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Imagine you’re a new mom, with an infant that can’t talk to you,
can’t fully express his feelings to you, and may or may not
comprehend the messages you’re trying to get across to him.
And yet you know it’s your responsibility to mold the infant’s
behavior in a positive way.

Now imagine the infant weighs 1,200 pounds and can run in
short bursts at speeds approaching 55 miles per hour. How can
you control him NOW?

That’s the task facing Crockett County High School junior Callie
Freeman. But, frankly, she’s pretty much mastered the art of
controlling her “infant” – in her case, an American Quarter Horse
named Henry.

Callie is a nationally-ranked equestrian performer. She’s already
won the championship in her age group at the world’s largest
single-breed horse show, the All-American Quarter Horse
Congress held annually in Columbus, Ohio. She’s qualified twice
for the Youth World competition. She’s finished first in state
competitions in Tennessee, Missouri, and Mississippi. And yet
she can talk about her experiences with a joy and humility –
and even somewhat of a poetic nature – that far belies her
youthful age.

The daughter of Cherri and Howie Freeman, Callie developed an
early love for horses that has led to a quick and continuing
learning curve for her Mom.

“The equestrian world is not well known around here,” Cherri
said. “It was new to us too, when Callie started riding and
showing. I still feel like I am learning about it all the time! Callie
began riding locally with Betsy Kail Hamilton, and that’s who
introduced us to horse showing.”

“I had always loved horses as a little kid” Callie said. “My
cousin barrel-raced and my great grandfather had horses,
so I had ridden a few times here and there and loved it!
When we moved to Crockett I went to horse camp for two
years in a row and after the second year Betsy (who ran the
camp and is now her riding coach) messaged my Mom and
asked if I’d be interested in taking lessons because I
seemed like a natural at the camp and I had really enjoyed
it. After taking lessons for about a year I went to a meeting
at the barn with some other kids who already did
competitions and there I learned about what it was, and
became super-interested because in my eyes this meant
digging deeper into the world of horses – and I loved the
idea of that! So after that I started riding to prepare for my
first show in Tunica, Mississippi at about nine years old.”
Not surprisingly – as a “natural” – Callie thinks she actually
won her very first competition.

“The younger age group classes around here aren’t super
big,” she recalled, “so I guess I excelled quickly. I think I
placed first at my first show in Tunica at nine years old.” In
that show, she was in the “Small Fry” category. In 2020 she
moved into the Level 1 Youth class and had to start riding a
new horse to “level up.” That horse is Henry, her partner
ever since – although he’s been sidelined with an injury
recently.

“It took a couple of years for Henry and I to really click in
terms of riding and getting all the details figured out for us
to work,” Callie said. “That was also true because I was the
first kid to really ride him and he was completely switching
disciplines.”

A little background education in equestrian circles may be
necessary here. American Quarter Horses are the most
popular breed in the world. They can weigh between 950
and 1,200 pounds, can reach a speed of up to 55 mph in a
short burst, and can outrun any other breed over a quarter-
mile distance (hence the name). Their average lifespan is
25-35 years and they are known for their famously calm
and friendly temperament, as well as their versatility and
agility. They learn quickly and wish to please their riders.

Callie primarily shows through the American Quarter Horse
Association (AQHA). There are numerous competition
categories. She initially made her impact by placing first at
the Congress show in Ohio in the Level 1 Youth “Hunter
Under Saddle” division, prevailing over riders from New York,
South Carolina, Pennsylvania, Texas, Vermont, Ohio, Arizona,
Oklahoma, Michigan, Indiana, and North Carolina.
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CALLIE FREEMAN IS NOT HORSING AROUND AS SHE
COMMITS TO EQUESTRIAN EXCELLENCE

Right: Callie Freeman
and her horse Henry
after winning the
Hunter Under Saddle
(13 and Under) division
at the All-American
Quarter Horse
Congress show in
October 2023. (Photo
courtesy of the
Freeman family)
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Here’s how the AQHA describes the category:
Hunter Under Saddle: A preliminary class for English riding
disciplines in which judges evaluate a hunter-type
American Quarter Horse on the flat, at a walk, trot, and
canter. Emphasis is placed on smoothness of gait, free-
flowing stride, and willingness to perform. Exhibitors must
wear traditional English attire.

