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Light dapples through the canopy, lending a fairy-tale quality to the forest track
that the horses tread in single file. I wander behind on foot. Erica, the riding coach for
this lesson, walks beside me. She explains that these students rarely have opportunity
to get amongst nature like this. One rider, a young man, peers at the trees around
him, giggling. Erica smiles sideways at me. See, she seems to say, on horseback these
students gain freedom to go new places, places it’s difficult to go in their wheelchairs.

I

’m at the McIntyre Centre, a
riding school on Brisbane’s
outskirts that specialises in
therapeutic riding. Established
in 1964 by June and Peter
McIntyre, the McIntyre
Centre was the first riding centre in
Australia specifically designed for
people with disabilities. Now, over
140 Riding for the Disabled (RDA)
centres operate across Australia.

Like many horse-lovers, I’m familiar
with the idea of RDA, and yet again,
like many horse-lovers the specifics
of therapeutic riding remain a
mystery to me. What exactly is it?
Why’s it so great? Isn’t it just pony
rides?

The McIntyre Centre’s program
manager Janine is quick to correct
the most common misconception:
RDA is definitely not just about
cute kids on cute ponies. Equine

for someone with limited mobility,
sitting astride a horse provides
the physical benefits of accessing
seldom-used muscles, improving
core-strength, balance, coordination,

RDA is definitely not just
about cute kids on cute ponies
assisted therapy and therapeutic
riding are internationally recognised
treatments for both physical and
cognitive disabilities. Therapeutic
riding, Janine explains, is a holistic
therapy that exercises body and
mind. Horse riding activates many
of the same muscles as walking;
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and posture. On a cognitive level,
riding develops skills for memory,
concentration, and helps students
interpret cause-effect relationships,
while bonding with horses,
volunteers, and other riders helps
improve communication skills. Then
there are the psychological and
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social aspects that come with achieving
personal goals while belonging to a
group: “When our students are on a
horse they are just like anyone else,”
Janine says, “Their brothers and sisters
might have shirts saying they are part of
netball and soccer teams; our students
get shirts saying they are part of the
centre”. The real beauty of therapeutic
riding, and perhaps the reason it’s so
often misunderstood as mere ponyrides, is that, for all it’s benefits, it feels
to students “just like hanging out on a
horse”. As the McIntyre Centre tag-line
goes, the “amazing benefits” are in the
“simple pleasures”.
I contemplate therapeutic riding’s
simple pleasures and amazing benefits
as I follow the trail-riders. Two of the
young men sit up in the saddle. The
third lays forward, supported by a roll
of foam. A volunteer walks on each of
the riders’ sides, and another volunteer
leads. I forget, then remind myself, that
only half-an-hour before these same
students had been in wheelchairs, one
strapped in for upright support. Erica
tells me that horse riding might be the

first time someone in a wheelchair is
taller than everyone around them: It’s
a chance to see things from a different
perspective and achieve personal goals.
I’ve been at the centre for hours when I
realise I haven’t once heard mention of
disability. Therapeutic riding is all about
ability. Students are grouped according
to what they hope to achieve—not
their disabilities. Each lesson is about
working towards those goals, reaching
milestones, achieving. Every semester
students’ goals are reviewed, simple
pleasures built upon, and more goals
placed on the horizon: students are
meeting individual objectives, achieving
real results, while hanging out on
horses.
Each student at the centre has their
own tale of personal achievement,
testimony of therapeutic riding’s
results. There’s the little girl who was
wheel chair-bound, and initially had to
be supported by volunteers as she lay
limp on the horse’s back. Over time, she
developed the strength to lift her head,
then her body, then sit at a 40-degree
angle. 18 months into the
program, she sat upright
and rode unsupported.
There are the school-kids
whose behavior improves
dramatically during the
program, and the young
adults who have continued
to develop their lifeskills in the Post-School
Services program. There’s
the little boy whose first
real conversation with
his speech-therapist was
about riding, the kids
who learned to speak by
mimicking their coaches
and volunteers, and
the children who broke
through
non- verbal
barriers to say their
horse’s name.
The staff, like proud
parents, urge me to
share in one of these
achievements. Talyssa,
a post-school service

