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One of  my first experiences in witnessing the amazing dy-
namic that is possible in the interaction between horses 
and humans occurred at a maximum-security prison in 

Florence Colorado. It was here that I was introduced to The Wild 
Horse Inmate Program, or WHIP. The Wild Horse Inmate Program was orig-
inally set up by the U.S. Bureau of  Land Management (BLM) to assist in 
managing the country’s thousands of  free-roaming wild horses. 
	 To safely gentle thousands of  horses and prepare them for adop-
tion by the American public would require many experienced horse-

men. Unfortunately this was prohibitively expensive so the BLM 
came up with what they believed was an ingenious solution. The 
concept was simple: if  prison inmates could be used as cheap labor 
and taught to manufacture license plates, why not teach them how to 
gentle wild horses?
	 In 1995 I went to this prison to study the wild mustang and learn 
what effect, if  any; working with horses might have in the practical 
rehabilitation of  hardened inner-city criminals. What I saw was a 
miraculous transformation I don’t think anyone could have imag-
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American Wild Mustanges of the Wild Horse Inmate Program. Photo Courtesy of Tim Hayes collection.

ined. I certainly hadn’t.
	 The inmates who participated in WHIP had committed ev-
ery crime imaginable, some frightening or violent. They arrived 
at prison with a lot of  swagger. Most were from gangs. In their 
world they saw themselves as tough guys, dangerous, bad. But the 
first time a wild mustang came at them, their rock-hard attitudes 
crumbled. On the streets the only way they knew how to relate 
to almost anyone was with anger, mistrust, and deadly force, but 
now it was instantly apparent that their way wouldn’t work with 
these horses.
	 During my visit I spoke with many inmates. One of  the most 
profound conversations I had was with a young man named Mor-
ris. Morris told me that he saw in these horses something that 
he knew was also inside him, something he could never admit 
to himself  or anyone else. Morris had been living his whole life 
in fear. If  these powerful, tough wild animals could be afraid, he 
said, then maybe he could say he had been afraid, too. It was 
amazing; Morris had had an epiphany.
	 And just as with Morris, something was happening to all the 
men in the WHIP program. The inmates saw that the mustang’s 
violent behavior was caused by fear. The horses were just trying to 
survive. They acted mean and aggressive, but in reality they were 
scared to death, just like the men. For the first time in the lives of  
these men, they were shown the undeniable truth about who they 
were.
	 They had learned and believed that being tough and vicious 
was their only hope of  survival. But now—just like these beauti-
ful, wild, violent, and unpredictable animals—the men could see 
that their motive had also been fear. And maybe, just like the 
horses, they too could change.
	 Behind their violence, the mustangs were deeply afraid. The 
inmates identified with that. They saw themselves. They began 
to feel compassion, an emotion they had probably never known 
or felt before. They felt it for the horses, they felt it for each other, 
and they felt it for themselves.
	 The inmates were trying to gentle the horses, but in truth the 
horses were gentling the inmates. The process of  gentling wild 
horses to fit into human society was simultaneously gentling 
“wild” humans to fit back into the same society. As I left and drove 
away from the prison, I realized I had not only watched the use of  
cheap prison labor save a great American icon, the wild mustang; 
I had witnessed the unintended healing of  lost souls. ©Tim Hayes 
• • •
	 This story is from my new book RIDING HOME – The Power 
of  Horses to Heal and appears in Chapter 1 ~”Wild Horses…Wild 
Men.” It is this amazing power of  horses to heal and teach us 
about ourselves that is accessible to everyone and found in the 
pages this book.
	 To purchase or learn more about the book please visit: www.rid-
inghome.com. Every book ordered will benefit veterans with PTSD, 
children with autism and children of  families in need.
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untimely injury of  my event horse allowed me to spend a lot of  time 
just being with him. He was (and is) a take-charge kind of  guy, and 
although we worked very well on course together, he was not an easy 
horse to bond with. Hour-long leg treatments, wrapping and hand-
walking every day for many months provided that opportunity and 
provided valuable experience for what would become my next chal-
lenge.
	 The lofty dreams I had for my beautiful, muscular ex-racehorse 
were dashed when the veterinarian confirmed our fears of  a serious 
front leg injury. I felt as if  I was between a rock and a hard place, and 
I didn’t know if  I could willingly take on a situation as grave as this. 
Yet the alternatives seemed to be to misrepresent and re-sell her as 
had been done to me, or euthanasia, and I wasn’t willing to consider 
either. As I wasn’t able to fathom the level of  commitment that I 
would need to muster, I just took things a day at a time. And a day at a 
time we worked, and we bonded; we were jubilant with small victories 
and crushed by setbacks. We asked for help when we were in over our 
heads, which was frequently. And she got better, and I got better. She 
didn’t know much except the racetrack, and how to be a good horse, 
but that ended up being enough. We got trained to train her, and we 
did. And we got to ultimately be the person in the irons when she 
trotted into the show ring in front of  the first crowd since the one at 
her last racetrack. That remains my most cherished ribbon. 
	 Through her and all of  the others I found my little niche in the 
horse world. It wasn’t bad luck forcing situations upon me, it was the 
universe opening doors that I would not have otherwise known were 
there. The thing is, I wouldn’t have chosen any of  these situations 
had I been given the option. Were they good things or bad things? 
Neither. They were necessary things. Necessary in order to bring me 
to the point where I am now, which is prepared for unknown oppor-
tunities already on their way.
	 Even though I seem to not always remember it very well, things 
work much better for me when I live my life in preparation for some-
thing better to come.
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