

[image: cover]






The stories and images in this book are authentic and only small changes were made by Julie von Bismarck in order to adapt to style and readability.









For all animals that shape and support us, teaching us so much about life and about ourselves.









My dear Jane, I thank you from the bottom of my heart for lending me your quote, which is so wonderfully fitting for this book. There is no better introduction for these very special stories. With love, Julie.









By Jane Goodall


„You cannot share your life with a cat, a dog or any animal and not understand that animals have personalities, minds and feelings.”


Jane Goodall, PhD, DBE, UN Messenger of Peace & Founder of the Jane Goodall Institute









About this book


By Julie


The idea of asking other people about their most beautiful, moving, and life-changing experiences with horses came to me when I thought about the horses of my own life. How often they have stood reliably by my side and saved me more than once. How much comfort they repeatedly provided. How, with a single, soft breath from their gentle nostrils, they turned every sorrow, every pain, and every despair into peace and love. The incredible joy they brought me when words were unnecessary, and everything was simply understood. When they carried me in their fastest gallop across endless fields, paths, and meadows, my life laying in their hooves, and I could feel with every fibre of my heart, body, and soul the astounding power of the animal, borrowing it for a moment. This endless, magical, concentrated power. The horses gave me an idea of what it feels like to fly and what it must be like to be invincible.


I have never felt as safe and secure anywhere as I have with the horses. In their clarity, calmness, and strength. They gifted me with the deepest peace, the most exuberant joy, the most loyal friendship, the most comprehensive security, and the greatest freedom. And: The most unique love.


This love was something indescribably special. I have never felt it with any other living being, which is not a judgement, but simply shows how different it was.


It was a love that carried so much calmness and peace within itself, was so entirely filled with understanding and acceptance, and simultaneously, directness and honesty, that one could not help but become a better person through it. Naturally, it was also the love that inflicted the greatest pain on me.


No human has ever torn my heart into as many pieces as the loss of the two special soul horses of my life did. The pain of not having them in my life any more was so immense that I actually felt like I was no longer myself. As if such a significant part of me was missing that I simply no longer existed.


And then something strange happened: After several days during which I was literally cut off from the world by a wall of tears and pain, a warm, bright light joined the thoughts about the horse that were constantly circling in my mind.


It spread out, flowed through every cell of my body, and gently enveloped the individual pieces of my broken heart. And very slowly, piece by piece, it began to come back together. It became a better heart because every tiny part was now filled with light and warmth.


And it felt as if I had become stronger, better, kinder, gentler, more considerate, more humble, and wiser through it. I don't know how they did it, but these horses protected, comforted, and healed me beyond their death. I cannot describe the overwhelming reverence this triggered in me.


It was surely the most impressive legacy any living being has ever left within me. And I cannot put into words how grateful I am to have experienced that.


But every other horse I encountered in my life has left a mark on me too.


It is not an exaggeration to say that without the horses, I would not be the person I am today. The best friends, greatest loves and best teachers of my life were and are horses. The idea that they may suffer or experience pain, distresses me physically and emotionally. This applies not only to our gentle souls on four hooves but to all animals.


I am, therefore, delighted from the heart to be able to ignite a beacon with this book – for the understanding of the incredible power, soul, unwavering loyalty, and gentleness of the animals that are superior to us in so many ways.


The sixty-one stories in this book are entirely different. They are about love, self-reflection, change, constancy, loyalty, resilience, willpower, grief, joy, and happiness. But they all have one thing in common: They are a tangible, very real testament to how significant, life-saving, and life-changing the love of an animal can be.


How much we can learn from animals, and how important it is that we listen to them and protect them. Just as they do for us in return. I am so grateful that I can immortalize these memories here, not only creating a lasting monument for all the special, wonderful, unique horses in this book, but also contributing to a positive change for all the animals that come after them.


Because everyone who has read this, will see horses—and hopefully all animals—with different eyes afterwards.


And they will undoubtedly do everything to protect them.


Julie von Bismarck
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By Ina Nielsen


"BENNY"


I cannot really pinpoint the most defining moment in my life with horses; there were so many. But I do know the day when all these moments truly began. It was a day in November, just before my eighth birthday.


