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Hallelujah, Grace and Marie. 
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I was born loving horses. I can’t remember a time that I didn’t. 

I made the momentous decision to adopt a Mustang after I suddenly and 
horrifically lost my beloved, Player. I always thought my next horse would 
be a Mustang; the challenge and reward of developing a relationship with 
a wild one intrigued me (I’m always up for a challenge). The process of 
forming that relationship could be a parallel to the deep relationship that 
I had shared with Player, having bred and raised him. Buying a horse 
seemed trivial; you can’t buy relationships. My knowledge of Mustangs 
was nil at this point. I was not aware of the thousands in holding pens, 
long-term holding facilities, or that three strike (unadoptable) Mustangs 
even existed. 

A fateful journey
 
And so my fateful journey began, for which I am eternally grateful. 
Who knew you could just type in the search bar “adopt a mustang,” 
and find an endless supply of Mustangs? What age would I choose? 
What holding facility was the closest? I originally decided on a three- or 
four-year-old, and was 99% certain that I would choose a mare. I fell 
for a three-year-old strawberry roan mare at the Ridgecrest Regional 
Wild Horse & Burro Corrals. 

She needs some groceries and is most definitely low on the totem pole, 
as evidenced by her scars and scrapes. The photographer for the BLM 
has managed to capture a great shot of her eye, and I am hooked, I want 
to save her. 

My recently adopted donkey, Glory, was in need of a pasture mate, and 
already had me using my brain in the “how to tame a wild one” category 
again. She’s still the wildest one of the bunch (gotta love the donks!)

The date is set, and my courageous twin sister has agreed to be my chap-
erone. My nephew asks, “How much is it to adopt a mustang?” I answer, 
“One hundred twenty-five dollars, plus my commitment, plus my heart.” 
 
We arrive at the holding facility and Grant, the manager, takes us out to 
her holding pen. I see the roan mare, and she is huge. I am looking for a 
cow horse and decide to pass. I feel guilty, but there are 900 horses there 
and they all need good homes. Grant is busy, but also encourages me to 
go with my first instinct—good advice. We park on the perimeter road and 
agonizingly observe the mare pens all afternoon. No first instincts yet, so 
we resolve to go and check out the gelding side, just in case one hits me 
between the eyes. I notice a pen that doesn’t jive with the layout of pens 
by age and gender. We leave, but my mind stays with the odd pen; I now 
realize that was my real first instinct. Discouraged, we call it a day.

We arrive in the morning and inquire about the odd pen—it’s the 
“unadoptables.” There’s my second sign! I intentionally choose a highly 
reactive (a trait that could contribute to a successful cow horse), seven 
(almost eight)-year-old mare. She’s cautiously interested in us, and there’s 
my final sign. Done, that’s my horse. I choose not to have a halter put 
on her. I figure if I can’t do it myself later, then I don’t deserve to be on 
the end of the lead rope.

Hallelujah’s freedom loss date was February 15, 2012 in Stone Cabin, 
Nevada, and this is November, 2015. She was on the range for four 
years, and in captivity for almost as long. 

We unload her into her six-foot tall Mustang pen and she freezes in 
the corner.
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I had periodically checked her in the trailer during the seven-hour haul 
home and she was immobile in the middle. Uh-oh…is she a little too 
intense? I frantically search the trailer to see if she unloaded any 
“presents.” I dig through every shred of shavings. Nope, none there. 
Double uh-oh…she shut down in the trailer. I let her settle in for the 
evening and begin my work the next day. She remained glued to the 
same corner. I thought, it’s her agenda I need to respect, not mine. She 
does not understand why she was torn away from her homeland, herd 
and family, or who I am. I wish I could explain to her. How could I 
justify the reasons, anyway? I decided to use the approach-and-retreat 
method. I work my way up to touching her neck and shoulder, hard as 
a rock, not a surprise, but a defining moment in my life. I respect her fear 
and progress with no time limit for each session; learning opportunities 
abound for both of us. Within two weeks she whinnies to me for the first 
time (and my heart swells), and we are on our road to the infinite depth 
of our relationship. 

