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Introduction





A LOVE STORY, at least a convincing one, requires three elements—the lover, the beloved, and the adventures they have together. If the lover isn’t ardent, then the story isn’t a love story. If the beloved isn’t appealing, then the lover just seems idiosyncratic, or even crazy; and if they have no adventures, then their love is too easy, and they have no way of learning anything important about themselves and one another. Without going into detail, I will say that two of my favorite love stories are Pride and Prejudice and The Big Sleep. All three of these elements are distinctly present in both of them—Darcy and Elizabeth, Bogart and Bacall—the lovers are ardent and appealing, the events dramatic and revealing, and the ultimate connection, the witness feels, is both lasting and exemplary.


I mention this because every horse story is a love story. In the following volume I will make the case that it is often a story of mutual love (or, to be cooler about it, mutual attachment). In every horse story the lover (customarily the human) is ardent for something, maybe only winning, but often something more intangible and altruistic, and in every story the human and the horse do many things together, some of them wonderful, many of them foolish, and some of them simply mysterious. But the element often missing, as far as the outside witness is concerned, is the appeal of the beloved, the horse himself, herself, and so the love story fails to convince and becomes only a testament to skill or obsession or life-style on the part of the human. But horses are individuals, and humans do have an authentic response to their individuality that offers as many revelations as any other kind of love.


E. M. Forster once pointed out that characters in novels spend far more time thinking about love than people do, or at least than English people that he knew did. No doubt this is because love is a riddle that has to be solved over and over—we read and write about characters solving this riddle in order not only to enjoy it with them, but also to generalize from their situations to our own. For this reason, the love story I am about to tell is first particular and then general. Though I esteem and admire horses in general and Thoroughbred horses in particular, my love is for my own horses. Love has moved me to observe them and to ponder what I have observed, to relate what I’ve observed to others, and to try to make something of each incident, or at least fit it into a pattern. My hope is that the incidents are interesting or entertaining enough to engage the reader, but also that what I have made of them will give the reader something larger to think about than the doings of Jane Smiley’s horses. Most horse books are manuals—compendia of techniques for getting along with horses, staying safe, taking care of their needs, and getting them to perform. The greatest of these—for example, Alois Podhajsky’s My Horses, My Teachers—add a philosophical view to the practicalities, and are not only useful but profound. Other horse books attempt, through pictures  and anecdotes, to evoke in the reader the admiration and pleasure the author feels for horses as a species—a herd thundering past, two beautiful stallions rearing, a mare and foal galloping in a green pasture. The pictures are representative of horseness. What I am hoping to do is somewhat different—not to evoke horseness, but to evoke horse individuality; to do what a novelist naturally does, which is to limn idiosyncrasy and character, and thereby to shade in some things about identity.


I readily admit that it is easy to make of horses what we will. Silent, in some ways reserved, they allow us to train them, and to project our ideas upon them; to ride and drive them, and to make them symbolic, perhaps to a greater degree than any other species. For this reason, every horseman is convinced that his horse, and horses in general, are possessed of certain qualities. These qualities may be largely useful and mechanical, or they may be largely athletic, or they may be largely grand and spiritual, or they may be largely emotional. A trainer I knew told me that a woman she knew had said that she was having trouble with her horse because the horse wanted to have sex with her. My trainer and I found this hard to believe—we suspected that the horse simply wanted to dominate the woman. But this idea was no more unbelievable to another horseman I know than that I think that some of my horses feel affection for me. When I expressed the opinion that my horse’s bumping me gently with his head was a sign of affection, he said, “Affection? I never think of horses as having affections.” The fact is that, with horses as with everything else, we see what we are predisposed to see, and then we mold them, consciously and unconsciously, to fit in with our predispositions. Nevertheless, it is always a worthy exercise to attempt to transcend subjectivity, to let the action speak for itself, and to let the reader judge.


The sentiments of horsemen exist in uneasy relationship (sometimes in the same breast) with the beliefs of behaviorists. This is analogous to reading about love in a novel and reading about love in a treatise on “attachment behaviors,” with the difference that romantic ideas of love are the norm for people, and scientific theories of attachment behaviors are considered evidence of an unsavory degree of coldheartedness on the part of scientists. The opposite obtains in the horse world—horsemen, and especially horsewomen, are repeatedly warned not to sentimentalize or anthropomorphize their animals, and so they keep their attitudes private. They kiss their horses or hug them or baby-talk them only when the expert isn’t around. They feed treats rather surreptitiously, or try not to tell cute stories in general company. But I am going to tell cute stories anyway, in the hope that an accumulation of cute stories will someday change the widespread human perception of horses as Cartesian machines, or lower beings, or unpredictable beasts, or selfish and insensate items of bulky furniture. What science has discovered about the minds of horses would make a short book—in fact has made a short book, The World According to Horses, by science writer Stephen Budiansky, ninety pages. Like the anecdotes of lovers and parents, the anecdotes of horsemen form a larger body of information than the findings of science. In this book, I will make the case that horses are more like people than they are like machines, and that the insights of psychology into the human mind have productive applications to the equine mind. The study of human psychology has two branches—scientific findings and anecdotal evidence. Both Freud and Piaget observed their subjects in detail and drew conclusions that were later supported or disproved by more rigorously conceived studies. Observation came first, because detailed observation inspires the imagination to go further, to be more systematic, and to ask more particular questions.


Certainly, my ignorance will be showing. If novels and stories are bulletins from the progressive states of ignorance a writer passes through over the years, observations and opinions about horses are all the more so, since horses are more mysterious than life and harder to understand. Like all mysteries, horses tempt the horseman to have theories. Theories of horses are lenses, taken up for a while and then discarded, for organizing and perceiving the mystery. Their value is in their usefulness—does a particular theory promote improved cooperation between horse and human? If so, it is a good theory for a time. This book is full of theories.