I grew up in a rather tumultuous environment. My father was an alcoholic, domestic violence was a daily occurrence, and my mother was mentally unstable. The divorce of my parents followed when I was six years old. My grandfather, never a rider but always a horse person, arranged riding lessons for me at a large equestrian centre during that challenging time, even though it was financially tough for him. Infected by the horse virus, I pestered him until he finally promised me, “When you turn eight, you will get your first pony.”


He had envisioned a trained, well-behaved pony. I chose a pitch black, spirited foal, which we had not actually gone to the dealer for. But I only had eyes for “him."


And so, on a gloomy November day in 1991, a little stallion moved in, born on April 13, 1991. His name was to be Benny. I will never forget the day of his arrival. Although it was not my birthday yet, I was allowed to be there. The following procedure was called weaning off: open the trailer, pull the foal out, prevent the frantic mare from jumping after it, close the flap, and drive away.


There we stood, Benny without his mother and a little traumatized girl who missed her father and received no support from her mentally ill mother. Back then, in the fog and drizzle of that gray day, it felt as if we were completely alone in the world. We only had each other. I remember exactly how our eyes met, and it was as if, at that moment, we made a pact that we would always be there for each other and watch over one another.


And so it was. Years followed, filled with friendship, countless experiences, and an almost immeasurable connection between the two of us. My grandfather always said Benny would have ridden the escalator with me at Karstadt, which is the German Macy’s. We did everything together. People came and went, we grew older and somewhat more mature, the black turned into a slowly whitening grey, I found a home for us, more horses joined us, my grandparents passed away.


I cannot put into words how many tears I have cried into Benny's mane, how much we have laughed together – we simply lived our entire lives together. He was always there and has been my greatest support, teacher, and guide in life. Benny was my saviour.


Everything I am, is based on him; everything that defines me is connected to him. Through him, I found my calling and became a saddle fitter, osteopath, and physiotherapist for horses.


I can look back on almost thirty-two years together. Since August 5, 2023, he looks down on me from above, undoubtedly keeping the heavens busy with his unique charm. And who knows, my grandfather is probably standing contentedly next to him, puffing on his pipe...


Thank you, little pony man, for every moment, for every impulse you gave me. Nothing is the same without you, and not a day, not an hour goes by without me thinking of you.


In eternal love and gratitude, Yours, Ina.
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By Charlotte Maurer


"VANESSA"


I purchased Vanessa when she was six years old. She was considered relatively difficult with people, sometimes seriously dangerous. However, with me, she quickly became entirely different, though only with me.


She is the reason I am still alive.


Our story began after an accident during a cross-country training for eventing. My former horse and I were going too fast down a slope for the upcoming turn, so I hoped my horse would jump straight over the fence. However, that wasn't the case. He went to the right, and I continued straight ahead. Due to the massive momentum, I flew down the slope, landing three times with full force on my left leg. When I tried to get up again, my foot was hanging completely loose, and the boot felt as if it were full of water. The accident report stated: severe open comminuted fracture, foot dangling loosely.


Of course, I was immediately operated, but because the leg was such a drama, the investigation of my back pain somehow got overlooked.


It wasn't until advanced paralysis set in that it was recognized that my back was also damaged. Another emergency operation followed. The neurosurgeon was certain I would probably never walk again, let alone ride.


At some point, I just couldn't take it any more, and I got a weekend off from the hospital to go home before I had to undergo surgery again. I used that one weekend to visit a horse sale show. I would never be able to jump again, but why not try dressage, I thought. So, I looked at horses. A little black mare, somewhat demanding but beautiful, was shown to me as the last horse. Vanessa. I never saw this mare under a rider, but I bought her. She was my incentive to keep fighting.


She came to us shortly after, and every day my husband laid me down on the pasture next to Vanessa. Then, when the stitches were removed, and I was supposed to start therapy, we included Vanessa. At first, my husband simply led me, and later he took her on the lunge. If I lost balance, she immediately stopped until I stabilized again. As I regained more sensation in my lower body over time, Vanessa became moderately spirited, as if she sensed that she could demand and expect more from me. The doctors said I was a miracle for them, but Vanessa was simply the best therapy.


To this day, I cannot balance while walking, and standing is out of the question. Cauda equina syndrome will remain, but thanks to Vanessa, I can walk at my own pace today.


