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So many of our dreams at first seem impossible,
then they seem improbable, and then, when we
summon the will, they soon become inevitable.

—CHRISTOPHER REEVE
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Prologue
A Night in the Spotlight

Madison Square Garden, New York, November 1958

The horse vans parked along Seventh Avenue came loaded up with dreams. As each ramp banged to the ground, a groom held tight to a high-strung horse whose nostrils flared at the unexpected scents of midtown Manhattan. Hooves clattered down onto hard asphalt. Steam rose from beneath thick woolen blankets. Photographers’ cameras flashed. Anxious tweed-clad owners called instructions from a distance while grooms murmured into their four-legged charges’ ears. Police in brass-buttoned coats lined up abreast to hold back gawkers. Grays and chestnuts, palominos and bays—the most pampered show horses in the world—were gathered here for the premier equestrian event of the year: the National Horse Show at Madison Square Garden.

A compact, sandy-haired man stood in the crowd of horse handlers, holding a slack lead rope. His horse, a big gray gelding, looked like a workaday police horse or a Central Park hack. Nervous thoroughbreds and finicky hackney ponies scrambled up the walkway to the stables, spooked by the unfamiliar clatter of their footsteps on the ramp. But when the big gray’s turn came, he walked up willingly, ears forward, perfectly calm. Above the simple canvas blanket that covered his body, his head and neck glowed in the murky Manhattan light.

Inside the basement stables, grooms blacked boots and rubbed French leather bridles to a shine. Horses pawed and stamped. The riders, nowhere in sight, were back at their hotels primping for the parties and balls. Down at the end of a row, past much fancier stables, the gray’s owner, Harry de Leyer, held a four-tined pitchfork; he was spreading fresh straw in the stall, settling in his one-horse stable for the night. Tacked on the stall door was a sign hand-lettered by his children: SNOWMAN.

Madison Square Garden, the largest indoor venue in the country, would fill to the rafters for eight consecutive nights. Down at ringside, swells in top hats and tails would pop champagne corks. Up in the cheap seats, near the smoke-filled ceiling, families would strain to catch glimpses of the gleaming horses and their elegant owners. In the lobby, reporters from Vogue, the New Yorker, the Herald Tribune, and the World American would mill about, flashbulbs popping as they caught sight of dignitaries in the crowd. Outside of Hollywood, it was hard to find this much glamour under one roof.

Once, a ragtag band of competitors had traveled the show circuit with just one or two horses—farmers and old cowboys who cobbled together a living from prize money and odd jobs, such as leather repair or horseshoeing. But by 1958, big money had entered the arena and those old-timers were a dying breed. Now expensive horses and the best trainers vied for the crown jewel, the open jumper championships, in arguably the most rarefied atmosphere in the country. How could Harry and his eighty-dollar former plow horse hope to compete? It was the longest of long shots, but Harry—who had fled ravaged postwar Europe with only a few simple possessions—had never been afraid to dream big dreams.


1
The Kills

New Holland, Pennsylvania, 1956

The largest horse auction east of the Mississippi was held every Monday deep in Pennsylvania Amish Country. Anyone with the time to drive out to Lancaster County, Pennsylvania, and a good eye for a horse could find a decent mount at a reasonable price, especially if he arrived early.

The New Holland auction was founded in 1900 and hadn’t changed much since. Farmers and their families drove to the auction in their buggies. Wives gossiped while children played and enjoyed the festive atmosphere. Vendors sold hot pretzels and sugared fasnacht doughnuts. Farmers gathered on benches around the sides of the big covered arena while the auctioneer called out the merits of the horses. Each prospective purchase trotted across the ring just once. The auctioneer had a habit of saying, “Yessiree, this horse is sound.”

Horses arrived at the auction from near and far—the racetracks at Pimlico and Delaware Park unloaded thoroughbreds that were too slow to race. Trainers with sharp eyes and generous budgets scouted them out as show prospects. Farmers brought plow horses that could no longer plow; riding stable owners sold decent horses to raise quick cash. Sadly, many of the horses for sale arrived here only after having exchanged hands one too many times: they were good enough, but past their prime—tired hunters, outgrown ponies, shopworn show horses. Among these sturdy, well-trained hacks, Harry hoped to find a quiet lesson horse for his riding pupils at the Knox School.