There is a sociology of horses, as well as a psychology. It is most evident in the world of horse racing, where many horses are gathered together, where year after year, decade after decade, they do the same, rather simple thing—run in races and try to win. Records have been kept about the racing and breeding of Thoroughbred horses for almost three hundred years, especially in England, where the General Studbook is not unlike Burke’s Peerage. Every horse at every Thoroughbred track in the world is a statistical unit. His parentage for at least sixty-two generations (since the publication of the first volume of the General Studbook in 1791) is known. His performance in every race, and even in every training work, is recorded somewhere. Some proportion of the horses alive and racing today will win great races and lots of money, will earn high stud fees and produce the great racehorses of the future. Others will be worthless, and others will be modestly useful. The phenotypes will slot into their niches in the history of the genotype. As long as racing lasts, this is an incontrovertible sociological truth. But for the owner, the trainer, the jockey, and the bettor, the eternal conundrum is, which one? Statistics tell many truths, but they are silent on that one, and so racing, too, abounds in theories, only some of them psychological. When my horse goes to the racetrack (an expensive place), I enter into a conflict of interest. My pure fascination with how his mind works, what his idiosyncrasies mean, yields in part to my desire for him to win big, or win small, or at least earn his keep.


And to me, the racetrack is an inherently amazing place, rich in language and personality, sometimes beautiful and sometimes sordid, always unpredictable. Racing is a business, an art, an athletic contest, a moral and a spiritual test. Every day, racing poses a choice for its aficionados: Is life a tragedy? Is life a comedy? Is life a utilitarian task? At the racetrack, I am just another hopeful owner, having many passing thoughts that are a varying blend of wishes, theories, and justifications, what psychologists would call “magical thinking,” which is not quite like anything else in my life.


We have emerged once and for all from the era of purely mechanical horseflesh, and horses have benefited from their new role as companion animals. Most horses alive today are treated well and are better loved, better cared for medically, better housed, better fed, and better understood than horses of previous eras. Episodes such as the scene in Feodor Dostoevsky’s Crime and Punishment, where a cart horse is beaten to death by its owner in the streets of St. Petersburg, are as out of date as Russian serfdom. No horse lives like Black Beauty anymore. Now we no longer ask only, What are they good for? We also ask, What is good for them? We may also ask, if we wish to, What do they have to tell us about themselves once we start listening to them?



















ONE


Two Gals, a Horse, and the Baby Jesus





I WAS RIDING in a Manhattan cab downtown, from 48th Street to Hudson Street, and I was talking on my cell phone to my racehorse trainer at Santa Anita. I was not unaware that this was a rather worldly thing to be doing, but we weren’t kvelling or counting our millions. We were autopsying the race of the day before, my four-year-old maiden’s first race back after a long layoff. He had trembled in the gate (“McCarron said he was shaking like a leaf,” said Alexis, not a good sign). “Then, when they came to him, he folded.” He had finished second to last; I hadn’t seen it, because, after the sixth or seventh race, races from Santa Anita weren’t broadcast in OTB parlors in Manhattan. I had listened the night before to Alexis’s glum report of the race in another cab—heading uptown—alone in the dark, all dolled up for a fund-raiser. Now she said, “The Baby Jesus thinks McCarron’s the wrong jockey for him.”


“He does? Why?”


“He doesn’t push them. If they want to run, he encourages them, but if they don’t want to, he doesn’t motivate them.”


I said, “Who does the Baby Jesus think would be better?”


“Oh, he didn’t say. They never do.”


I reflected on Chris McCarron, a great jockey, and just the sort of kind, sensitive, tactful rider I wanted my maiden to do best with. I reflected on the Baby Jesus. I said, “Well, ask him, just to see. Just tell the Baby Jesus to close his eyes, put the heel of his hand on his third eye, and come up with a name.”


“I’ll try it,” said Alexis.


“Has the Baby Jesus ever ridden him?”


“Oh, sure. He loves him.”


“Well, I think we should just ask the Baby Jesus. Just once.”


“Well, anyway,” said Alexis, “he came out of the race fine. Ate up every oat and looked for more. His legs are cool and tight. No problems. I just worry about that trembling thing. We’ll see. You know, that horse we had, Golden Post, he shook like mad before every race. He was psyching himself up because he didn’t have much talent. He really wanted to win. We tried for years to relax him, and the only time he ever went to the post relaxed, he ran last. He won five hundred thousand dollars all in all. You never know with these horses.”


I agreed. After all, she had decades of experience, and if she never knew, well, I certainly never, never knew. I thanked her and hung up. We had just turned onto Varick Street. The cabdriver spoke. He had a mellow baritone voice and a rich Middle Eastern accent. He said, “This Baby Jesus you were talking about. Is he the Baby Jesus in the Bible?”


It took me a moment to recall my attention from the sunny environs of Arcadia, California, where I imagined the horses and their riders wafting among the green shedrow barns with their well-tended rose gardens and their horse bandages swaying in the breeze. The weather was pleasant enough in Manhattan, but it was February, and not warm. I envisioned Alexis and Andy and Barry, and, of course, the Baby Jesus, standing in a circle in the golden sunlight, shaking their heads over my maiden’s sad performance. I said, “Oh, no. The Baby Jesus is a little Irish exercise rider at a racetrack. He’s so little and darling that they nicknamed him the Baby Jesus.” As I said this, I wondered if the cabdriver was of a religious persuasion that would cause him to be offended at this idea. I offered, “It’s an Irish thing, I think.”


The cabdriver looked at me for a moment, then said, “I have a funny name, too.” He pointed to his cabbie’s license, displayed on the dashboard. It said that his name, his first name, was “Soccer.” We laughed together, and I got out of the cab.


To the cabdriver, I may have sounded like I knew something, but in fact I had been racing my horse, whose registered name was “Hornblower,” for less than two years, and for ten months of that he had vacationed at a farm in the country, recovering from an injury that was tiny but might have gotten serious without several months off. The horse was a gray colt of humble breeding but much beauty and grace, with a big, fluid stride. The adjective often used to describe him was “promising.” He was my first horse to get to the track.


He lived at Santa Anita, in a stall in a moss-green shedrow barn. The barns at Santa Anita are board-and-batten, old, but roomy and well kept. The paths are raked neatly every day. By the end of morning exercise, everything is so quiet, balmy, and neat that you wouldn’t even know that horses live there, except for their heads peering over stall doors, or their hay nets hanging within easy reach. Citation lived here once, as did Seabiscuit. Tiznow, who won the Breeders’ Cup twice, lived here until a few months ago. Silver Charm, Real Quiet, Fusaichi Pegasus, and Charismatic walked to the track just as Hornblower does every day. Like these great horses, my horse is perfectly cared for and perfectly fit. It is possible that every day, somewhere on the backside or on the track, Hornblower encounters the horse that will win this year’s Kentucky Derby. He himself is too old for the Derby, since he is four, but, like him, all the horses are incognito—what their futures hold, what they can do and will do, is secret from their trainers and riders, though perhaps not quite so secret to the horses themselves.