But on the horse, I have always remained a rider throughout all these difficult years. Vanessa gave me her healthy legs and thereby granted me a freedom I wouldn't have had otherwise. My left leg was completely immobilized, and I underwent countless surgeries on my back and leg. Without the horses, without riding, I wouldn't have endured it. There were times when I didn't want to bear the pain any more and really didn't want to live, but then my husband laid me down next to Vanessa, and every time, she laid her nostrils on me, and her breath, her warmth gave me strength again. With tears in my eyes, I promised her each time to continue, to come back after the hospital, to train with her, and to experience special moments with her. And we did, again and again.


Vanessa was active with me in Para Dressage and competed in regular sports up to M Dressage. And when another back surgery was needed, Vanessa even gave me a foal: Vanchiero. At the age of twenty, Vanessa left me; she had an incurable infection. It took weeks before I could drive to the stable again because I couldn't bear the fact that she no longer neighed when I arrived.


When I lost Vanessa, I had to endure another severe setback, and the strength to fight was almost non-existent. That's when the breeder from whom I bought Vanessa made us the offer that I could have Vanessa's sister covered. So, I bred the next foal to have a future in riding alongside Vanchiero. Because, although Vanchiero was successful with me up to M Dressage, he unfortunately had ECVM. And at the age of seventeen, he had a severe fall in the pasture, and he had to be put down. Vanessa's sister's foal is Vanubia. She was with Vanchiero until his accident. Thank goodness she was there and gave me the support and strength to endure that too.


After Vanchiero's death, there was a time when I didn't recover from a severe operation. The pain, despite the painkillers, became unbearable, and I decided to start a fasting-to-death process. Every morning, my husband checked if I was still breathing. In the third week, he said to me, "You just want to sneak out of life, give up, and leave your Vanubia behind. What would Vanessa think of that?"


On that morning, after almost three weeks, I ate for the first time. A piece of bread so that I could continue with Vanubia. After numerous infusions and two more operations that I actually did not want any more, I was back on my Vanubia. I had torn open my riding pants because the vacuum bandage couldn't be removed. Vanubia ignored the sounds of the machine and treated me as if everything were normal and in perfect order. My Trakehners really did EVERYTHING for me. Indeed, I could not have borne all that I went through without always finding my purpose in the horses.


As one can imagine, my family had little understanding of why I didn't finally give up riding despite my injuries. They didn't understand that without riding and the horses, I would have given up life long ago. Vanessa and her legacy in Vanchiero and Vanubia saved me. This is not a romantic saying but the reality. The gratitude owed to these three horses is so immeasurable that it cannot be put into words. Vanessa, with whom it all began, will forever have a special place in my heart, and not a day goes by when I don't think of her with gratitude and love.


Charlotte
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By Andrea Hindemith


"GRIFF & DUFFY"


I was thirty-one when I started riding regularly at a school stable. One evening, I went to my favourite pony, Duffy (whom I later bought). It was early November, and the nights were already bitterly cold. Right next to the stable gate stood an older, heavy, warm blood. His name was Griff. The fellow was completely soaked in sweat and apparently uncared-for. I went to the riding hall and asked for the rider. The riding instructor said she had already left. That's when it erupted from me, and I yelled at him that it was his duty to ensure that the horses were properly taken care of after the riding lesson. It wasn't my place to say, but I was beside myself with anger. Then I went back to the stable, rubbed the giant with straw, and fetched the best sweat blanket from the boss's tack room. After grooming and taking care of him, I gave him carrots in his crib. I always had two packages with me, half for my favourite pony, the rest for the other nine school horses in the stable. Griff got a whole package that evening. He went to his crib and started eating. When I was about to leave his stable and reached for the door, he suddenly turned around, followed me, stopped in front of me, and laid his giant head on my shoulder. We stood like that for a long moment before I stroked him over the neck and left the stable. I was so upset and shaken that I couldn't ride afterwards. I took my pony, went to the riding hall, and sat on the floor while Duffy rolled. This big warm blood had carried so many riding students through their riding exams, had just exerted himself for the young rider, and as thanks, he had been left alone like an inanimate object. With tears of anger in my eyes, I drove home later and wrote a letter from the school horses to their riders. In it, I asked the riders on behalf of the horses for more respect and care. The next day, I pinned the letter to the stable gate. It didn't stay there long... I was told that I would drive people away like that. To which I replied that such people didn't deserve horses.


