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SARATOGA WARHORSE AIDS NATIONAL
GUARD AMID PANDEMIC

BY BOB EHALT | PHOTOS COURTESY ALLISON CHERKOSLY

THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC HAS INFLICTED unspeakable damage to ev-
eryday life in America and the rest of the world throughout 2020.

For the frontline workers in hospitals and
medical offices, COVID-19 took an already
stressful job and added a loss of life on a
scale unseen before and brought the horrify-
ing specter of an environment where a silent,
invisible killer can spread unknowingly and
be taken home toloved ones.

For some members of our country’s Na-
tional Guard who were pressed into service
to join the battle against the spread of the
novel coronavirus, the pandemic presented
the same array of horrific situations as their
dutyin combat areas and even brought back
painful memories.

Seeing what was happening to the men
and women of the home-based military, Al-
lison Cherkosly, executive director and CEO

of the not-for-profit Saratoga WarHorse -

organization, sprang into action. Having a
program with a proven track record for help-
ing veterans of military service overcome
post-traumatic stress, Saratoga WarHorse

has expanded its free program, which uses
off-the-track Thoroughbreds in its heal-
ing experience, to include National Guard
members.

“When the National Guard began re-
sponding to help fight the pandemic, we
realized there were a lot of similarities be-
tween their experiences and someone who
might have been deployed in a war zone,”
Cherkosly said. “We did some research on
natural disasters, SARS, and frontline re-
sponders and what we found was that it was
similar to treating the military. The first
18 months are vital to avoid negative con-
sequences down the line, which we equate
to PTS. We want to help members of the
National Guard before these problems get
worse down the line.”

To that end, Saratoga WarHorse
partnered with the Maryland National
Guard and since Nov. 10 it has offered
its program to Guard members at SWH’s
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Saratoga WarHorse executive director and
CEO Allison Cherkosly

Baltimore farm.

“What we anticipate, based on our
track record and history, is that the ones
who come through our program will have
a better quality of life because they can
cope with problems they face, and some
will stay in the military longer,” Cherkosly
said. “They will require less services and
disability from the Veterans Administra-
tion, which spends hundreds of thousands
of dollars per year treating these veter-
ans while our program only costs about
$3,000-%4,000.”

To date, the Baltimore location has
serviced eight National Guard members,
and Cherkosly said plans are in the works
to add the National Guard component
in March to its farms in Aiken, S.C., and
Saratoga, which is located in East Green-
bush, N.Y.

She's also working on creating a control
group of military members who do not
participate in the program to judge the dif-
ferences in how they and program alums
transition to life back home.

“Tt should give us a level of credibility
about the way veterans respond to our pro-
gram,” Cherkosly said.

Spealk to one of the 1,300 veterans who
have been through the three-day program
since 2013, and you'll hear all the praise
anyone needs for it.

Saratoga WarHorse, which is funded
by charitable donations, generates a
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The goal of the program is to get the horse to connect with the veteran, which

gives both the veteran and the Thoroughbred a sense of bonding and trust

healing process in veterans who are men-
tally scarred by combat experiences or
military sexual trauma, who struggle to
adapt to civilian life by providing a one-
on-one interaction with a Thoroughbred
in the confined area of a pen. By overcom-
ing whatever apprehension there might be
between the Thoroughbred and the vet-
eran, eliminating that fear through a sim-
ple act—such as petting or nuzzling—can
work wonders for both the human and the
equine.

“We are resetting a circuit breaker in
thebrain for the veteran and the horse. We
initiate a stressful situation by putting the
veteran in a pen with a 1,200-pound ani-
mal, and it is a small enough area that they
feel the pressure of the horse being there
and it initiates the stress. But the goal is to

get the horse to connect with the veteran.
With horses being intuitive and prey ani-
mals, they will not come toward a human
who gives off negative energy. They will
tlee,” Cherkosly said. “But the veteran is
forced to get through this experience and
eventually trigger the relaxation response
in the horse. When the horse makes physi-
cal contact with the veteran, that is our in-
dication the bond has taken place. It can
take five minutes or hours to connect, but
it always happens. Tt’s just a matter of how,
and it gives both the veteran and the Thor-
oughbred a sense of bonding and trust.”
Steve Houghton served in the U.S. Army
for 20 years, all of it in active service with
multiple deployments to Iraq and Afghan-
istan before he retired in November 2016.
When he resumed civilian life, he endured
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rough days and was treated at a brain
injury clinic and participated in PTS and
PTSD groups when he heard about Sara-
toga WarHorse.

He joined the Aiken program in March
2017 and called it “life-changing.”