For all of their size and strength, horses are surprisingly fragile creatures. Bearing tremendous weight on their slender legs, they are subject to all manner of lameness—bone spavins, pricked feet, broken knees, corns. Some have faults of conformation that put unnecessary strain on their legs. Some have been ill used—jumped too much or ridden too hard.

A smart salesman knows how to camouflage some of these faults; he can hold a lead rope tight to hide the bobbing head of a lame horse. He can bandage to reduce swelling or mix a painkiller into the horse’s bran mash. Most common of all, he can hope that in the blur of a fast trot across an auction ring, a potential buyer will be swayed by flashy coloring or a nicely set head, and overlook any flaws.

But Harry knew horses. He had confidence in his judgment. With a budget of only eighty dollars, he knew the thoroughbreds would be out of his reach. Even the slow ones sold in the hundreds, if not the thousands. But with his keen eye, Harry believed he could spot an older horse who was well trained and reasonably priced.

On a typical day outside the auction grounds, teams of horses still hitched to their buggies would be tied up alongside cars with out-of-state license plates. Big racetrack vans flanked two-horse trailers owned by hopeful backyard buyers.

By the end of the auction, two to three hundred horses would have been trotted through the arena, looked over, bid upon, and sold. For some horses, the transaction would be their salvation—a dud on the racetrack snatched up to be groomed as a horse show star. For others, it was a step down—a retired show horse might be sold as a lesson horse. At the end of every auction, there were always a few that found no buyers: the ones whose lameness couldn’t be masked, the sour-tempered ones who lashed out with hooves and teeth, the broken-down ones who stumbled their way into the ring.

But no horse left New Holland unsold.

The same man always made the final bid: the kill buyer. He purchased horses for the slaughterhouse so that their carcasses could be ground up for dog food and their hooves boiled down into glue.

The auction lasted only three or four hours, a testament to how quickly the horseflesh would move through the arena. At the end of the morning the Amish farmers would clamber back into their buggies, the race vans would head back to the track, and the new horse owners would coax their horses into trailers and go home.

No one would be left on the grounds but the kill buyer, loading up the last of the horses to take to the slaughterhouse.

That Monday, in February 1956, Harry de Leyer was running late. The headlights didn’t work on his beat-up old station wagon—not surprising, since he’d paid only twenty-five dollars for it. A new car, for close to fifteen hundred dollars, would have been far beyond the Dutch immigrant’s modest budget. Although he had arisen long before dawn on this wintry morning, the snow and a flat tire had set him back.

By the time Harry finally arrived at the auction, the grounds were deserted and there were no horses to be seen. After the long drive down from New York, now he’d have nothing to show for it.

Only one vehicle remained, a battered old truck with slatted sides, more cattle car than horse van. A bunch of horses, fifteen or so, were crowded in its back. A rough man dressed in a barn jacket and dungarees was just closing up the ramp.

Unwilling to give up after his long drive, Harry leaned out his car window and called to him.

The man seemed as though he didn’t want to be bothered. “Nothing left but the kills,” he said.

Harry got out of his car, walked over, and peered through the vehicle’s slatted sides. It was a cold day, and the horses’ breath made steam rise up in the air. Anyone who has ever had the misfortune of seeing a horse bound for slaughter will attest that the animals seem to sense when they are hitting the end of the road. Sometimes, horses react with fear, feet scrambling for purchase on bare wooden floors, metal shoes clanging against the van’s sides. Other times, they just look haunted, as if they know where they are headed.

A pit formed in Harry’s stomach. He would never be able to think of a horse as a collection of body parts to be turned into horsehide, dog food, and glue. Back in Holland, old horses past their prime were put out to pasture. His father had taught him that a horse who had served man deserved to live out his days in peace.