This experience has profoundly shaped me because it showed me that horses have much more consciousness than I could imagine back then. This old school horse was the first horse that led me to this realization, but not the last. To this day, the happiest moments for me are when a horse shows me that I have understood it correctly.


With my pony, which I had to let go in September 2023 at the age of twenty-seven, I had many of these moments. I bought him at the age of nine from the same school, and he was a wonderful teacher. As a latecomer, I had been riding for two years in the mentioned school when I was assigned a German Riding Pony in a riding lesson. The riding instructor's comment, “You can take that one," was accompanied by a sly grin.


At that time, I was well aware that I was not yet a rider, more like “the monkey in the backpack.” At least I tried to be a friendly monkey, and the riding lesson went without any special incidents. Afterwards, I found out that Duffy, then five years old, was no longer used in lessons because no one wanted to ride him any more. Either he threw his rider off or he performed an emergency stop in gallop, getting rid of his rider. I liked the fellow and, in addition to the group riding lesson, started taking private lessons from the junior boss once or twice a week. The monkey calmed down slowly. And we did free work, played, and went grazing. Soon after, Duffy neighed in his stable when I arrived, and he heard my voice on the farm.


After about half a year, I was allowed, accompanied by a livery client, to go for a ride with Duffy in the countryside. From then on, we were outside at least twice a week. Duffy became more balanced and was later used again in the school stable. On December 23, 2004, I rode him alone in the arena. Thereafter, a group riding lesson started, and the riding instructor sent a child to me to take over Duffy. A very, very fat child waddled towards us while the small, delicate girls rode the large warm bloods. I was very upset, and I drove home grumbling. Without taking off my riding boots, I went into the study, took the bank folder from the cabinet, did an income-expense calculation, and made a decision. The next day, I told the junior boss that I would have to find another stable if they didn't sell me Duffy, as I couldn't bear something like the day before.


At that time, Duffy was a crib biter, a head shaker, and completely blind in his right eye. No reasons for me not to love him. The osteopath, commissioned promptly after the purchase, found a blockage in the cervical spine, thoracic spine, and lumbar spine, and a pelvic tilt. So, we had work to do, and I had to learn. For eighteen years, Duffy was by my side as my best friend and teacher. In the last three years, I didn't ride him any more. We continued to participate in training from the ground, did free work and cavaletti work, played, and went for walks. And I was always greeted with a rumble.


In September 2023, at the age of twenty-seven, he broke his right elbow joint in the paddock, and I had to let him go. I miss him endlessly, and I think of our time together with love, humility, and deep gratitude. But I am also still grateful to the big warm blood Griff for teaching me such an important lesson back then. He later had great luck and moved from the school stable to the livery stable when a caring young woman bought him.


That was the story of Griff & Duffy. My heart's pony Duffy, is the best thing that has ever happened to me in my life. Now I have to continue my journey without him, and I miss him every day.


The riding instructor at the stable still exists, but him I don't miss at all. Andrea
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By Irina Schaller


Once upon a time, there was a little, very shy and quiet girl. She had a big dream, and in this dream, there were horses. Only horses. Finally, her parents enrolled her in a riding stable, among the vaulting children. Back then, that riding school meant: tie-up stables, many men, rough tone, and little understanding for little shy and fearful girls. The large horse hindquarters, which one had to pass to reach the horse's head, made the girl freeze with fear. There was only about half a meter of space between the horses, with a pole in between. The older ones said: you have to go there, or it won't work! The girl endured for a long time, trying not to be afraid of the huge horses, bravely vaulting on the horse's back on the lunge. The adults were annoyed by the fearful child and snapped at her. The other children laughed at her. Then there was a selection; those who dared mockingly passed by the girl, and the adults said: you have to leave; you'll never make it! The girl was seven years old. There was another riding stable in the village. Secretly, without her parents' knowledge, the girl went there to be with the horses. She wasn't allowed to ride there, but she could work. So she worked and learned. She came as often as she could, mucked out stalls, swept the yard, built the manure pile, and was allowed to be there. And eventually, someone put her on a horse and led her for a ride. The dream began happily and without fear. Eventually, she just belonged and was allowed to ride in a group. Whoever wanted to ride had to be on time, muck out stalls, regularly clean the leather gear, take stable duties on weekends, and work an additional 180 hours a year. Those who did not want to do that could not stay. Those who were late received a riding ban. Riding lessons were strict, and the children were handled without much fuss. The girl was allowed to stay, never received a riding ban, and worked twice as many hours. After a few years, she could be a "youth rider." This meant participating in competitions and being able to ride several times a week. More and more responsibility was entrusted to her, and her freedoms grew. No one laughed at her anymore; she had long been living her dream.


