I Don’t Even Like Horses!
by Carleen Sing, Victoria

Carleen’s home education philosophy “to ﬁnd what the children are
passionate about and help them to follow up on that” was put to the
test when her two sons decided to adopt two wild brumbies.

The story continues and I’m yet to work out who learns the
most.
Now that I’m up to children numbers four and five, I’m
sure that I’ve learnt way more in my 20 plus years of
Home Education than during any other period of my life.
This time around though, I’m learning new ideas and skills
that I never would have dreamed I’d be even touching on.
The year before last our very old pony died. We worked
out that she was over 30 years old but somehow she had
become part of the family and our lives here and so her
death just had not been expected. She was an amazing old
horse and we’d bought her because we considered her to
be “Bomb proof”. She gave us and others many years of
fun for children as she was so placid and safe.
Well, when she died I simply thought, or perhaps hoped,
that would be the end of our horsey era. The era began
when Dion, our now 24 year old son, purchased his own
horse about 10 years ago. Brandy, the old pony, had been
an addition so that Tali, now 18, could share in the fun.
However, I must have been kidding myself as, only a few
months after Brandy’s death, Erik, 10 and Liam, 12 both
started talking about wanting another horse to ride. Well,
might I say (what has become a catch phrase here) “I
don’t even like horses!” having had experiences as a child
with first an ex-Circus Shetland pony who had been way
too clever for us children and then with a very sprightly,
dominant horse that had a mind of her own and loved to
‘fly’ and ‘jump’ anything she could find. As a result I had
decided that horseriding was not the thing for me and left
that to my younger brother.
As my home education philosophy has become “to find
what the children are passionate about and help them to
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follow up on that”, I decided that something should be
done to fulfil the need for horseriding. Thus began the
search for a replacement “Bomb proof” horse.
Our farrier suggested a racehorse which ‘hadn’t quite made
the grade’ but somehow the idea of a horse which had been
trained for speed did not equate to ‘safe’ to me. We looked
at ads for horses and I was rather surprised at the potential
cost ranging from the $1,000 to $5,000 mark and always at
the top end for the ones labelled “Bomb proof”. I thought
this an amazing price in a drought. Then I began to look
at the possibility of ‘saving’ a horse left to starve because
of neglect and the drought conditions but, before I could
phone about that, I saw an article in The Weekly Times
about a woman who had recently begun the Victorian
Brumby Association and was looking for people to ‘adopt’
a Brumby.
We checked the website and, on doing so, Erik “fell in
love” with a weanling filly called April advertised there for
$550 - at least a far more affordable price than what we’d
seen before.
We made contact with Colleen O’Brien (founder of the
Association) and organised to visit the Brumbies and talk
about the possibilities of purchase. Colleen gave us the
name of the trainer who she used to “train her horses to
saddle.” (The current terminology for what used to be
called “Breaking-in”.) By this time Liam and Erik were
talking about the possibility of training their own horses
and we began to research and many conversations to find
out the likelihood and possibility of that as a venture. I
knew that my brother had broken-in quite a few horses and
that he had begun around the age of 15, so I knew it was
possible; we just needed to look at all of the angles. Daryl
Olney, the trainer Colleen used, was willing to spend time
with us discussing the possibility and his opinion so we
drove to Shepparton and spent some time asking lots of
questions and listening to his ideas and learning how he
goes about training the horses. Daryl was very positive
about the possibility, noting that, because we weren’t
“horsey” people, we at least wouldn’t have too much
unlearning to do and would be beginning with an ‘empty
slate’. We went home feeling very positive about the idea
and that we would be able to make it work. Liam and
Erik were even beginning to talk about the possibility of
this becoming their life’s work and making all sorts of
plans for the future.
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In conversing with our friends from all walks of life we
discovered that we, in fact, knew many people who had had
quite a lot to do with horses over the years and all of whom
offered their assistance in any way it was needed. We also
talked to a friend and neighbour who has several horses.
We knew she had bred horses in the past and found that,
not only did she train her own horses to saddle, but that
she had also spent some years training Northern Territory
Brumbies to saddle. She too was most positive about the
plan and offered to help, including the loan of equipment.
She arrived one day with an armload of books which she
had used in her learning of the “how to”. The addition of all
of this support enabled me to feel that there would always
be someone whom we could turn to for help as, after all, “I
don’t even like horses”.
During our conversations with Colleen we discovered
that the Brumby Association will not sell horses to homes
where there are no other horses. The reason is that horses
(and Brumbies in particular), being herd animals, are really
unhappy on their own. At this point we looked at borrowing
a horse but then we were back to the problem of what that
horse would be like. We were beginning to realise through
our reading and conversations with others that perhaps
having a horse and training it from ‘scratch’ would mean
that we could avoid the problems which may come along
with a horse whose training and background was little
known to us. As Daryl had told us, he believed that there
were no such things as ‘problem horses’ that in fact it was
more likely the people who had caused the problems. One
of the authors we were reading, Monty Roberts, had also
expressed the same sentiment. We were beginning to see
that we could train the horse to be as we wanted because we
were willing and able to put in the time, effort and learning
that this would require. Now, when I say ‘we’, I mean Liam
and Erik, as I’m the one who “doesn’t even like horses.”
However, I was very willing to be there and to help them in
their pursuit.
We began reading many books about horses and horsetraining which were suggested by Colleen, Daryl and our
friend, Shelley. We took a friend who had worked with
horses for many years previous to look at the horses and
talk to us about what to look for in a horse. Erik though,
was not to be moved from his original choice and Liam
then decided it would be best to also choose a filly and
Colleen had one which “fell in love” with him. Once that
decision was made, I then thought it best to go and spend
time with the horses in their current environment and
Colleen was willing to spend an afternoon showing Liam
and Erik how to begin working with them. At this point, the
horses, April and Avril, had been handled a little by Colleen
and some volunteers in the Association. They wore halters
and were used to being lead and tied up on occasion.