Could none of these horses still serve some useful purpose? He peered into the truck’s gloomy interior. In a proper horse van, horses travel in padded stalls, their legs bandaged in thick cotton batting, with fresh hay suspended within reach. But this van offered nothing like that. More than a dozen horses were packed together on the bare metal floor, fenced in by rough slats that did nothing to protect them from the elements or from one another. Harry could smell fear rising up from them; the sound of hooves striking metal was almost deafening, and in the shadowy interior he saw flashes of white in their eyes.

But one of the horses stood quietly, crammed up against the truck’s side, seeming to pay no mind to the chaos around him. Between the slats, Harry saw large brown eyes. When he reached out his palm, the horse stuck his nose toward him. Harry saw one eye looking at him. Asking.

“What about that one?” Harry asked.

The man was already loaded up and ready to drive away. “You don’t want that one. He’s missing a shoe and his front is all cut up from pulling a harness.”

“I just want to take a look,” Harry said.

Knackers generally paid sixty dollars a head. Was Harry prepared to pay more than that?

Harry hesitated, then nodded. The horse was still watching him.

Grudgingly, the man backed him out of the trailer. Scrambling down the steep ramp, the horse almost fell, but then righted himself.

Once the animal was off the trailer, Harry got a better picture, and it wasn’t a pretty one.

The big horse was male, a gelding, as Harry had expected. His coat, the dull white color that horsemen call gray, was matted and caked with mud. Open wounds marred both knees. His hooves were grown out and cracked, and a shoe was missing. The horse was thin, but not completely undernourished—not as bad off as the horses normally seen on a killer van. The marks across his chest showed that he’d pulled a heavy harness. He had a deep chest; Harry noticed the strong gaskins and well-muscled shoulders, probably developed by pulling a plow. The man dropped the rope on the ground, but the horse made no move to run.

His teeth showed that he was “aged”—not younger than eight years old, and quite possibly older. Harry scanned his legs—pasterns, fetlocks, cannons, hocks—and found no obvious flaws. The auction roster sometimes read like an illustrated veterinary primer: bowed tendons, bone spavins, strangles, laminitis, swaybacks, broken wind—a compendium of ways that a horse can be lame, contagious, or otherwise unfit. But this horse had no such ailments: he was just undernourished, beat up, and broken down, an ordinary horse who had hit hard times.

The unfamiliar setting of an auction made most horses jittery, but this one seemed calm. He followed Harry with his eyes, and when Harry spoke a few words to him, he pricked his ears forward: they were small and well formed, curving inward at the tips.

Purebred horses are bred for looks and certain characteristics—thoroughbreds for speed, Arabians for their dished faces and high-set tails, Tennessee walking horses for a gait so smooth that a rider can carry a wine glass without spilling a drop. A horse’s ears are an indicator of refinement. Harry took a harder look at the horse underneath the caked-up dirt.

This gelding, even cleaned up and well fed, would never be beautiful. He was as plain-faced and friendly as a favorite mutt—wide-eyed and eager to please, a man’s-best-friend kind of horse.

The horse stretched out his neck and blew a soft greeting.

Harry reached out, sorry that he had nothing to offer but the palm of his hand.

Despite his sorry condition, a spark of life lit up the gray’s eyes. He had a strong body that would fill out with proper care. Any horseman can recognize an animal whose spirit has been broken, from the listless head and dull eyes, the slack lips and shuffling gait. But this horse was not broken—he had an air of self-possession. All he needed was someone to care for him. Harry was sure that if he was given affection, this horse would return it in abundance.

But Harry knew he couldn’t be that person. The de Leyers counted every penny. There was no room in his life for whims.

“You want him or not?”

Making it in the equestrian business meant being hard-hearted. For every prospect that might become a riding horse, a dozen nags were too old, too lame, or too ornery to stand a chance. Common sense told Harry he should cut his losses, keep his cash in his pocket, and head home.

The slaughter truck yawned open behind them. The horses were scrambling against each other; a few more minutes and a fight might break out. One sign from Harry and the truck driver would lead the big gray back up that ramp. The story would end quickly. First, a cold, crowded, terrifying ride. Then the short, brutal end: a captive bolt through his head. The thought made Harry flinch.

Back in Harry’s village in Holland, the day when the Nazi soldiers had led the horses away, the villagers had stood with their hands clenched at their sides, trying to hide the tears in their eyes.

