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Friday, August 22, 2008
This Therapy is Straight from the Horse’s Mouth

New non profit offers equine bonding to help children, adults with disabilities

By CHRIS COATS / Special Contributor to The Dallas Morning News 
Priscilla Darling's dreams of combining her love of horses and helping people through their healing process became a reality earlier this year with the opening of ManeGait, a nonprofit therapeutic horsemanship center on 14 acres in McKinney.  Mrs. Darling and her husband, Bill, owners of Darling Homes, first spotted the land with an aging barn and arena more than a year ago. "We had a calling to pull something together here to substantially give back to the community," she said. "We were placed on the earth to do great things here." 

ManeGait is a program that provides therapeutic horsemanship and equine-assisted therapy for children and adults with physical, cognitive or learning disabilities, said Lili Kellogg, director of the organization. "We serve a wide range of diagnoses like autism, cerebral palsy, spina bifida, mental retardation, brain injuries, the list goes on and on," Ms. Kellogg said. "Horses are nonjudgmental. They don't see someone as being different but someone to bond with." 

In July, the group had its first lessons, with five students ranging in age from 3 to 21. Each got to saddle up with new friends with names like Patch and Hazy. 
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Dr. Carolyn Garver, clinical director of the Autism Treatment Center in Dallas, has worked for several years with Ms. Kellogg, a 21-year veteran in equestrian therapy. "This therapy is incredibly beneficial," Dr. Garver said. "It builds confidence and evokes language skills. On a horse there are no disabilities but only abilities." 

ManeGait is saddling up for its fall session, for which up to 20 new riders are expected. Ten weeks of lessons cost $450 for group sessions, and $600 for private sessions. Scholarships are available for those needing financial assistance.   On Saturday, ManeGait will host a training session for volunteers interested in helping out. 

Danny Hummel's 10-year-old son, Andrew, took lessons in July and plans to continue. Mr. Hummel said he already sees the benefits of the therapy on the boy, who has a form of autism called Asperger's disorder.   "Kids with Asperger's don't have a lot of friends, and the animals become their friends," he said. "Andrew loves riding his horse and is learning how to make friends by interacting with his horse and others in the program." 

Ms. Kellogg works with each student on goals that are applied during lessons. In Andrew's case, it involved working on his confidence, interpersonal skills, and even cognitive skills, like learning right from left. 

But many believe the biggest benefit of the program is the love and bond built between rider and horse. Andrew's new friend's name is Ben. 

"Ben sometimes gets confused on turning right or left, but I'll ask him calmly and slowly so he'll understand," Andrew said. "He knows I'll be there to wipe the sweat off of him and will always pet him really gently. Ben is my friend." 



Grant Ballard (right) is assisted by Landon Darling, daughter of the founders of ManeGait in McKinney.
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