“In themilitary, whatyouseeand experi-
ence never leaves you. No one is ever ready
to be surrounded by death,” the 43-year-
old Houghton said. “Saratoga WarHorse
takes all of your pain and frustrations and
everything you are going through and it
takes it all away while you are in there in
the round pen with the horse. When you're
done with the program, you can start over.

“Tt’s like if you were stuck in life with no-
whereto go; it’s a step in the right direction
for you,” he added. “T still go to therapy,
but I got so much out of it in that one-time
experience at Saratoga WarHorse. You
learn to trust the horse, and they trustyou.
Among the problems veterans have is that
they do not trust people anymore. But you
goin there and let everything go.”

The three days he spent at Saratoga
WarHorse left such a deep and meaning-
ful impact on Houghton that he took a job
with the organization and is now the pro-
gram coordinator for the Aiken location.

“T got so much out of it,” Houghton said.
“ITwanted to stay on and help as many peo-
pleasIcan.”

Cherkosly said the therapy can be
equally beneficial to the Thoroughbreds,
who belong to organizations such as
ReRun Thoroughbred Adoption. Some of
the equines are adjusting to life away from
the racetrack while others, in dire cases,
were rescued from kill pens.

“The horses have a lot in common with
the veterans. They are also transitioning
after knowing one life for a long time and
when it’s over, they don’t know what to do.
They need a way forward because the rest
of their life is ahead of them,” she said. “So
the veterans who come through the pro-
gram are helping the horses as much as the
horses are helping them. And it makes the
veterans feel proud and good. As a soldier,
we are taught to never show weakness, S0
to be able to do some good in a program,
not just take some resources out of some-
thing, is important.”

PUBLISHED STUDY FINDS
EQUINE-ASSISTED
THERAPY EFFECTIVE

n eight-week study of patients
Awith post-traumatic stress dis-
order who participated in equine-
assisted therapy found evidence at
the neurobiological level that such
programs are effective in treating the
ailment, which might occur in people
who have experienced or witnessed
a harrowing event. '

Columbia University Irving Medical
Center and New York State Psychi-
atric Institute researchers, under the
auspices of the Man O’ War Project,
published the findings in a new study
in Human Brain Mapping, “Neural
changes following equine-assisted
therapy (EAT) for post-traumatic stress
disorder: A longitudinal multimodal im-
aging study.”

The Man O' War Project is the first
university-led research study to ex-
amine the effectiveness of equine-
assisted therapy in treating veterans
with PTSD. Founded in 2015 by phi-
lanthropist, businessman, and ambas-
sador Earle I. Mack, a veteran himself
and a longtime Thoroughbred owner/
breeder, the project was born out of his
concern about the mental health crisis
facing veterans and his observation of
anecdotal stories from various equine-
assisted therapy groups, yet no hard
science to support their results.

Mack noted this is the second time
scientific results have been published,
and a third is planned. Mack said that
while he never was called into combat,
veterans who saw such action have al-
ways had a special place in his heart.

“It’s really satisfying to see,” Mack
said. ‘I love the veterans we're helping
and | love the horses. And this has the
potential to help many others, includ-
ing children, suffering from PTSD.”

State-of-the-art technology was
used to look at changes in brain re-
gions key to fear and emotional pro-
cessing. Dr. Yuval Neria, who led the
Columbia team with Dr. Prudence Fish-
er, said the MRI data showed remark-
able results.

“The results provide the first-of-its-
kind proof that equine-assisted treat-
ment may have not only clinical prom-
ise,” Neria said, "but also brain based
changes that may increase a patient’s
capacity to enjoy life despite facing
traumas and war adversities, which
makes this treatment so unique.”

Fisher said the study holds promise
that equine-assisted therapy has the
potential to improve quality of life for
people affected by PTSD.

“The results from this study are very
exciting for the hundreds of thousands
of Americans who suffer from PTSD,”
Fisher said.

Dr. XiZhu, assistant professor of clin-
ical neurobiology, and first author on
the paper said, “This project provides
the first neurobiological evidence of
the effectiveness of equine-assisted
therapy for treating veterans and civil-
ians who suffer from PTSD.”

Mack noted the importance of the
financial support of The Jockey Club
and others within racing. Among oth-
ers providing principal funding for the
study were the David and Julia Koch
Foundation; Ganek Family Founda-
tion; Gerald Parsky; Gulfstream Park
Racing Association; Live Oak Foun-
dation; Mary and Daniel Loughran
Foundation; Meta Aerospace Capital;
Nicholson Family Charity Fund; Peter
M. Brant; Reid Family Charitable
Fund; Tactical Air Suppert; and Viola
Foundation. By Frank Angst
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Tina Mott, a longtime supporter and volun-
teer, is a board member

In talking about soldiers, Cherkosly can
say “we” because she is an Army combat
veteran who served in Afghanistan and
understands the problems veterans face
even when they return to what should be
the safe and comfortable surroundings of
their home and family.