The “backside” of a racetrack is where the horses are maintained. At Santa Anita, it is really the “leftside”—hidden behind high hedges to the left of the main parking lot (at Hollywood Park and Del Mar, it is more traditionally located across the track from the grandstand; and at Bay Meadows, outside of San Francisco, it was recently relocated to the infield of the track, after the land was sold off to condo developers). The backside is a world apart within the larger world apart of horse racing. It is where trainers, assistant trainers, exercise riders, jockeys, veterinarians, and farriers work every day, sometimes for forty or fifty years, and it is where grooms and hot-walkers live as well as work. Passions may run high on the backside, as they do in any workplace, but the atmosphere is tranquil because of the horses, who like routine and reassurance. Trainers like their horses to be happy and relaxed. But horsemen have secrets, too. If, as psychologists like to assert, human society is primarily a vast set of overlapping and interlocking stories, then backside society is a concentrated version, where almost all conversation is the telling of tales, the keeping and divining of secrets.
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Hornblower at five days, investigating the water tank.








Hornblower was a “maiden,” a horse that has never won a race. Like “backside,” this word is a typical horse-lore double entendre, and a perfect example of the covert sexuality of the English of horse racing and of the horse world in general.* A maiden is a modern representative of untried youth, a maghu in Indo-European. And of course he is a virgin, and of course, as a stallion, he is a little bit suspect. Male horses at the racetrack don’t get to stay stallions for long if they don’t win races. And so I was beginning to feel rather protective of my maiden’s cojones. Now that he had started again after his layoff, and had done poorly, and had trembled, and had not responded to the master hand of Chris McCarron, the inevitable pressure to castrate was going to build. One English term, not current in America, for a tool used to castrate horses is “scrungers.”† I had to admit I recoiled from the idea of having my maiden scrunged.


There were two reasons not to cut him. One was that he always behaved perfectly. He didn’t bite or strike or squeal or act aggressive around fillies (a word for young female horses, which, appropriately, comes from the French). The other was that he was breathtakingly beautiful. My maiden had excellent conformation. He was built to stand and to move stably and efficiently. All horses have conformation, which is not beauty but mechanical usefulness: Are the horse’s parts put together so that they will function and last? Do his legs have the proper angles? Does his head meet his neck in a manner that promotes balance and flexibility? Is his front end (chest, shoulders) balanced in size and power with his back end (hips and buttocks)? And so forth. Horse conformation is as much about architecture or engineering as aesthetics. But in addition to this, he was put together with exceptional grace. His shape, his lines, his demeanor all came together in unnecessarily gorgeous ways—the curve of his ears, the lift of his tail, his color of dark, dappled gray, the large size of his eye, and the classic etched refinement of his profile. A man I know, not only an experienced horseman but also a skeptical one, told me, “You are to be commended for breeding such a specimen.” And the horse had been a beautiful specimen since the day he was born. He came out of the womb with muscle tone, presence of mind, and self-confidence. I didn’t want to cut him because I wanted to breed him to my own mares, to upgrade their imperfections, not merely because I had a studbook fantasy, which I of course also had.


I was exhibiting distinct signs of owneritis, the disease of loving your worthy but, let’s admit it, mediocre horse too much. However, there is the universal recognition that scrunging (more commonly known as gelding‡) is an irreversible operation, and even its most resolute proponents are subject to a degree of visceral hesitation, which I was exploiting to the full. Alexis wasn’t yet insisting on gelding him, she was only floating the idea from time to time, because every gelding works out differently—often the new gelding concentrates less on fillies and more on racing, and so betters his record and wins more money, but sometimes the new gelding loses the competitive edge altogether. Much depended on what sort of theory we came up with to account for the trembling.


Counterbalancing the trembling was the appetite. If the race had been so traumatic for him, he wouldn’t have eaten so heartily right afterward. The trembling was maybe excitement rather than nerves? We could use lots of phrases—keyed up, charged up, psyched up—that made the trembling into something strong rather than weak. On the other hand, the acknowledged expert, McCarron, intuitively understood the trembling as fear.


I was blue. Alexis was blue. No infusion of funds, no fulfillment of fantasy, no relief from the burden of supporting the horse at the track, which costs about as much as a Harvard education. The horse continued his daily routine as if he had never exerted himself—he was sound and enthusiastic and well behaved. He began to seem a little enigmatic. I consulted a horse-astrology site online.


In the catalogue of superstitious rituals that racing people resort to in order to come up with a winner, I personally think that consulting a horse-astrology site is practically mainstream, which did not mean that I confided what I learned in those around me. The site was Australian, which was once again interesting—Aussies are hard-nosed and sunburnt and forthright, but there is an ill-concealed vein of romantic fervor there, especially when it comes to horses. They preserve the skeleton of Phar Lap, for example, the greatest racehorse of the Southern Hemisphere, in one place, and his hide in another. They preserve the notion that he was murdered by the Americans, though probably he only died of colic. This is not to say that I am unsympathetic to Australian ideas about horses—rather, that I am relieved that there is a horse-astrology Web site, and that I’m not surprised that it is Australian.


The news under “Pisces” was not encouraging. The operative words were “sensitive, impressionable, and a dreamer.” Additionally, there was “very gentle nature.” Normally, successful racehorses are not known for gentle natures. Alexis, in fact, has a picture in her office of one of the best horses she has ever trained (or helped train—at the time she was the assistant trainer for Eddie Gregson). His name was Super Diamond (changed at Eddie’s insistence from “Super Chicken”). In the picture, he is pinning his ears and trying to bite the passerby with cobralike viciousness and speed. Whenever I happened to ask her about Super Diamond, who won over a million dollars, she would laugh affectionately and say, “Oh, he was a son of a bitch! He’d do anything to get you! He was great!”


There was more in the astrological description about Pisces horses taking a larger, more evolved perspective on things. I felt that my maiden could ill afford to take a larger perspective before he had won a few races. I thought about alternative careers that might require a larger perspective, though I couldn’t come up with one other than his being a stud and commanding a small band of mares, patrolling the perimeter, planting the seeds of future generations, etc. The bar to a larger perspective in the future remained learning how to take a smaller, more focused perspective now.