The Congress show actually runs for an entire month
(October) in Columbus and had 26,000 entries in 2025,
featuring more than 7,500 horses. It has been held since
1967.

Callie has also competed in the following categories in
AHQA events:
Hunt Seat Equitation: This category tests the youth’s ability
to ride – not the performance of the horse. As in
horsemanship, contestants work a predetermined pattern
consisting of maneuvers such as changing gaits; travel in a
figure-8 pattern; and backing up as well as posting on
correct diagonal and counter-carrying. Emphasis is placed
on ability to sit correctly, hold the correct riding posture,
and control the horse on a precise pattern.

English Versatility: This class is an individual, pattern-based
event designed to showcase the movement,
responsiveness, and overall rideability of English horses in
an English frame. It highlights quality of movement,
correctness of maneuvers, transitions, expression, and
overall adaptability. Patterns incorporate flatwork, pole
work, and transitions, making the class both an engaging
English flat alternative and a valuable stepping stone for
horses and riders preparing for over-fences competition.
Horsemanship: This class is designed to test the
horsemanship abilities of youth riders using western tack.
Divided into two sections, riders first follow a prescribed
pattern of maneuvers at a walk, trot, or lope. Finalists ride
as a group around the perimeter of the arena. Judging
focuses on the rider’s body position, seat in the saddle, and
ability to control the horse.

Trail: The trail class tests the maneuverability of an
American Quarter Horse through an obstacle course.
Mandatory obstacles include one in which the rider will
open, pass through, and close a gate. Scoring is based on
the horse’s willingness, ease, and grace in negotiating the
course. The other two mandatory obstacles are riding over
at least four logs or poles and one backing obstacle.
“My favorite competition category is the Equitation,” Callie
said. “If you had asked me a little over a year ago, I would’ve
said Hunter Under Saddle because it came easier to me and
I usually did well in that class. But as I’ve gotten older I’ve
grown to appreciate the skill involved in the Equitation and I
enjoy the challenge as Henry and I have tried to become
more competitive in that class, and we have come a long
way! I also love how every pattern is different and you
never know what you’re going to get, so I love learning the
next pattern and getting better.”

That love of a challenge has been something noticed by
Crockett girls basketball coach Kayla Irvin. Callie is a
member of the Lady Cavalier basketball team and is #21 in
your program roster.

“I am always amazed by and admire greatly Callie’s ability to
balance all the things she loves,” Irvin said. “It’s so evident
how much she loves horses and riding by how much time
she puts into it both before and after school. What is
special, however, is the joy in her voice when she speaks
about it. She has a vision for her future, and every time she
talks about that vision, horses are a part of it. Callie is one of
the most well-rounded kids I’ve ever coached, and I’m so
proud of her and all the success she has earned in her
riding.”

That joy in her voice comes through magnificently when
Callie is asked why she loves to ride, and how it makes her
feel.
“One of the things I love most about riding a horse is being a
part of such a complex partnership,” she said. “I’m having to
communicate and build a relationship with a
partner/teammate that can’t talk back to me or tell me what
he’s thinking or feeling. And it’s so fun to be a part of that to
build a relationship with my horse that is different than any
other I’ll ever experience, and in the best way!

“It’s also fun to have the responsibility of showing my
teammate at his best. Yes, we’re working together, but his
energy feeds off me. So I like having to tune everything else
out and get myself right for the sake of my teammate and
our performance. Riding has also given me a sense of
accomplishment and confidence. It’s taught me to
celebrate the little things, because every little milestone
matters in your journey and with your horse. The confidence
has come from knowing that I’ve put in the time and having
built a relationship with a horse that also wants to give back
to me. Now I’m able to go into any arena knowing I deserve
to be there! Riding has truly been life-changing for me in so
many ways and I’m grateful that I’ve had so many
opportunities to do what I love and just have fun, because
at the end of the day that’s why we do it!”