A herd, complete
 
But I can’t get the strawberry roan out of my heart. 
She is still up there, skinny, beat up, and alone. I say alone, as while we 
were observing her holding pen, she remained solitary on the side. I am 
sad and conflicted.

I share her BLM link on my Facebook page, groveling for someone to 
adopt her. No serious responses. I realize that she was meant to be with me, 
and I will bring her home. It is now mid-January, 2016. I call in advance 
and Grant agrees to have her ready for me.

I am anxious the entire drive back to Ridgecrest. I can’t wait to see her and 
fulfill my intent of my true first instinct, which was her. I choose her name, 
Grace. My herd will be complete. 

I squeeze into the trailer a couple of times on the way home, hand feed 
her hay from her hay bag, and I am elated. Maybe she will be easier; 
her demeanor appears so much less intense. Grace is now a four-year-
old, freedom loss date: November 28, 2012 from Little Owyhee, Nevada. 
She is a redhead, and her temper matches her hair color; she never whinnies 
or nickers to me, but she has a squeal down pat! The “laid back” first 
impression was, in reality, aloofness. I come to the realization that in the 
holding pens, she chose to be alone. 

Above: Marie and Grace are building a great relationship through groundwork.

 Photo: Studio O
ne Photography.



www.naturalhorse.com  NATURAL HORSE Magazine – VOLUME 19 ISSUE 1 • 69

I am grateful that she no longer has to compete for food and is safe. We 
have our chosen herd complete, and it is a privilege to be a member of it. 
I use a 14-foot homemade stick to touch her for the first time. I run my 
hand up and, as my hand feels her withers, I am hooked on never again 
having a companion in my pasture that does not have a freeze brand. 

What Comes Next…
My heart is full of compassion for these wild ones, and I commit to 
learning more about their real story. The BLM website abounds with 
information, but I realize there are two sides to every story. Every turn 
frustratingly reveals inconsistencies and even more questions. My deter-
mination to learn and aid the wild ones is now focused on the other side 
of the fence. My passion grows for their lost homelands and freedom; I 
am determined to make a difference. I had not anticipated becoming 
involved in charitable work until I retired; I had enthusiastically created 
a business model for low-cost spay/ neuter clinics for dogs and cats. But 
I could not ignore the urgent injustice in the plight of the wild ones. So, 
I jump in feet first and am now headed down the advocate road, many 
years before planned. I realize “sleep” and “advocate” do not belong in 
the same sentence, and am compelled to my now-lifelong commitment 
to help not only the wild ones, but our environment as well.

Now, if my nephew were to ask me again, how much a Mustang costs, I 
would answer, “One hundred twenty-five dollars, plus my heart, plus my 
commitment to be a voice for the voiceless for the rest of my life (priceless).” 

I would like to share with you just two verses from my heartfelt personal 
anthem, “The Battle Hymn of Love,” by Kathy Mattea: 
There are wars and there are rumors
Of wars yet to come
Temptations we’ll have to walk through
Though others may tremble
I will not run
‘Til my death I will stand by you
I will put on the armor of faithfulness
To fight for a heart that is true
‘Til the battle is won, I will not rest
‘Til my death I will stand by you

If you are interested in the experience of a lifetime, here is information 
on adopting a Mustang: 

This link is for the unadoptable and three strike horses: www.blm.gov/wo/
st/en/prog/whbprogram/adoption_program/sales.html  

Trainer Incentive Program—you can save a soul who is already trained! 
www.mustangheritagefoundation.org/adopt.php 

Internet adoption: www.blm.gov/adoptahorse/ 

On site at the holding facilities, and there are plenty more who are not 
displayed. www.blm.gov/adoptahorse/onsitegallery.php 

About the author:
Marie Milliman has been involved with many small and large animal rescues, 
is a volunteer for Wild Horse Education, a proud horse guardian of 42 years, 
and the owner of Marie Milliman Insurance Agency Inc.
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Hallelujah and Grace; Marie’s herd is complete.