He was my only Pisces, and I didn’t like what I read, so I was tempted to discount the astrologer’s opinion, except that the descriptions under the other signs did ring true. My Aries horse was active, bossy, dominating. My Taurus horses were comfortable in the herd, steady, very food-oriented, tending to be balky sometimes. My Gemini horse was unusually friendly. If I came to the gate when she was eating her hay, she would nicker and walk over to me every time, even when the others kept feeding.


Perhaps my maiden’s problem was to be found, literally, in his conception. When I sent his dam to his sire, I wasn’t interested in racing, I was interested in three-day eventing. I had hoped to produce a tough, good staying-and-jumping horse for my own use. It was only after he was born, when I was working on my novel Horse Heaven, that I’d seen what a fine specimen he was and considered sending him to the track. It was not only his muscle tone, mysteriously well developed for a newborn foal, so that he was up and cantering around his stall within a half an hour of birth, even though one of his feet was bent from his position in the womb and he could touch only the toe of that foot to the ground. It was not only his stride, which was long and liquid from the first. It was more the look on his face, which was serious.


Racehorse people always talk about “the look of eagles,” but I can’t honestly say that I know what they mean. Horses do have characteristic expressions, though, and Hornblower had a distinct characteristic expression of total seriousness. My older colt, the only other foal I’d known, my number-one son, Jackie, did not have this expression. He was far more inquisitive and alert. If there was something going on, he had to know about it and, if he could, get involved and do something about it. Hornblower gazed at you in a steady, sober way, for a long moment, then turned his head calmly and gazed at something else. Then he would look back at you, approach (he was friendly), offer himself to be petted. Then he might gallop away, seriously, musically, fluidly. Unlike most young horses, unlike even the cherished Jackie, he never had an unlovely moment, never had an unlovely movement. Looking back from the perspective of four years and five lost races, perhaps I would have said that if he was lacking something maybe he was lacking fire, zip, pizzazz, chutzpah, but his sheer effortless grace was so dazzling that when you saw him gallop across a field it did not occur to you that he was lacking in anything.




*





MANY A THOROUGHBRED has never gotten to the races, many a Thoroughbred has never won a race, many a Thoroughbred has chosen to throw in the towel in the middle of a race—or “spit the bit,” as they say. Alexis and I did not discuss the idea that our pretty boy was one of these. Two days after the race, she was much more hopeful. It was a bad race, she admitted. And he trembled and got all sweated up in the paddock, but, after all, it was his first race after almost a year. Whatever he had learned as a two-year-old had possibly not been retained. It was like starting all over again. And the fractional times were very fast—twenty-one seconds for the first two  furlongs,§ forty-five seconds for the first half-mile. We had put a stayer (a “plodder”) in with the sprinters,¶ at six furlongs, a sprinter’s natural distance. He was more like a forty-eight-second-half horse (and there’s nothing wrong with that—a horse that can put together three forty-eights can win the Belmont Stakes in record time. Of course, the only horse ever to put together three forty-eights in the Belmont was Secretariat, and he won by thirty-one lengths, or two and a fifth seconds). Actually, thinking we were sticking him in a safe spot, we had betrayed him. We were not to be discouraged, she said. She had several ideas. I gave up discouragement. At least we could rest assured that, given his performance, he could run in cheap claiming races|| and learn his business with no danger that we would lose him to another owner and trainer. Horse racing is full of the simultaneous giveth and taketh away.


In the next couple of weeks, Hornblower worked well in the mornings. He was breezing five furlongs in 1:01 or even 1:00, and he had two ego-boosting adventures. Once, while he was breezing, he came up beside two other colts, one a stakes winner, and dug in and passed them. Another time, his rider agreed to help a friend with a misbehaving horse by breaking with him from the gate. The naughty horse in question was a little Irish turf horse, just imported, who had won several stakes in Europe. Hornblower went out in front of him by several lengths.


Thus we got to our next race, a mile and a sixteenth, much encouraged. But we didn’t dare approach McCarron again. Alexis said, “You know, P Val is back.”


“Who is that?”


“Patrick Valenzuela. Some people think he’s the best. He wasn’t riding, but now he’s back. He won a couple yesterday.”


She sounded as if she had been struck by a revelation. That’s what I trust. No weighing and pondering or sifting through the evidence. Hornblower had been bred by revelation—I’d seen his sire and said, “Who’s that? I want one of those.”


I said, “Go for it.”


This time I got to the simulcast at the Monterey Fairgrounds. As usual, I had my nine-year-old along and I had to pretend that I didn’t know that children weren’t allowed in, or even to wander around outside the simulcast facility, and I had to depend on the kindness of the ticket lady and promise not to bring him again. As usual, we were almost late, and got there in time only to watch the end of the post parade. As usual, I meant to buy my Daily Racing Form and study it carefully to see how my horse fit statistically with the others in the race, and maybe place an exotic bet, but instead, mesmerized, I just watched my horse, who was the color of a brilliantly shiny gray flannel suit. His feet, on TV, seemed to spring from the ground. He went into the gate nicely.


At the clang of the bell, he sprang from the gate, much the way he had as a two-year-old, going straight to the rail and straight to the front. Valenzuela was neither urging him nor holding him back, but riding him kindly, letting him choose the pace. But within seconds, the fanciest horse in the race, a horse that had cost $250,000 as a yearling, now rummaging down among the riffraff, shot in front of him and kept going. Very quickly, the two of them were alone on the lead, the rest of the horses two or three lengths back. At the half-mile pole, the time was forty-six. I said, “Uh-oh.”


And “Uh-oh” was right. The expensive horse was too fast for him, but Hornblower pressed the pace. After three-quarters of a mile, they were still one-two, in a time of 1:11, but then they both faded, and the horses that had broken fourth, seventh, and eighth came up first, second, and third. Hornblower and the fancy horse ran fifth and fourth. It was the usual story, horse-racing-wise—the rabbits wore themselves out, and the stalkers came up to take the lead. Hornblower’s race plan seemed to be to get out on the lead early and try not to get overtaken. It was a good plan for a sensitive horse who didn’t like to be held in and didn’t like to get dirt kicked in his face or be bumped. It was a plan I liked, too—less chance of injury and accident. But it was a difficult plan for a horse with no speed if he wanted to win.