So – since she has to perform with a partner that can’t
directly communicate with her, how does she get Henry to
do what she needs him to do, especially when facing a
competition like the Equitation?

“You kind of have to start by building on what you already
know, and then it’s a lot of trial and error, patience, and
practice,” Callie said. “It’s also a lot of coordinating with leg
cues, body positioning, and hand guidance until you figure
out what’s best for your partnership in particular.
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“When building a relationship with your horse it’s important
to talk to him. Sometimes I just say random things to Henry
while I’m grooming him or something. When riding, he learns
certain words too. It’s kind of like dogs to an extent. For
example, when I’m asking Henry to trot, I say ‘trot’ first then
back it up with my legs or body. Stopping is another
example. I say ‘whoa’ and back it up with my legs and body.
Even if your horse isn’t responding to just your words, he’s
responding to a series of things and speaking to him when
asking him to do something helps him not be so caught off
guard. You ask with your words, then back it up with
whatever else you need to get him going!”

Currently, Callie is still in the Level 1 Youth division in most
of her classes, although she shows her horse in the Level
2/Level 3. She’s been so successful in the Hunter Under
Saddle that she can now only show in Level 3 there.

“All of my awards are on my horse Henry, who I began riding
around 2020 and is who took me to the next level and who I
have learned and grown with,” Callie said. “However, I have
been showing another horse this year – Bentley – due to an
injury Henry had earlier this year. I’ve been showing Bentley
in the Level 1 Youth Horsemanship and in the Level 1 Youth
Equitation.”

So what’s in her future?
“I don’t know much for sure right now,” Callie said, “but I
have been to some college equestrian camps and have
ridden with them, so that is definitely a possibility if I get
recruited to a school. I would be on the equestrian team at
that college. But if I don’t get recruited or I just decide to
not ride at a school I am going to continue my show career
as an amateur, at the next level past the youth cutoff.”

Wherever her path eventually leads, one thing appears
certain: Callie Freeman is NOT just horsing around.

Callie Freeman’s Achievements in Equestrian:
2023 Congress Champion, Level 1 Youth Hunter Under
Saddle (13 and Under).
2023 – Ninth in the nation in Level 1 Youth Hunter Under
Saddle.
2023 – First in the state in Level 1 Youth Hunter Under
Saddle.
2025 – Youth World qualifier.
2026 – Youth World qualifier.
Tennessee QHA year-end awards: First in Youth Hunter
Under Saddle (14-to-18-year-olds); Second in Level 1 Youth
Trail; Top 10 in Level 1 Youth Horsemanship.
Missouri QHA year-end awards: First in Youth Hunter Under
Saddle; Second in Level 1 Youth Equitation; Fourth in Level 1
Youth Horsemanship.

Above: A more recent shot of Callie and Henry, who have been
racking up numerous titles together at American Quarter Horse
shows. (Photo courtesy of the Freeman family)

Below: Callie is also a member of the Crockett County girls
basketball team coached by Kayla Irvin, who praises her "well-
rounded" abilities. (Photo by Ron Barry)
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Above: The rider's posture is paramount in a Hunter Under Saddle competition. (Photo
courtesy of the Freeman family)

Left: Another competition awaits... (Photo courtesy of the Freeman family)

Left: Callie and Henry work
together to perfect an
Equitation routine. (Photo
courtesy of the Freeman
family)

Below: Equestrian
Elegance: a partnership for
the ages. (Photo courtesy
of the Freeman family)

Above: Switching gears in the winter months, Callie hopes to
be driving (the lane), not riding. (Photo by Ron Barry)

Above: Callie is currently a junior at CCHS. (Photo
courtesy of the Freeman family)

Below:  Due to an injury that has currently sidelined
Henry (on the right), Callie has been working recently
with Bentley (on the left). (Photo courtesy of the
Freeman family)
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