Harry knew what it felt like to be powerless.

Beat up or not, this horse seemed brave: Harry noted the quiet way he stood there, the gaze that said he was ready to trust. Horses are herd animals. They smell fear, and sense danger. But this horse held out hope; he seemed to put his trust in a strange man, even though it was clear that, thus far, men had treated him poorly.

The horse stood motionless, square on all four, looking straight at Harry.

“How much you want for him?” Harry asked.

The man said again that he would bring sixty dollars for dog food. Harry felt his resolve melting under the horse’s steady gaze.

He repeated his question. “How much you want for him?”

The man grinned broadly, probably thinking he stood a chance to make a buck on this guy. “You can have him for eighty.”

Harry averted his eyes, fingering the rolled-up bills in his pocket. He could buy a lot of meals for his family for eighty dollars, a lot of bales of hay and sacks of grain for the horses. It was hard to imagine facing his wife with his money spent and nothing but this broken-down ex–plow horse to show for it.

Hadn’t Harry gotten over being a sucker for horses?

But there was something about this horse. Harry turned back and the horse was still watching him intently: he was wise, an old soul, a horse whose steady demeanor seemed to cover hidden depths.

Man or beast, Harry did not like to see a proud soul held in captivity.

“Might make a lesson horse, if we can fatten him up,” Harry said.

He handed over the eighty dollars and never looked back.


2
On the Way Home

St. James, Long Island, 1956

Eighty dollars poorer, Harry had made a deal. Now it was time to hit the long road home. The truck driver was heading back to New York anyway—to the rendering plant up in Northport, not far from St. James. The eighty-dollar price tag included ten dollars to drop the horse at Harry’s barn. Ten dollars in the pocket for the butcher’s driver was enough incentive to spare the horse’s life. Nothing left for Harry but the long drive back through the snow in his beat-up Ford. On the front seat of the car lay the flashlight he used when the headlights went on the blink. Maybe he could make good time and get home to his family before nightfall.

As he drove, Harry pondered his purchase. A horse for sale is more than a flesh-and-blood animal; he is also an embodiment of a promise. Along with his physical attributes—coat color, four legs, a strong back, a facial expression—he also carries hope: that he will be strong and brave, faithful and true. For a man in the horse business, a horse is a financial transaction as well. A good buy made a safe lesson horse; a better one made a profitable resale. Harry fell in love from time to time along the way—an occupational hazard. He considered himself sensible, though he also had to admit that he seldom met a horse he did not like.

Leaving New Holland, Harry navigated his way around black carriages pulled by Amish teams that reminded him of home; the simple farms, the horse-drawn wagons harked back to St. Oedenrode, the village he had grown up in, before it had been ravaged by the Second World War. His route back to Long Island took him along the Philadelphia and Lancaster Turnpike. Now a modern highway, the turnpike was first built for heavy six-horse coaches pulled by sturdy Pennsylvania Conestoga horses. In horse-and-wagon days, New York City and its suburbs had one of the highest equine populations in the country, and eastern Pennsylvania was home to the farms where these workhorses were bred. Harry was only the latest in a long succession of men who had taken this route in search of a good horse.

But the farther Harry got from Pennsylvania, the more the world around him changed, as if the road itself mirrored his own journey, just six years earlier, from a small Dutch farm to America. When he and his wife had arrived from their village, Harry possessed little more than a strong back and a gift for horses. Now he lived only fifty miles from New York City, the biggest metropolis on earth.

The smooth asphalt surfaces and long stop-free expanses of the modern New Jersey Turnpike, opened in 1952, had made the trip shorter, but the big American cars, decked out with chrome and fins, zoomed along the new interstate, opening up more and more farmland to housing, bringing along the suburban shopping centers, drive-in movies, supermarkets, and motels, all of which catered to the new driving lifestyles. The cars themselves looked futuristic: studded with portholes that brought to mind rockets and other signs of modernity. Nineteen fifty-six was a catastrophically bad year for the automotive industry. The venerable Packard automobile company merged with Studebaker and then closed its Detroit plant, laying off hundreds of workers. Detroit was poised for the worst recession since the war, and unemployment in the city would soon rise above 20 percent. But it was clear that the age of the automobile was here to stay. The country’s economic troubles didn’t affect Harry that much. He and Johanna had lived on a strict budget since the day they’d arrived in America. As Harry drove up the new freeway in his beat-up old car, what he saw around him was a land of opportunity.