P Val said to Alexis, “I had to make up my mind. I couldn’t let that horse get too far out in front and run away with the race. I was the only one pressing him. This is a good horse.”


Alexis said to me, “He ran a good race. Much braver than last time. And he didn’t tremble so much in the gate. I’m happy with that. I think he’s willing to ride him again, too.”


I was able to look on an even brighter side than either of them. I exclaimed, “You mean we’ll get a little check for this? Anyway, fitness is his friend, Alexis! He’s sound and tough. He was bred to plod forever, and my dream race is the San Juan Capistrano!”


Nobody’s dream race is the San Juan Capistrano. The San Juan Capistrano is a mile and three-quarters on the grass. It’s usually won by a European horse, but Hornblower’s sire ran second in it in 1994, and his dam’s sire ran second in it in 1973. If he wasn’t bred to win it, well, then, he was bred to place. Just getting there would be good enough for me.


We also got the advice of another expert. As Alexis and Jose, the groom, were leading the horse under the stands after the race, one of the railbirds shouted out, “Why don’t you run that horse on the grass?”


Why not, indeed? I felt vindicated already.




* I always think of the language of horses, in English, as an especially rich and pure stream running into our world from Middle English, Anglo-Saxon, proto-Germanic, and even proto–Indo-European. All of the terms for a horse’s parts are archaic, from his poll (the top of his head) to his withers (the highest part of his topline, arising just at the base of his neck, from an obsolete Middle-English word meaning “against”), to his haunches (his hips and buttocks, from Old Germanic hanka, totally obscure), to his fetlocks (the angular joint just above his hooves, from fet, meaning “foot,” and lock, meaning a lock of hair, going straight back to the Indo-European roots ped, foot, and leug, turn, or something that curls).


† Any word in English that begins with a three-consonant cluster (like “string,” from strenk) is extremely archaic. “Scrungers” comes from the same root—meaning “to cut”—as “scratch” and “inscribe.”


‡ “Gelding” goes back to the Indo-European root ghel, also meaning “to cut.”


§ Furlong, going back to the Anglo-Saxon, is the length of a furrow in a ten-acre field.


¶ Possibly from the Scandinavian, “sprinter” is akin to a Swedish word meaning “to jump.”


|| Claiming races are a staple of tracks all over the world. A horse in a claiming race (a “selling race” in England) may be bought by any trainer or owner for a set price, in cash, which the claiming party deposits in the racing secretary’s office before the race. The price is set in the published conditions of the race. As soon as the claimed horse goes into the starting gate, he belongs to the new owner no matter what happens in the race. Any winnings go to the previous owner.






















TWO


Neurosis





MOST HORSES, especially riding horses, come to their owners from the unknown. Horse dealers are conventionally supposed to be dishonest, worse than used-car dealers, but in fact it would be impossible for them to represent their animals honestly, since likely as not they have no idea about either the horse’s nature—his pedigree and the individual personalities of his forebears, or his nurture—the sort of mother he had, her life in the mare herd, the sort of early training and feeding he had, how he was gelded and backed and taught to work under a rider. A horse is like a used car insofar as he is what he is when he appears on the lot and the dealer has to make the best of it by buying low and selling as high as possible.


Good judges of horseflesh are smart at discerning the logical connections between all the things a horse does and what might plausibly have caused such habits to arise. A horse who flinches when a hand nears his head may have been beaten or roughly treated about the head by a previous owner. A horse who constantly pulls on the bit, or has a “hard mouth,” has never been taught to carry himself in the proper way, and his mouth has become desensitized by some rider’s heavy hands. Other causes and effects are more subtle. Most professional horsemen spend a great deal of time teasing out the connections in the horse’s mind between what might have gone before and how the horse behaves now, in an effort to resolve problems and make the horse a useful companion and mount.


When, however, you are privileged to breed and raise your own horses, a lot of these connections are obvious. If you have seen a particular horse every day, you may not know how to make him perfect, or to ride him expertly, but you are extremely familiar with his habitual choices. My best example of this is the horse I’ve known the longest, my mare Persey. Persey’s history convinces me that horses’ mental states are uncannily like human mental states, and that horses’ crazinesses can be ameliorated but continue to exist even after years of training and maturing, as a formative base, or maybe a default option, for the horses’ behavior.


I could not stop thinking of Persey when I read A General Theory of Love, by Thomas Lewis, Fari Amini, and Richard Lannon, psychiatrists at the medical school of the University of California, San Francisco. Persey, aka Persephone, was the dark-gray daughter of a mare named Lucy that I had purchased with a friend. She was born in 1996—my eldest “daughter,” as it were. I started training and then riding her in the spring of 1998, when she was two.


When Persey began her training, it at first seemed that things would go easily—the trainer reported that she didn’t buck much the first time he put the saddle on her, and soon began trotting calmly around the round corral, first to the right, then to the left. Things went well for two or three lessons; then the filly began to act strangely. It was not, at this point, that she was rebellious or resistant. It was more that she was nonresponsive. Once she had begun trotting around the trainer, she would continue to do so, ignoring, or, I think now, not perceiving the signals he was giving her to come in to him, move away from him, stop, or whatever. She was strangely machinelike—that is, she couldn’t relate to the trainer or the training as other horses did, by seeking to figure out what the trainer wanted and then supplying that response. After about ten sessions, when her behavior didn’t improve, he declined to work with her anymore, telling me that he considered her dangerous.


I then put her with another trainer, a traditional event-horse trainer, who used European rather than cowboy methods. He, too, began by thinking that she would be easy to work with. He lunged her around in a circle on a long line, with and without side-reins running from the bit in her mouth to loops attached to a band around her body where a saddle would normally be. After that, he ground-drove her, walking behind her, using two long lines as if she were a carriage horse without a carriage, teaching her to turn right and left, to stop and go, and respond to his voice. As long as he did this on my property, where she felt at home, she was fine, but he decided she needed a larger and more stimulating venue to get used to, so I moved her to a local stable where there was a lot going on. Within a week, this trainer, too, had declined to work with her, because her response to every stimulus (and there were plenty of those every day) was to rear up. And when she reared up, she did so with conviction—once, the trainer’s wife, also an experienced and accomplished equestrienne, put a German noseband on her that was designed to apply pressure to the bridge of her nose if she reared. She reared so high and so resolutely with this noseband on that she stayed in the air for ninety seconds, while the trainer tried to pull her down with all her strength. After that, we were intimidated—not just by the horse’s rearing, which was scary enough, but also by what methods might be required to gain her submission. The first trainer had suggested that I invest no more in her, just get rid of her. But what did that mean? If she was untrainable, as dangerous as these two experienced trainers said, wouldn’t it be safest—not just for us, but for all future owners—to euthanize her?


