
his past weekend a remarkable young man 
named Michael Verbeeck once again proved 
that autism is not always a disability! If we can 

just focus on the amazing abilities this community has, 
we will be blown away.  This time he proved it in the 
horse world. 

As you may know horse therapy (hippotherapy) has 
long been used to help people of all disabilities and this 
weekend it was the horse connection again that gave 
Michael a chance to prove to the world that he also has 
a special talent. Michael competed against all the other 
amateurs at this weekend’s European Amateur Cup.
I was made aware of Michael’s desire to participate 

through my friend and well renowned horse trainer 
Johanna Ullstrom. He was one of the participants in 
an amateur training session that she was hosting at 
Darby Farm, St. Truiden, Belgium.  As she knew that my 
son Ben was also on the autism spectrum she was very 
excited to share the news and also how natural Michael 
seemed to be around the horses. 

Michael had already been training with his friend Ils 
van Dun, a local breeder who also joined the training 
at Johanna’s. Ils, an accomplished amateur trainer 
brought him along to get a few last tips in the month 
leading up to the show, and he and Olivia K (the horse he 
would ultimately show) immediately had a connection.
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“This young man is my little brother. His life is filled with 
obstacles and some things are aways going to be huge 
challenges,” Michael’s sister, Steph said. “Here and now he 
is discovering his own unique talents. He doesn’t always 
show these talents, his sensitivity and heart, but horses 
don’t look they feel.”

For everyone involved this was a very special day indeed! 
Michael walked away proving to everyone that autism 
doesn’t define who you are or what you can achieve in life! 
He showed us again how talented and special people are 
who have to overcome all kinds of obstacles in order to 
prove their abilities to the world.

”I just want to practice every free moment to become 
even better!” Michael said. “I am so thankful for all of the 
chances I get now and for Johanna for finding the time to 
teach me.”

I am so proud of him and everyone around him who made 
this possible! 

Good news: Michael says he will be back for more!!
 

As the show came closer the nerves became 
overwhelming, as it would be for all of us. Michael 
wanted to practice just one more time and on Tuesday 
made his way to Ils.  After trying to describe the 
show in words, she quickly realized that he needed 
the description to be much more visual, so she set 
out to model the judge, horse, and fans, and set up a 
makeshift arena with horse whips and sticks. Quickly 
Michael understood what she was trying to say and 
got a bit more confident!

Sunday morning at 6.30 a.m., he woke-up his mom 
and was already dressed and ready to go to the show.

He was nervous with anticipation, but after stepping 
into the ring, the trust and harmony between him 
and Olivia was there for all to see. Without knowing 
who he was or that he was on the autism spectrum, 
Michael moved many a spectator to tears with his 
performance. He was calm, remembered every step 
and executed them to perfection and with such grace, 
love and understanding that he ended up with the 
highest harmony scores for the show! Together he 
and Olivia came second in their class, only 0.33 points 
behind first place!

Needless to say all his team members and support, 
including his mother, were crying tears of joy and 
pride.