After making his way through New York City, Harry started the long trek across Long Island, past the subdivisions that seemed to be springing up in every cornfield, each house a matching box on a postage-stamp-sized lot. A couple of hours later, he reached Suffolk County, where the gray waters of Long Island Sound faded seamlessly into the patchy, sandy soil where farmers grew potatoes. Harry breathed easier as he left behind the noise and confusion of the city and its new suburbs. St. James, where he was headed, was a peaceful hamlet on Long Island’s North Shore. The area around St. James had some huge estates: the department store magnate Marshall Field had a home there, as did the Barrymores, the famous film star family; it was a summer retreat for rich New Yorkers. But there were also small farmers and tradesmen who worked on the big estates—and some hardworking immigrants like himself. It was a good place to raise a family.

Harry got home before the horse trailer. It was snowing hard as he pulled into the driveway, but their big three-story farmhouse on Moriches Road was lit up and looked welcoming. Harry’s job as a riding instructor at the Knox School had brought the de Leyer family something they could have only dreamed of before: their own home. Sure, it was a converted chicken farm on a modest lot. Harry had single-handedly rebuilt the chicken coop into a stable with six box stalls, twelve standing stalls, and barely enough room for a small paddock. It was too small for a proper horse establishment, but at least he had his own piece of ground. He’d proudly christened it Hollandia Farms, after his homeland. As he turned off the ignition, the car shuddered to a stop. It felt good to have a place to call home. After a moment, Johanna and the children rushed out the door to greet him.

Johanna worried when Harry made these long drives down to Pennsylvania in the winter. It was a five-hour trip, at least, even when the weather was good. Just a few months earlier, Harry had been hauling four horses in the big horse van on the highway when he’d had a freak accident. A man had flicked a lit cigarette out of his car window and it had landed inside Harry’s horse van, lighting the straw inside on fire. From the cab of the van, Harry could not see the smoke. Another car drove up next to him, its driver waving frantically. Harry steered the van off the road into a ditch and saw thick black smoke pouring out of the tack compartment of the trailer. Just then, a police car pulled up. The noise of the horses’ hooves against the side of the truck was deafening. Harry didn’t have a moment to spare. He climbed through the burning truck to untie the safety knots that secured the horses and got them out onto the grassy highway shoulder—not a moment too soon. In a flash, the entire truck ignited in flames. The policeman was impressed by Harry’s quick action in the face of danger, but Harry shrugged it off. He had seen burning vehicles before—he had lived through the huge Allied offensive Operation Market-Garden, where charred trucks had littered a road that became known as Hell’s Highway. It would take more than a fire in a horse van to shake Harry. The horses were okay, a new van was procured, and they continued on their way. But since then, Johanna had worried even more.

This time, in spite of the snow, Harry made it home with no problems. Later that evening, the knacker’s truck pulled into the de Leyer driveway. The driver had stopped at Northport first, unloading the unlucky horses into the cramped pen where they would be held crowded together on this bleak winter night, awaiting their sad fate.

Only one horse remained on the truck, and as it rattled into the driveway that night, the weary beast could have looked through the vehicle’s slatted sides at the lights of the house. He would have seen the people come out, in spite of the cold, to greet his arrival. Every sight, every smell, every sound was unfamiliar.

The family stood in the front yard, waiting. The beat-up, nearly empty open truck looked like no place for a horse, especially on a frigid night like this. The burly driver untied the horse’s rope and put the ramp down, then tugged on his tail.

The big gray stumbled as he clambered down, then stood blinking in the light glowing from the windows of the house. At first, nobody said a word. Harry had already forgotten what a sorry state this animal was in—scrawny and underfed, covered with sores, his unkempt mane matted. Even at night, he could see the dark stains, the knocked-up knees and harness rubs.