The trouble, I came to realize, was not only that she was fearful, but that she had a constitutional conviction that her fears were justified. She was like some people I have known who would do anything to persuade me that something terrible was about to happen, putting as much energy into trying to prove to me that the very thing that they were terrified of was inevitable as they would have if they actually wanted the terrible outcome to take place. That is what I call neurotic. On the one hand, I admired Persey’s conviction—ears up, eyes alert, body still as a statue, or, indeed, up in the air on her hind legs, she conveyed a certain beauty that more cooperative horses did not. On the other hand, the skills she required were way beyond me. So I took her to the bravest guy in town, Ray Berta. He worked with her, and after the first day he said, “This should be easy.”


My heart sank.


A General Theory of Love proposes that it is possible to understand human intimate relationships by investigating the connections between brain structure (emotions arise in the limbic brain, which is possessed by all mammals but not by reptiles), brain chemistry (various chemicals that the brain discharges or disposes of are felt as emotions), and early relationships between the mammal mother and her offspring. The doctors propose that, for mammals, consistent maternal nurturing is essential for the healthy growth of the infant brain, which is only partially developed at birth. A badly mothered infant actually grows up with damaged connections in the brain, preventing it from developing both good reproductive relationships (“Leben”) and good life skills (“Arbeit”).* No studies cited in the book are of horses, but there are many of other mammals, particularly chimps and monkeys. The doctors state categorically: “Mammals form close-knit, mutually nurturant social groups—families—in which members spend time touching and caring for one another. Parents nourish and safeguard their young and each other from the hostile world outside their group. A mammal will risk and sometimes lose its life to protect a child or mate from attack” (pp. 25–26). The ways in which Lucy had not been a good mom to Persey were legion—she was anxious, so she ran along the fence line, back and forth, hardly pausing to allow Persey to suckle. When Persey was near her, she was often inattentive, but when Persey wandered away, she whinnied after her with a desperate note in her voice. And there were no other mares and foals for company and reassurance.


In an experiment that might have been constructed with Persey’s foalhood as a model, researchers constructed a situation in which monkey mothers were intermittently deprived of access to food, so that they sometimes felt at ease and sometimes were distracted—their nurturing relationships with their offspring were randomly interrupted by worry. The infants grew up to be clingy, subordinate, and clumsy in relationships. Researchers found that the neurotransmitter systems in their brains were permanently damaged. And numerous observations of human infants over the last fifty or sixty years have shown, according to the authors, that, “because human physiology is (at least in part) an open-loop arrangement, an individual does not direct all of his functions. A second person transmits regulatory information that can alter hormone levels, cardiovascular function, sleep rhythms, immune function, and more—inside the body of the first. The reciprocal process occurs simultaneously: the first person regulates the second even as he himself is regulated” (p. 85). Bad mothering provides bad regulation of the infant’s physiological processes. “An isolated monkey becomes a grotesque caricature because because the mammalian nervous system cannot self-assemble” (p. 88).


Unlike monkeys, rats, dogs, and cats, horses are never used for experiments whose results are intended to apply to humans (though some results of studies and procedures on joints and tendons are transferred from horse to man, because horses have large joints and tendons, and suffer some of the same sorts of athletic-induced injury and deterioration). Nor is the psychology of the horse much investigated, simply because research funds are short and their richest source is from the horse racing industry, which prefers to finance studies that keep horses racing and earning money rather than those that just want find out how the animals develop and function. Most of what we believe about horses comes from observation: Equines certainly have families and herds, and mares certainly guide and nurture their young and form protective groups with one another. Horses also spend their whole lives forming affiliative relationships with other horses—perfect strangers that they encounter for a few hours or a few weeks. It’s a rare horse who cannot make friends with other horses, who can’t come to be part of a group, whether high or low in the pecking order.





[image: ]

Ray Berta and Persey (age three) in a characteristic pose in a round pen nestled in the hills of California. She looks cooperative, but it is only a pose.








Thus we may say that horses have emotions as other mammals and people do. If the source of human mental suffering is often in the limbic brain, and horses have limbic brains, then perhaps some of the things that go wrong with horses are analogous to some of the things that go wrong with humans, both in their origin and in their amelioration.




*





ON HER SECOND DAY with Ray Berta, a little more familiar with her new situation, and therefore more self-confident, she displayed every facet of what you might call her self-image. I remember looking at her chin. Horses’ chins are expressive; a trainer wants the horse to carry his chin, not dangling it, but also not tightening it. Persey’s chin was pressed against her lower jaw, creased with determination. Ray, who is tall, muscular, and slender, strong as a bundle of wires lashed together, was sitting on another horse, holding Persey on a long line. He asked her to step forward by tugging lightly on his end of the rope. She looked so alert and intent that I thought she had stepped forward, but she hadn’t. He asked her again, tugging a little harder. This time, she made her refusal a little more clear, as if maybe Ray had made a mistake in interpreting her body language: she declined to step forward. There would be no stepping forward as far as she was concerned. What she was afraid of, I don’t know, possibly just the novelty of the situation. She stepped backward, but Ray stopped her with the rope. He was equally resolute that there would be no stepping backward. The horse he was sitting on soon began to tremble all over and flap his lips together, the clear sign that he felt himself to be between a rock and a hard place—the rock being a strong trainer and the hard place being a determined female. Ray dismounted him and let him go out of the round corral. He then worked with Persey on foot. It took twenty-five minutes of rearing, backing up, falling down, avoiding in every way the idea of stepping forward, before the mare stepped forward one step, and then two. He sometimes shook the rope in her face, but he never resorted to unkind or impatient means—no whip, no waving arms, no anger, just the absolute conviction that at some point she would realize that it was easier to step forward than to not step forward. That was the basic principle of his training method—make it easy for the horse to choose the right thing, and hard for her to choose the wrong thing. When I asked for a diagnosis after a few days, he said, in his usual relaxed and smiling way, that she was in the habit of making wrong choices that worked for her to a degree. Habitual wrong choices? Isn’t that neurosis?