them to lift their feet, getting them accustomed to being
handled all over, used to rugs and such like.
We noted that, in the month prior to us finding out about the
Victorian Brumby Association, they had offered a clinic for
people interested in learning how to “Train a young horse
to saddle” and that, during that session, Daryl had indeed

trained a horse to be ridden in only one day. We were really
keen to attend the next clinic offered. We did that and sat
for a full day in awe of what can be done if one only knows
how. Some things we had read about and many we hadn’t,
but to watch a man who so clearly admired horses and

Several weeks later we hired a float and brought them
home. Feeding and general horse-care we knew, so that bit
was easy, and I found it amazing to see how confidently,
carefully and sensibly Liam and Erik worked with the
brumbies. They were then, and have remained, extremely
committed - getting up early each day to feed and care for
them and then initially spending 20 to 30 minutes after each
feed time to work with them - grooming them, teaching
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understood so much, work with them, taking them
from being relatively untouched, untrained animals
to willingly allowing him to ride them in such a
short space of time was amazing. Liam and Erik
took it all in and I, as always, asked many questions.
On returning home, Liam and Erik began working
with their horses and followed through - doing all
they had seen and within days Liam was sitting on
his saddled horse. However, we suddenly realised
that it was at that point that the clinic had finished
and, although all had gone very well, we were
unsure of the next step. I spoke to Colleen who said
that the next clinic would be one where riders could
bring their own horses and that both she and Daryl
would then work with them. Erik’s horse, being
only one-year-old, is too young yet to be ridden
and Liam was unsure of how he would go working
with lots of people and horses, not having done anything
like that before, so we decided to go along again as ‘fence
sitters’ and learn in that way as before. The clinic was again
a wonderful experience for us all and we learned even more
and had all we had already learned cemented in. Colleen
was keen for Liam and Erik to bring their horses to the next
clinic and made that suggestion to them. Now that they had
seen how it worked, they agreed it would be a good idea, so
we made plans for that. Daryl then offered to run a special
day following that clinic just for them and a young friend
we took along who is planning to train her own donkey to
saddle.

To watch the patience and confidence with which the
children handle their horses is wonderful and I am sure that
they have learned skills and information that will stand them
in good stead whether or not horse training becomes part of
their futures.
As for me, like always, I believe that I may have learned
more than anyone. I can no longer say in an honest manner
that “I don’t even like horses.” It has now become a family
joke. I have learned that it wasn’t the horses it was simply
my lack of knowledge and understanding and, at some point
soon, I may even have a ride.