But when the giant creature turned his head and caught Harry’s eye, he felt it again—that sense of connection.

Harry’s three towheaded children were lined up in a row, bundled up in jackets and boots. Johanna was carrying the youngest, Marty, in her arms. They looked the horse over carefully, saying nothing.

The gray stood still, ears pricked forward, eager as a puppy wanting to be adopted from the pound. Snow drifted down, leaving a dusting across his broad haunches.

The piping voice of Harriet, age four, chimed out through the silence, clear as a bell:

“Look, Daddy, he has snow all over him. He looks just like a snowman.”

Yes, the other children agreed, a snowman.

Green stains from sleeping in his own manure marred his coat, making it hard to imagine that he would ever clean up or ever look anything but dingy. But the children did not see the stains or the shaggy mane. They didn’t notice the untended hooves or the missing shoe. To them, the horse was a white and gleaming wonder. A snowman. That soon became his official name.

It was a hopeful beginning.

Harry grasped the lead rope and Snowman followed along quietly, as though he knew he was home. The big old knacker’s truck rattled out of the driveway and away. Nobody knew if the gelding had any idea of his close brush with death, but he went calmly into a stall and started munching on hay without so much as a skittish look around. Harry had given him one of the box stalls, knowing the horse needed to move and stretch his legs after the long, hard ride in the crowded truck. Now he filled the stall with straw, even adding a little extra to make the bed soft. Before he went back into the house, he slipped off his wooden shoes, leaving them by the door, then turned to look back at the quiet stable. This horse would clean up just fine, and he would be useful. The de Leyer family had just grown by one.

In the de Leyer household, everyone did everything together, so a new horse in the barn was a project for the whole family. The first order of business was to nurse Snowman back to health. It took several sudsings from top to toe to get him clean. The coat that emerged from under the filth was the color horsemen call “flea-bitten” gray: white with small brown flecks. Harry pulled his mane, trimmed his whiskers, and called the farrier to replace his missing shoe. Joseph, whose nickname was Chef, and Harriet were assigned the job of currying him—using a hard comb to bring up dander and get rid of dead hair so that his coat underneath started to shine. The gray was quiet for grooming and his barn manners were excellent, as if he knew that he had come to a place where he would be cared for. He was good-sized, with the strong muscles of a workhorse, and, though thin, he was not completely wasted. With a new diet of fresh hay and plump oats, he filled out quickly, laying down flesh over his ribs and covering his bony hips. He’d never win a beauty contest, but after a short time in the de Leyer barn, Snowman lost the neglected look and started to resemble an animal who was loved.
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Harry and Snowman in the field near the stable on a winter day. (illustration credits 2.1)

After a few days of rest and food, Harry decided it was time to see what the big horse could do. He slipped an old bridle over his ears and a rubber bit into his mouth and started by ground-driving him on a long rein, walking behind him. Snowman’s coat still showed rubbed-off places—the traces of a harness collar. As best Harry could tell, he had been used for harrowing and cultivating, but never as a riding horse. Accustomed to driving a straight line, the horse had no idea how to turn, and he wavered like a drunken sailor. Harry persisted, firm but patient. The bit he had chosen, a rubber D-ring snaffle, was soft on the horse’s mouth. But Harry, with the wiry body of a lifelong farmer, knew how to put just the right amount of pressure on the reins. Snowman wove and stumbled, confused to find a man behind him instead of a plow, and puzzled when he was asked to turn in a tight arc—pulling a plow requires few sharp moves. Harry, however, sensed right away that this was a horse who wanted to cooperate, so he continued the way he always persisted with his charges: gently but with confidence.

Once the horse seemed to have gotten the hang of steering, Harry put a saddle on his back, carefully settling it on top of a thick folded woolen blanket. He cinched up the girth around the horse’s broad barrel. At first, Snowman’s sides twitched, bothered by the unfamiliar feeling, and he turned and bit at the saddle flap as though it were a fly settling on him; but, perhaps dulled by years of pulling a heavy burden, he did not put up a fight. Harry placed a hand on the horse’s shoulder to steady him, then walked a few steps. There he stopped to tighten the girth again, then moved a few more steps forward. To reward the horse, Harry fished down into a pocket for a stub of carrot and let the gray lip it up from the palm of his hand. Then he reached up and scratched him above his withers. Snowman arched his neck out and curled up his lip, baring his teeth.