participant, has just learned to canter.
I watch as, on her coach’s word Talyssa
gathers the reins, sits down in the saddle,
urges her horse from trot to canter. The
horse resists. Talyssa tries again. The
horse drops to a walk. Talyssa’s body
slumps under the frustration that every
rider experiences in these situations.
The coach calls her to halt, walks to her
side and speaks in a hushed voice. “You
can do it”, the coach calls when Talyssa
rides off again. This time they flow into
an easy canter. Talyssa smiles. The coach
smiles. I smile so hard my cheeks hurt.
I wander back to the stables where a
woman I’d met earlier is mixing feeds.
She’d introduced herself by telling me
first that she’d been involved with the
centre for 20 years, and second that her
name was Cassandra. I follow Cassandra
through the yards, and she introduces
me to each horse by name, telling me
she came here for riding lessons when
she was 12 years old. “My last riding
school [before the McIntyre Centre]
always treated me like a little kid,”
she says, stroking her favourite horse,
“But I love it here”. For Cassandra, the
best part of riding is the challenge and
sense of achievement. Her dedication
paid off when she competed as part of
RDA Queensland’s team for the 2010
Adelaide Special Olympics, where she
collected a bronze, silver, and two gold
medals. Now, she looks around her,
“This place... It’s a very special place”.
There’s a waver of emotion in her voice.
We stand in silence, each patting the
horse. “They know,” she says eventually,
nodding at the horse, “They know how
you’re feeling, and how much you love
them”.
At the time of my visit, 180 students
from 13 different special schools are
part of the McIntyre Centre’s program,
each with their own tale of achievement.
Julie from the McIntyre Centre’s
Business Development Team is adamant
the centre could be doing more. “It’s not
so much what we have done, but what
we could do if we had the facilities”,
she emphasizes. Over 30 other special
schools would, given the opportunity,
send their students to be part of the
program. More than 200 children are on
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the five-year-long waiting list. Each year waiting
is another year away from the developmental
years so crucial for early intervention therapy.
“It’s heart-breaking when parents hear of the
benefits of RDA, and then find out about the
waiting lists”, Julie says.
The issue, as with so many other RDAs, is
infrastructure. Denis Keates, the McIntyre
Centre’s CEO, unrolls their proposed
redevelopment plan. He traces his finger along
the improvements they’ll make: two covered
arenas, hay and feed sheds, a therapy centre,
and facilities for short-stay accommodation.
I nod, grappling to comprehend the detailed
project plan, the costs, the dates, the foundation
they rely on to bring the plan into reality. What
I do understand, clearly, accurately, with a wave
of enthusiasm, is this: the re-development
would allow the McIntyre Centre to open its
program to a further 150 students each week,
dramatically reducing waiting lists, enabling
more people to access the services at a younger
age. Julie explains that RDA centres across
Australia face the same issues, both with
infrastructure and funding, and are in need of
similar support. “RDA,” she says, “needs to be
considered one of Australia’s top charities, one
of the most important community programs”.
Therapeutic riding is definitely more than a
pony ride. But it’s also about the same pleasure,
achievement, and, occasionally, frustration that
horse riding brings to people of all backgrounds.
I think of Helen Thomson’s oft quoted line,
“In riding a horse, we borrow freedom”, how,
in the case of therapeutic riding, it would be
more accurate to say, “In riding a horse we
achieve freedom”, and how it is also true that in
assisting someone to ride we achieve joy. We are
about to step out of the forest track when Erica
turns to the young man who lies supported by
the foam roll. She encourages him to sit up. He
does a slight, quick movement requiring a type

In riding a horse we
achieve freedom, in
assisting someone to ride
we achieve joy.
of muscular strength he rarely accesses in his
chair. He smiles a broad, gap-toothed smile.
The amazing benefits of simple pleasures are
written all over his face.
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