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Walking in a Free Rein Equine Therapist’s Boots
Nicolas Silva, LMFT, Equine Therapist

What’s your background? 
I was born in the U.S. but grew up in 
Mexico, with horses. I studied psycholo-
gy and had a scholarship to study ado-
lescents and youth with social needs in 
Denmark. Children who were hyperac-
tive and autistic were learning through 
being outside in nature, encountering 
living things. That philosophy is very 
compatible to work with psychology 
and horses, and I’ve fallen in love with 
equine therapy. I’ve been certified by 
Eagala (Equine Assisted Growth and 
Learning Association) since 2015.

Give us some snapshots of therapy.
Talking about ourselves is hard. So, we 
talk about horses. For example, a child 
might say, this pony is so sad, and tell us 
why that might be. Topics we are able to 
touch on are so much more intense. For 
one of our kids’ groups’ curriculums, we 
organize activities around boundaries, 
drugs, gangs, self-awareness self-esteem, 
leadership, relationships and family, keep-
ing the peace and living impossibilities.
 We don’t give the clients any infor-
mation about the horses that would 

color their perspective or hinder their 
imaginations – not even a horse’s name. 
Clients often start out a little afraid of a 
horse ten times bigger than them. Find-
ing ways to overcome fear is a big part 
of our therapy. How the horses respond 
from one client to the next can be com-
pletely opposite, reflecting the person’s 
energy. As prey animals, horses are 10 
times more sensitive than us. 
 Last year, one of the kids had just 
lost his dad. He was always laughing and 
making jokes to the point of bullying. 
Kids may feel discomfort and grieve 
through anger, bullying, drugs and 
other risky behaviors. When he came 
here, I asked him to find a horse he 
identified with. He sat down on a bucket 
in the pasture, and a horse walked over, 
putting his forehead on the boy’s head. 
The boy started to cry loudly. Police 
officers who brought him came over and 
cried with him for about 15 minutes. At 
his father’s funeral, no one had cried – 
showing emotion wasn’t accepted in 
their culture. It  was the first time he was 
able to express his grief.
 We had a veteran just back from 
combat who came to spend time with 
a mustang, but the horse kept walking 
away. After several failed attempts he 
said, “I’m tired of this and I’m not going 
to deal with it. This is what’s happening 
at my house. My stepson is always 
avoiding me. Maybe I’m too much.” 
At the next session, he waited, but 
no approach. At the third session the 
horse came over and started sniffing 
him. Eventually he was hugging that 
horse. He told me, “I realized I wanted to 
connect with my stepson so badly, but I 
was pushing him away. I needed to learn 
to just be there.”

What was your favorite highlight from 
the recent Eagala conference?
Eagala is receiving $637,700 to fund 
services shown to improve mental 
and emotional health of veterans and 
service members across the U.S. For 
several years, Free Rein has provided 
free therapy to veterans in need. We 
are a well-established therapy site and 
hopeful we qualify for some of these 
funds to support our program. 

What’s most rewarding about your role?
Free Rein has two graduations per year. 
At the end of every program the kids talk 
about the program’s impact. We hear 
things like, I stayed away from gangs 
or drugs – often just small decisions to 
do something different. It’s gratifying 
to know that what he or she takes with 
them will impact their own life and that 
of their family, social circle, the person 
they marry and their children.             

CLEAR THE SHELTERS: Inside an Animal Therapy  
Program Using Rescue Horses to Heal At-Risk Kids 
 Watch the NBCLX feature filmed at Free Rein this 
past summer on our partnership with the Los 
Angeles Police Department to help youth in the 
toughest communities in LA.  Visit www.youtube.
com/watch?v=Kdm4HqO6lLM&t=6s.
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Michelle Desmond, Equine Specialist
How did you become an equine 
specialist?
I was raised by my horse, out riding all 
day until dark in what’s now Chino Hills. 
I grew up hearing my mom and dad, 
clinical and forensic psych professionals, 
talk passionately about psychological 
theory. Their busy careers meant I had 
plenty of time to spend with my horse. 
Eventually people in the equine com-
munity would bring problem horses to 
me, knowing I under-
stood and connected 
with them. When a 
friend told me about 
the Eagala equine 
specialist training, I 
knew this was right in 
my wheelhouse.

How would you 
describe Free Rein’s 
unique equine therapy 
program?
Our horses are a blank 
canvas. With their help, 

clients in recovery form a picture of 
what’s holding them back from a 
fulfilling life and ways to get past it. 
Every session has a therapist and an 
equine specialist, and all are Eaga-
la-certified. Having both be certified 
isn’t required, but we do it for the 
integrity of the program. The therapy 
we provide is unconventional but ef-
fective. The basis of the Eagala model 
we use is a belief that all clients have 
the best solutions for themselves 

when given the op-
portunity to discover 
them.
 We’ve been growing 
and helping more 
clients than ever. A 
typical group is six to 
eight kids for eight 
weeks. About 80 
percent are considered 
at-risk youth. Kids 
have to battle so many 
things. Learning to 
reach out requires 
trust. Being around 

horses inherently requires trust, too. 
We strategize and work through 
challenges, then apply lessons learned 
to other areas of their lives. 

For more information on Free Rein’s 
Equine-Assisted Psychotherapy 
(EAP) and Equine-Assisted Learning 
(EAL) programs, please visit  
freereinfoundation.org or email 
info@freereinfoundation.org.
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With great sadness, on Aug. 24 the Free 
Rein family said goodbye to Tee, whose 
suffering from severe shoulder pain came 
to an end. Tee arrived in the HB Free Rein 
pasture two summers ago, nervously 
pacing the inside fence. Within a couple 
of days he’d made himself the undisputed 
“king of the herd,” in spite of struggling 
with chronic lameness.  Around people, 
Tee was Prince Charming. His many 
endearing qualities made the hand-
some palomino a favorite therapy horse. 
Volunteer Trevor Masid says he had “all 
the traits we love in any animal rolled 
into one beautiful giant.” Others grieving 
Tee each shared  a word describing  their 
friend: Soulful. Protector. Connected. Ma-
jestic. Comic. Goofball. Sweet. Intelligent. 
Perceptive. Kind. Willing. Regal. Noble. 
Compassionate. Guardian. Love.
    To make a donation honoring Tee’s 
memory please visit freereinfoundation.
org or email info@freereinfoundation.org.

TEE and Sympathy for All Who Knew and Loved Him

http://freereinfoundation.org
mailto:info%40freereinfoundation.org?subject=Equine-assisted%20Therapy
http://freereinfoundation.org
http://freereinfoundation.org
mailto:info%40freereinfoundation.org?subject=Equine-assisted%20Therapy