“When I got home, two months later I
was at a business meeting and I heard
rounds from someone shooting at birds.
I reacted and went under a table and into
a crouching position to shoot. There’s a
lot of flashbacks for veterans,” Cherkosly
said. “There’s an adrenaline rush in com-
bat. You need to be on edge in a combat
environment, That’s how you survive. But
then you come home and that adrenaline
is no longer a good thing. It’s a burden.
You can’t focus on your job, your relation-
ships, because you are focused on surviv-
ing. We want to reset the brain so that it
doesn't trigger the fight or flight response.
Our goal is a relaxation response by filling
the body with hormones that counteract
the adrenaline. Once you start doing it, it
becomes muscle memory that you retain.”

Though Tina Mott, a longtime sup-
porter and volunteer and the wife of Hall
of Fame trainer Bill Mott, joined the SWH
Board last month, for the most part, the
organization comprises veterans such as
Cherkosly, which adds to the comfort level
for participants.

“We know first-hand what veterans
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have experienced by going through it
ourselves, so it offers us a level of cred-
ibility that research has showed veterans
respond better to,” Cherkosly said.
Though the battles overseas are over
for Cherkosly, joining Saratoga WarHorse
and the fight to help veterans—and now
National Guard members—has been so
therapeutic and uplifting that the days of
instinctively assuming a firing position

-are a distant memory.

“This is the greatest job I've ever had
or could want to have,” Cherkosly said.
“It marries my two passions, veteran care
and animal welfare. I can see with my own
eyes the benefits. There are hundreds of
success stories for the veterans and the
animals. I see veterans walk in scared,
shaking, crying, and now they are living
fine everyday lives. What could be better
than that?” @

Bob Ehalt is a senior correspondent for
BloodHorse.
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THERE ARE
HUNDREDS

OF SUCCESS
STORIES FOR
THE VETERANS
AND THE
ANIMALS. WHAT
COULD BE
BETTER THAN
THAT.”

— ALLISON
CHERKOSLY

REP. BARR CHAMPIONS
EQUINE-ASSISTED THERAPY

s a legislator from Central Kentucky horse country and a strong supporter of mili-
A tary veterans, Rep. Andy Barr is a believer in equine-assisted therapy and recently
helped ensure a federal funding source for the treatment.

In the final fiscal year 2021 conference agreement in Congress, Barr, a Kentucky
Republican, added an amendment that en-
sures $1.5 million of the $16 million total for
adaptive sports grants be used for equine-
assisted therapy. The original Military Con-
struction/Veterans Affairs Appropriations Bill
passed by the Senate did notinclude the line
item for equine-assisted therapy.

Congressman Barr’s amendment increas-
es funding for the VA to provide grants to or-
ganizations offering equine-assisted therapy
to disabled veterans and disabled members
of the armed forces.

Congress last year also approved the
Commander John Scott Hannon Veterans
Mental Health Care Improvement Act, which
aims to better serve veterans and connect
them to mental health services. Rep. Barralso
championed provisions of that legislationto  Kentucky representative Andy Barr
strengthen access for equine-assisted ther- S @ strong supporter of veterans
apy treatments for mental health and post-
traumatic stress disorder. For mental health grants, the bill authorizes $174 million for
fiscal years 2021-25 with a limitation of $785,000 per grantee per year.

“My passion for equine-assisted therapy comes from my work with the equine indus-
try and my appreciation for our military veterans,” said Rep. Barr, a member of the House
Veterans Affairs Committee. “Approximately 20 service members and veterans take
their own lives each and every day. This is a tragic trend we need to end.

“Equine-assisted therapy is an innovative therapy that can treat military veterans ex-
periencing post-traumatic stress syndrome or other trauma. | have long been a staunch
supporter of and have worked hard to secure unprecedented access to equine-
assisted therapy treatment for veterans through the VA as | believe it will help us end
the 20-a-day crisis in America.”

The Equine Assisted Growth and Leaning Association, a national equine-assisted
therapy organization, praised Barr’s efforts to secure these services for veterans.

“EAGALA is grateful to Congressman Barr’s advocacy for mental health services
incorporating horses to be included as a covered suicide prevention service,” said
its CEQ Lynn Thomas. “It is critical that alternate therapies, like psychotherapy with
horses, be supported. Thousands of veterans across the country already use equine-
assisted services in their road to recovery. This successful approach in addressing post-
traumatic stress, depression, anxiety, and other mental health needs allows the veteran
to recover in an interactive environment that suits their needs.”

KEENELAND PHOTO

By Frank Angst
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