As her year with Ray progressed, there were further diagnoses, the most important one that all of her bad behavior came out of her habit of bracing her right hind leg. How horses think manifests in how they move. As soon as she got a chance to brace that right hind, she would stop going forward and get ready to rear up. The key was to never allow her even the beginnings of a brace. An acupuncturist who worked with her said, independently, that her right ovary was painful and that she was probably protecting herself on the right hind in some way. This analysis was borne out by the fact that she was always harder to handle when she was in season. One time, she was very much in season, and when I asked her to turn to the right at a canter, she bucked me off right there and continued to the left. My interpretation of the PMS theory was that the coursing of hormones enhanced her conviction that whatever she perceived was true and right and had to be acted upon.


Persey has proved to be the most difficult of my many horses to train—not because she is unintelligent or unathletic, but because she is always prone to anxiety, which sometimes renders her impervious to reassurance or direction. All young horses, of course, are fearful. Most horse training progresses by means of habituation—the horse is gradually introduced to new objects and scenes, and allowed to get used to them, sometimes very slowly, but he is never allowed to flee them. Flight confirms the horse’s idea that the object that had seemed fearful was indeed threatening. The horse’s fear and unwillingness are like a spreading pool of water—continually expanding or contracting. The trainer’s job is to make the pool contract as much as possible. If he or she does not, then the fears and reluctances can expand to include almost everything outside the horse’s stall.


Always the question was, how much force to apply. Certain trainers, all men, felt that her problem was a lack of respect, which would be resolved by the use of strong driving aids, including the whip. Usually this was a course they advised me to take, not actually volunteering to take it themselves. They felt she had to be made to submit. But Persey’s response to harshness was to rear rather than to go forward. Women trainers advised me not to accommodate her but to circumvent her—find a way around her resistance (her braced right hind leg) and then get her to move forward slowly, in a way that allowed her to reassure herself that there was nothing really to be afraid of. They gave more weight to the fact that she was a mare, which meant that she was likely to put up a fight that perhaps I was not able to handle.


Persey’s behavior, I think, bears out the idea that horses have a world-view, and that they filter experience through it. The normal horse has a world-view sufficiently close to reality that it seems transparent—his obedience and his reactions are what trainers expect them to be, and as reasonable as if he had no world-view at all. He responds steadily to habituation, getting more and more used to whatever humans require of him, only spooking at the obvious—flapping tarps, sudden half-hidden movements, other things that are clearly startling. Experienced racehorses learn to tolerate quite a bit of activity at the racetrack, and even to enjoy it, since it puts them in the mood to run. Obviously, show horses, rodeo horses, endurance horses, police horses, and circus horses do the same (at Cheval-Théâtre, a Canadian horse-circus, the audience, sitting in the dark, is asked only to refrain from taking photographs with flashbulbs, which is just the sort of thing that would happen too irregularly for the horses to habituate to). But Persey’s habituation process was very slow. She would hesitate about the same things over and over, stare off into the same distances day after day, wonder about the same mysteries that she had already investigated the day before or even the hour before. I didn’t feel that she was exhibiting a lack of intelligence as much as an inability to allow experience to change her mind.


Ray had to move the horses from one ranch, where the landscape was an open bowl in the middle of equally open hills, where threats could at least be seen from afar, to another, where the buildings and arenas and roads were surrounded with trees. This was Persey’s worst nightmare. It seemed as though she was experiencing the normal disappearances and reappearances of people and animals as they went among the trees as ghosts in a horror movie, jumping unexpectedly out of dark corners.


Federico Tesio, the great Italian horse breeder, wrote after watching his horses go through the Second World War that horses never look up, because he never saw them raise their eyes to the sky, no matter how many planes went over or bombs dropped. Persey would have shown him a thing or two. She looked up most of the time—at the high ridgeline above the arena, at the tops of the hills across the valley, at the horses in the upper arena from the lower arena. She was always on the alert, but she hardly showed it. As with her earliest training, her nervousness rendered her impervious rather than visibly disturbed. Within a day after her arrival at the new ranch, she did a strange thing that seemed more and more logical as we got to know her better.


Ray had taken two fillies—Persey, aged four, and another four-year-old—down to the big arena, where he removed their halters and sent them to the far end. They trotted around while he stood in the middle watching them. Then Persey suddenly turned and ran toward him at full speed. He lifted his arm and his rope to wave her off, but she kept coming and knocked him flat with her chest. He woke up stretched out in the sand sometime later. When I asked him if she had seen him, he said, “Not more than a second before she ran over me.” The reason he didn’t step out of the way was that her behavior was unusual, even unique. Horses in general will do anything to avoid running over a person—I once saw an eighteen-hand jumper literally twist himself in air to avoid landing on his rider, who had fallen facedown on the far side of the fence. But Persey, like other neurotics, wasn’t looking outward. She was attentive only to her inner world—whatever had scared her made her temporarily unreachable.


We made some progress at the new place, though not as much as I would have liked. I began to quiz Ray about whether Persey was his worst student ever, the one who had been there longest. He reassured me. But it wasn’t until I rode her every day for twenty-one days that she began to settle down. With daily discipline and no breaks for contemplating her fears, she began to be somewhat reliable, somewhat relaxed. She was four. She started to learn to jump, which she liked, and to go out on trails. I considered the battle mostly won. I moved her to yet another ranch, closer to my house, where the country was open. She stopped surveying the periphery and lulled me into complacency.


Just after Christmas, when I thought I had everything worked out with Persey, we were leaving the arena at our new barn—a barn where the landscape was open and not obviously threatening—and, lo and behold, there was a Chevy Suburban in the wrong spot. It was crossing a small wooden bridge that cars never (in Persey’s knowledge) crossed, and it made a noise. She took one look, spun on that right hind, and tried to bolt for the barn. She meant it, too. She didn’t jump a couple of steps and come to a halt; she ran like hell for a hundred yards before I could pull her up.