Today, I look with awe at the incredibly strong will that guided me as a child. I was always certain, and I still am today: I can do this! Even when the paths led to dead ends or proved to be mistakes, I always turned around and started again from the beginning or sought another path. Every day, I try to remember this strength and share it with other people or remind them of their own strengths.


And I am full of gratitude for these formative experiences with the horses and everything that was part of it.


Without them, I would not be the person I am. Irina
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By Ursula Hess


“FABEL”


If it weren't for the horses, my life would have taken a significantly different turn. My father passed away when I was eight years old, and with that, joy and lightness vanished from my existence. Everything felt heavy and sad. Nowadays, one would probably diagnose this as depression, but in the sixties, it was simply about enduring and moving on. At least, a part of me remained alive when I engaged with animals. I took care of my hamster, guinea pig, and fish – and truly thawed when I encountered horses or ponies. As a city child, such opportunities were rare, but back then, the local brewery and a men's clothing store still delivered their goods with horse-drawn wagons. I was ecstatic when I could pet the huge brewery horses!


Where did this passion for horses come from? No idea. No one in the family had anything to do with these animals. I, on the other hand, discovered them everywhere: in the cavalry hall in the middle of the city, in community centres, or during the guild parades, the Sechseläuten. In any case, I set my mind on wanting to ride. My mother was horrified, but my grandmother enabled me to have the first riding subscription at a stable outside the city. I travelled an hour and a half by bus and bicycle until I found with the horses what was otherwise denied to me: warmth, trust, and love. I regularly spent my free days at the stable, which often led to arguments at home. I found a passion for which I fought and developed a spirit of resiliance that still shapes me today.


Afternoons were spent caring for horses, helping unload huge loads of hay, mucking out stables, cleaning saddles and bridles – and being happy.


One day I was asked if I would take care of the horses at the next Sechseläuten. I felt like I was in seventh heaven. Fabel, an older, somewhat grumpy school mare of German descent, was to be ridden home after her round around the burning “Boegg", which was a fire. That the choice fell on me – what an honour! Fabel was handed over to me with directions, and I rode through the city with the festively adorned mare. At Central, I correctly navigated, and both drivers and pedestrians waved joyfully at me. I was about to burst with pride. However, this pride dissipated with every one of the total ten kilometres on the way home because I took much more time than planned. It got darker and darker and finally completely dark. I had never ridden through the forest at night in my life – I didn't recognize the paths. What to do?


In contrast to me, Fabel knew exactly what she wanted: back to the stable. She promptly took the lead, pulled me into the woods and through the bushes, paying little attention to what was on her back. Branches hit me in the face. I became uneasy: Going straight through the forest was not an option. Although Fabel would have easily made it home without me, how would I have fared? So, I forcefully pulled the animal back towards the path. Fabel appreciated this change of leadership less: I had to use my fifteen years against the almost thirty of the mare, and experienced for the first time in my life what assertiveness really means. Finally back on the path, I let Fabel have the reins, but now I was careful not to end up in the undergrowth again. After this interlude, she brought me home completely safe – and I had learned an important lesson: trust the horse and keep the reins in hand.


These wonderful animals have accompanied me for half a century now. Today, I can call a horse my own, something I could never have dreamed of as a child. Horses have carried me through difficult times, provided and continue to provide me with stability, and teach me patience, discipline, and trust in life. Over all these years, they have made me a much better and stronger person. Ursula
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By Lena Bleher


"JOHNNY"


I write these lines as a memory of my first love, my soul horse, a wonderful friend, and teacher. A tribute to the beautiful time we were fortunate to share.
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