to David’s farm, and the following spring, a colt had been born. He was a golden chestnut with four white stockings and a long, jagged blaze running the full length of his broad face.

This was the colt Graham had come to pick up on that chilly January afternoon. There was something special about this big gelding; a certain kindness in his dark eyes and a gentle expression that made Graham choose him over the more spectacular-looking bay colt his partner had fancied. From what David told him, the colt had been sweet-natured from the start.

The colt had been pasture born and raised, with no difficulties or incidents. His dam had been an attentive giant of a mother, experienced in raising both her own and other mares’ foals, and with a disposition as gentle as any horse could have. He spent his early months roaming the large, open broodmare pasture of David’s horse farm, never far from his safe and sturdy dam or the herd of other broodmares and their foals.

He loved to play, running and bucking and nipping at the other colts and fillies, but at a nicker from his dam, he was back at her side, nursing and resting under her watchful, gentle eye.

The colt was halter-broke during the autumn of his first year, when he was taken from his mother for weaning. He had been in contact with humans from the day of his birth and loved to be handled and rubbed and played with, as many foals do. However, the restricting sensation of the halter, added to the anxiety of being taken forever from the protective side of his dam, was enough to cause even the sweetest foal to throw a tantrum. His was mild compared to some.

He was named Danny Boy by the stable hands, and after a few days of pitiful whinnying and fence-pacing, he adjusted to life as a weanling. In his loneliness, he responded even more affectionately to the humans who were watching over him, rubbing his shaggy, baby head against them, seeking reassurance and companionship.

His friendliness ensured that he was one of the more sought-after colts during the humans’ daily visits to the pasture, and so he was handled regularly in an unofficial sort of way. Except for the early halter training, he had very little formal handling or schooling of any kind until he turned two.

His first two years were spent growing and developing strong bones and muscles on the natural, rolling pastures of the farm. He was toughened by the seasonal weather conditions he bore without special protection, along with the dozens of other horses with whom he shared his space. He was not a pampered stable horse, and had developed no bad habits by the time he was old enough to begin formal training.

By the time he was a two year old, he was already close to sixteen hands, with the heavy bones and strong build of his dam, but with enough refinement from his thoroughbred sire to make him useful as a riding horse. He was impressive looking – a gleaming golden chestnut with a powerful, arched neck and big, round, solid feet. Always curious, his dark eyes watched everything that happened around him, and his innate gentleness gained him friends.

Danny Boy was moved to the main farm as a two year old, where he would be nearer the training facilities and the action of a busy, working farm and auction company. He was handled regularly now, groomed almost daily, and introduced to the farrier, who trimmed his hooves and later shod him.

He was started on lunge work – moving in circles on a long line around his trainer. He soon understood basic word commands such as walk, trot, canter, whoa, back, and reverse. He learned to pay attention to his handler and that this human/horse relationship was about more than treats and rubs in the pasture. He was getting ready to work, although most of his time was still spent at leisure in the fields.

Danny Boy was trained to harness and to the western saddle late in his third year, by which time he had reached his full height of sixteen point one hands (sixty-five inches) and a weight of almost fifteen hundred pounds. He was a big horse with a big, kind heart, and he took to his training without a fuss.

The colt impressed David. It didn’t seem to matter what he asked of him, Danny Boy would try his best to figure it out. You just had to show him once or twice, and he got it. He quickly learned about the long-reins – David even drove him into town at times to “de-spook” him – and the saddle and bridle. The big horse seemed unconcerned when he first felt the weight of a human on his back, and he caught on to basic cues of hands, legs, and voice.

David decided that the gelding was a good candidate for his police-horse training program. Certain colts were selected each year to go through a little extra basic training in order to prepare them for potential careers as law enforcement animals. David didn’t need to take the training too far, as he knew that the mounted units liked to train horses in their own way, but he could do enough to make choosing easier when they came looking for potential remounts.
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The extra training mainly involved exposing a young horse to as many new objects and situations as possible. Would he approach, and eventually step on, a tarp spread on the ground? Could he be ridden past farm machinery and vehicles without seeing a monster in every curve of the metal and growl of the engine? Tires, barrels, logs, other animals … they were all fair game.

By the time David got the call from the Toronto Police asking if he had any suitable remounts, Danny Boy was a steady, green-broke four year old and ready to be sold.

He was gentle in all ways, but not always quiet. He was playful and full of youthful spirit. He loved to run, and when he decided it was time to go, he would grab the bit, arch his powerful neck, and take his rider for the ride of his or her life. He never tried to buck anyone off, or hurt anyone. Occasionally he simply needed to remind people that life was not all work, work, work!

When Graham had been out a few weeks earlier to inspect the geldings, Danny Boy had tried his best to please and had been hard to spook when Graham deliberately rode him around items that would send many horses into fits. Danny Boy looked at all the scary things and sometimes approached them with caution, but he never refused and he never got upset. He had the perfect attitude and temperament for police work. That, and the fact that he was very well put together and solid enough to withstand just about anything that could come his way, convinced Graham this was the best horse of the three they’d seen.

Life would change drastically for the big, golden colt from that day forward. There would be no more pasture time, and hours of hard work every day. But his was an amiable, people-loving spirit, and he would adjust to the new routine more easily than most.

The adjustment started that very afternoon with a long trailer ride to the heart of the city of Toronto. Loading onto a trailer had been a part of Danny Boy’s early training, but he had never taken an extended trip. He seemed unrattled by the experience of the two-hour journey, however, and he showed the same relaxed, good sense when he was moved into the roomy, freshly bedded box stall – stall number eight – that would be his home for the next five years. This, despite the fact that he had scarcely seen the inside of a stable in most of his life.

The time had come to join the world of men, and this big, golden colt had been chosen for – a special assignment. He had joined the ranks of much-valued service animals – the guide dogs, search and rescue animals, RCMP and police horses and dogs, and the many others that work far more closely with humans than the average animal. He was chosen to make a difference in human life, to improve it and serve for it. All of this, he would do, and he would do it with the kindest spirit imaginable.
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