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Definitive Whim
How Hayley Sumner of Berkshire HorseWorks left Hollywood’s glamour behind and
became an equine therapist in the Berkshires
By Albert Stern / BJV Editor
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she fondly remembered from her days
as a camper. “But as soon as I moved
here, I got breast cancer,” she says.
“And then my dog Brando got cancer.
And my stepsister got diagnosed and
her husband, all in nine days, totally
random. So that was a game-changer
for me. At the time, I would never even
acknowledge that I had breast cancer
because I didn’t want to be known as
one of ‘those people’ and have people in
a new community treating me like that.
I was so focused on getting my dog
healthy. So Brando was going through
chemo, I was going through radiation, we were going down to New York
City for five days at a time. So I said,
‘What am I going to do? Here I went
through the three surgeries, five weeks
of radiation, and went through all the
chemo with my dog. I lost my stepsister
because her cancer spread. And I said,
‘I got to finally do what my heart has
been calling me to do.’”
She made the acquaintance of
Carl Dunham, then the owner of
the Berkshire Equestrian Center in
Richmond, who supported her ambitions by letting her use the farm’s
training facility. Kismet soon struck
again when her hairdresser told her
about a rescue horse that was available
for adoption. Sumner was smitten by
the five-year-old blue-eyed “medicine
hat” horse (a mostly white horse with a

colored patch on its head) – “the most
mystical of horses for the Blackfeet
Indians,” she says – named Spirit, who
originally came from Montana.
Everything about Spirit spoke to
her, she says, but it took the horse
three weeks to warm to her. “I would
put a chair in the field, and every other
horse would come up to me except that
one. And that took patience. Patience is
not necessarily my virtue and I work on
it every day.” Eventually, Spirit came
around and Berkshire HorseWorks was
started in 2013.
Sumner explains that equine
therapy is predicated on the ideas
of cognitive behavioral therapy. “It’s
solution-focused and strength-based,
which means we believe that clients
have the answers if given the space
to solve a problem themselves.” The
client referred by a mental health
professional may have a clinical diagnosis and a therapeutic goal, while
corporate clients may be looking for
team-building experiences or ways to
boost their employees’ sense of empowerment or decision making. She adds
that herds of horses are naturally
hierarchical. There are parallels with
the social hierarchies in the business
world – “who is the alpha, who speaks,
who makes decisions is all in their
body language. So it’s a safe way for
companies to address what’s going

on” with their dynamics
[Horses] are highly intuitive; they
because they’re doing it
need to know if they can trust you
through horses. “A lot
of the process is that
or not at the moment. So they are
horses become the metaphors for things that are
mirrors to the body, to what’s
happening in their lives.”
happening inside us.
Horses are naturally wary prey animals,
many generations and my hope is that
explains Sumner, and for horses
it will be like an intergenerational ther“everything is about observation and
apeutic camp, that people don’t look
perception. When people think animal
at as a place only for psychotherapy.
therapy, [they think] oh it’s just like
We’re trying now to collaborate with
dogs. It’s not. Dogs want to please you;
different practitioners, and that’s to
they will do anything to please you.
help financially sustain us through,
Horses will not even come close to you
but also, I think it was really in my
if they don’t trust you. They are highly
business goal to be more well-rounded
intuitive; they need to know if they can
that way.”
trust you or not in that moment. So,
That work, and the effort involved
they are mirrors to the body, to what’s
in running a horse farm generally, are
happening inside us. So if there’s
labor-intensive and unrelenting, but
an incongruity in what the client is
Sumner and her staff are persevering
saying and doing, in their verbal and
through this time of pandemic and
nonverbal [actions] that horse is going
looking forward to the future.
to call you out.”
“I don’t know how else to explain
Berkshire HorseWorks, organized as
it. I love it. If I had five seconds, you’d
a nonprofit, has provided programs for
see how exhausted I am. If I had five
a host of local businesses and commuseconds to actually sit and appreciate
nity groups and has recently hosted
and breathe, which is challenging
workshops for healthcare workers
when you’re a single person in this
stressed out during the coronavirus
environment. There’s a s***load of
pandemic. Ultimately, Sumner wants
work.”
to add complementary offerings at the
ranch, and is working hard to develop
For more information on Berkshire
the facility further. “Everything touches
HorseWorks, visit berkshirehorseworks.
everyone here,” says Sumner about
com, or call (413) 698-3700. Berkshire
the Berkshires, “and everyone is so
HorseWorks is at 101 Patton Road in
passionate about things. There are so
Richmond.
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