“He’s laughing,” one of the children said. Harry laughed, too. When he scratched the same spot a second time, Snowy laughed again.

The horse was starting to trust him, and Harry knew from experience that once a horse trusted you, he would soon become your ally.

The next challenge was to get on his back. Snowman was docile around people, but an old plow horse might have never carried a rider. For most horses, the first response to a man settling on its back is to try to unseat the rider by any means possible—the same instinct that fuels the rodeo sport of bronco riding. How was a horse to know that the weight of a man on his back was not a mountain lion? In the wild, predators jump onto a horse’s back in order to access the jugular vein. A horse defends himself by trying to throw the predator off, then using his greatest asset, his speed, to leave his foe behind.

Harry led Snowman next to a mounting block, then gently leaned his weight over the horse. He waited—five, ten, fifteen seconds—then took his weight away. This old plow plug did not have the energy to put up a protest. But Harry knew that even a quiet horse could be unpredictable when mounted.

It was time to find out.

With the grace of a cat, Harry swung up into the saddle and landed gently in the seat, his body tightly coiled, ready to stick out a bucking fit or, as a last-ditch resort, to bail off and roll away from the path of flailing hooves.

His touch in the saddle was light; he held himself carefully balanced. The horse danced a jig, first to one side, then the other. Harry waited, poised. The initial few moments were always the hardest.

Snowy’s back felt tense underneath him. Uncertain. Harry settled his seat bones deeper into the saddle. He clucked, using the command that he had taught the horse meant “go forward.” The gray’s ear flicked back, listening.

[image: ]

Harry and Snowman out riding. Snowman proved to be a quiet and steady mount. (illustration credits 2.2)

After a moment’s hesitation, Harry felt Snowman’s back relax, accepting his presence. He nudged with his heels and the horse started off at a plodding walk, apparently already resigned to bearing another load. Harry responded with an immediate signal of trust. He let the reins slide out between his fingers, almost all the way to the buckle that joined the two pieces. If the gelding startled and took off now, Harry would have no way to stop him. Snowman responded to that trust by stretching his neck out, lowering his head. Harry gave him a pat on the shoulder and spoke a word of praise, and one of Snowy’s well-formed ears flicked back again.

Harry relaxed into the saddle. His slaughterhouse reject would make a good pleasure horse for someone—maybe one of his timid riders at the Knox School. Snowman was a nice big horse with a broad back. He could easily carry one of the bigger girls.

Over the next few weeks, as Harry rode Snowman in the ring and around the countryside, the horse proved steady and sure-footed. His preferred pace was the walk, and he had to be coaxed even into a dull trot. Snowman was like an old teddy bear. As he continued to fatten up, filling out his ribs and bony haunches, his soft, broad back was perfect for a child to climb on bareback.

Every morning, as soon as Harry came out to the barn, Snowman blasted out three loud whinnies. Always exactly three. Harry had to chuckle—on the old chicken farm, Snowy had taken on the role of family rooster.

After three weeks, the last of the manure stains had faded from his coat and a nice speckled pattern had emerged. His mane had been detangled and pulled to a reasonable length. His tail was silky. Harry thought he looked respectable enough to fit in at the stable at the Knox School. As a trial, Harry put one of his own kids up on the horse’s back. The gray plodded gently around the ring, the rein out to the buckle while Harry walked alongside.

With so little money to spend on horses, Harry tended to get hotheads that were touchy and difficult to handle, racetrack refugees and skittish beauties that needed a calming hand. But the big gray horse was more like an old mutt. Harry thought about keeping Snowman around for his kids, but he had paid good money for this horse, and now Snowy needed to start earning his keep.

By the beginning of March, Harry knew the horse was ready to move to the school. He was as nervous as a proud father taking his son to football practice. He wanted Snowman to make a good first impression.
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