That was truly a gift. To have such a skilled person
working with the children and their horses was
great. He taught Liam and Erik far more in a
day than one could imagine, taking them on
a trail ride through the forest and concluded
the day by teaching Liam how to get Avril
to lay down on cue.
The whole experience has been
wonderful for us all. Liam now has
a horse whom he can ride and who
has learned many tricks as well. He
has solidly trained Avril in all the
additional skills which Daryl taught
him only two weeks ago. Erik has now
sat in the saddle on April though she
will not be ready for serious training
for another 6 months. It is hard to
imagine that these two beautiful,
gentle, friendly horses were, less than
eight months ago, running wild in
Victoria’s Alpine region.
The farrier was most impressed with
how well both fillies had been trained
to have their feet handled and said he
wished that professional trainers did as
good a job. Daryl explained to us that
Liam and Erik have the time to spend
with the horses whereas a trainer has
many horses and cannot spend so
much time and energy on just one
horse.
Otherways May-July 2008

Page

18

Liam Sing: Brumby Trainer
By Jude Parsons, Victoria
One of the joys of home educating for
me is knowing that my children have
lots of time and thinking space to pursue
whatever interests they have, for however
long they have them. Areas that they are
passionate about, or particularly enjoy
for the moment can be given their full
attention and energy, rather than being
squeezed in around a school time-table,
as mine were. Sharing in the lives of our
homeschooling friends we also get to see,
hear about and sometimes join in with
activities that other families are enjoying.
In this context, my three children and
I have heard quite a bit from our friends, the Sings, about their latest adventure, training their own brumbies. We have
listened to the eager updates, and beheld Liam and Erik’s obvious pleasure, their growing confidence and developing
horsemanship skills, over the last eight months. The following is a quick interview with Liam, an up and coming 13 yearold brumby trainer!
I asked Liam what he most enjoys about working with his
brumby, “Avril”.
Liam: I really like the feeling of building a partnership
and becoming friends with her.
Jude: Tell me about your daily routine with Avril?
Liam: I feed her twice a day, and groom her afterwards.
I spend an hour or more, training and riding her. At first
we just had to get used to each other. I started by training
her to come to me. I have got her used to having her
feet picked up, being handled all over, and have taught
her to touch my hand with her nose – that’s important in
order to train her to do more difficult things later on. Erik
and I helped the brumbies get used to unexpected things
happening around them, so that they won’t startle easily
and throw a rider. We did things like wave a plastic bag
around at a distance, or shake a stockwhip near them. It’s
called being ‘bomb proof’. I’m able to saddle and ride her
now, and have just taught her to lie down on command.
Jude: That’s a lot in just eight months.
Liam: Yeah – brumbies are pretty quick learners
generally. Avril’s a bit too smart sometimes! I was really
surprised the first time she lay down on my command,
because just the day before that I had still had to help
her; show her what I expected her to do. We’d only been
working on lying down for about five days. Now when I
go into the round yard without her saddle she lies down
(laughs) – even though I haven’t asked her too!
Jude: The way you are training them seems really gentle
– working with their intelligence rather than breaking their
spirits. Tell me about that.
Liam: We’re working with a man called Daryl Olney. He
is teaching us how to train our brumbies. Daryl’s way
works on us being a partner to the horse, sort of one of the
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herd. If they don’t do something right, we correct them by
getting their attention, and letting the brumby know that
what they’re doing isn’t O.K., without ever hurting the
horse. When they do the right thing we give them a rub to
reward them.
Jude: What led you to choose an untrained brumby
instead of a trained horse?
Liam: Well, the price to begin with, but I like knowing
that we’ve saved them from becoming dog meat too. I’d
like to go to the high country one day and try catching
brumbies and bringing them here to train them. I don’t
know if that’s possible though, I’d need a permit and stuff.
I think I’d like to work with horses in the future.
Jude: You have tried your hand at a bit of carpentry as
well since getting the brumbies.
Liam: Yeah, I built a hitching rail and I made several
folding hoof picks, which I designed myself. You can
carry them in your pocket and not get poked in the leg by
the end of the pick!
Jude: Good idea! I know that together with Carleen
and Erik, you have read lots of books on the subject of
brumbies and horse training, these last few months. What
are some that you have enjoyed?
Liam: At the moment we’re reading In Search of a Wild
Brumby by Michael Keenan which is really good. Also
books by Pat Parelli and Monty Roberts, both who have
been called ‘Horse Whisperers” – I think Monty Roberts
says he prefers the name ‘Horse Listener” – they are both
pretty amazing. Another book I liked is Horses Never Lie
by Mark Rashid.
Jude: Thanks Liam, one last question - when do I start
riding lessons, (heh heh heh)?
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