We were at the end of our ride, and so I brought her back to the spot where she had bolted and walked her around there for a bit. She wasn’t perfectly calm, but she was calm enough, so I allowed her to go up the hill and out to the pasture, and didn’t think much of it until the next day, when she absolutely refused to go down the hill even one step, though in the previous four months she had marched down the hill a hundred times. I was amazed. Her refusal to go down the hill, to go past the spot where she had witnessed the Suburban, even to turn toward that spot if she was approaching the area from a different direction, was adamant. She would back up, throw her shoulders, rear. More force on my part met with greater resistance on her part. No respecter of persons, she gave Ray the same treatment. We worked with her daily. Her area of fear might diminish in size after we had ridden her over the same ground time and again, but if we allowed the least fear to take hold again, the area would literally expand in size from a few square feet to a half-acre or more in a day, and we would have to start all over. Sometimes, her fear expanded to the whole ranch, to any car that was parked anywhere outside of the parking lot. The only consolation was that she remained willing to work once she was in an enclosed space. In spite of the chaos, her training progressed, and then, sometime in May, she came back to normal. I realized that, in fact, sometimes the only thing that reassured her, the only thing that she was interested enough in to forget her fears, was jumping. It was as if that very particular task of cantering toward a series of obstacles, jumping them, and cantering on was reassuring to her, because it was limited and understandable, not like having to decide whether there was something in the trees, or whether the number of times she had safely crossed a certain piece of ground outnumbered the number of times she had been afraid of crossing that piece of ground. In fact, she was like a neurotic person who does a good job at work because the job is defined.


The thing I would like to emphasize here is that nothing bad ever happened to her—no animal ever jumped out at her, no pain ever was inflicted upon her. She was not afraid of a spot because she remembered being hurt there, she was afraid of it because she remembered being afraid there. Her mental process made me think of obsessive-compulsive disorder in humans, which is defined as unwanted, intrusive thoughts that prevent the sufferer from understanding objective reality. One of the meliorating treatments for OCD is habituation—if the person gives in to his fears and engages in more and more rituals, the fears expand; if he habituates himself to the things he is fearful of, the fears contract. The similarity in both the symptoms and the treatment between horse and human seem to me to indicate that the problem of excessive fear is a general mammalian brain problem, not specifically a human psychological problem.


At any rate, after Persey became a good horse again, she remained so for about a year, until I began asking more of her by taking her to clinics and horse shows. At that point, she reacted to separation from her herd by having extreme moods—at one show, she was extremely resentful; at another, she was extremely nervous. On another occasion, when she required two weeks of medication that involved being separated from her herd and put in an individual corral, she did not act at all as most horses do, which is to whinny for her friends for at most twenty-four hours, then to settle in, enjoy the plentiful rations, and make friends with the horses around her. Instead, she kept up what Lewis, Amini, and Lannon term “searching and calling behavior”—that is, pacing her corral, straining her eyes and ears for the sight and sound of her herd-mates, and whinnying constantly.  She searched and called frantically for over a week, and even after that, she was jumpy and hyper-alert. Everyone at the barn was glad when the course of medication was completed and she could return to the herd. One young woman mentioned in A General Theory of Love could not leave an abusive relationship because she found abuse easier to tolerate than isolation. That reminded me of Persey. Many horses, if not most, can go off on a trail ride with only the rider and no other horses, or can adapt fairly easily to a new living situation. Persey, neurotic in ways that echo the neuroses of humans, could not, it appeared, be taught to do these things.


As of this writing, it still isn’t clear whether we can control her mental condition and keep her reliable in new situations. Lucy, her mother, also had a lot of difficulty with unstructured activity. In the arena, doing exercises, circles, changes of gait, she was like a machine—going forward, staying on the bit, doing whatever was asked of her—but she could not under any circumstances go on a trail ride, even with other horses. Is Persey’s problem owing to nature or nurture? Did Lucy pass on her nervousness through her genes or through her behavior toward the foal? Drs. Lewis, Amini, and Lannon would say, perhaps, nurture becomes nature, and nature becomes nurture.


It is a well-known fact among racehorse breeders that really good mares produce winner after winner. Normally, this is considered a facet of pedigree—somehow these mares have genes that combine or “nick” especially well with those of particular stallions, or their genes are especially good no matter who the stallion is. A truism of breeding is that the best broodmares are out of the same dam as great racemares. But, judging from Lucy and Persey, it could as easily be true that some manner in which the mares raise the foals also predicts success at the racetrack. One horse agent in California did an informal study on his own—he observed all the offspring of a certain stallion at a large studfarm. The offspring of mares who lived in stable herds on the farm did far better at the track than the offspring of mares who came for the birth, were bred again, and then sent back to their home farms. Possibly the stress of finding or gaining status in a new herd was so taxing to the imported mares that it had both a biochemical and a behavioral effect on the mares and their foals, like that of the monkeys whose mothers were intermittently deprived of food.


My next foal after Persey, the first I bred on my own, was Jackie. I found the mare and researched the stallion, and planned the mating. I even went for a look at the mare’s own sire, Big Spruce, who was pensioned at Gainesway Farm in Kentucky. The mare was named Biosymmetree. I bought her on Valentine’s Day, 1996, because she looked bright and perky trotting around the round corral, and then, when her owner put her back in her stall, the mare turned as she stepped past me, put her chin on my shoulder, and looked me in the eye for a long minute. Her gaze was inquisitive, trusting, and kind.


She got pregnant right away, and as her pregnancy progressed she became more and more affectionate. She would stand as close to me as she could and put her head right next to me, down, quiet, inviting pats but never pushing me. I joked that she wanted to sit in my lap. Jackie was friendly and beautiful from the day he was born. I have a picture of him and Biosymmetree, exercising in their field. She is trotting with her ears pricked and he is trotting also, but seeming to hang back. His head is up and pressed a bit into her side, as if he is seeking comfort or reassurance. Though they lived an hour from me, I was enamored of them, and went to see them once or twice every week. Each time, I petted and brushed the foal and mare from top to bottom. I couldn’t get over how perfect I thought the colt was.


Exactly a month to the day after the birth, I arrived at the ranch to discover the vet just leaving. He came to my car window and said, “I was trying to get hold of you. Your husband said you were on the way.”


“Is there a problem?”


“I had to put your mare down. I didn’t see any way to save her. I’m sure there was a twist, but I couldn’t reach it, and I never felt it.” He meant a twist in her intestine, blocking the passage of food through her gut.
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