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Introduction


‘The measure of intelligence is the ability to change.’


ALBERT EINSTEIN


Money, without sacrifice, cannot buy culture or learning. But it may well purchase horses and equipment, rendering the horseman poorer than he thinks he is.


ANTONELLO RADICCHI


RESCHIO
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The stables at Reschio.




An array of emotions overwhelming the senses, one after the other! Sight, first of all, unveils the views whose real beauty is then confirmed by touch in a more direct and tangible way, in the way that Reschio was in fact first conceived and developed. Believe me, it is difficult to describe the concrete beauty of such a place, beautiful in all its honesty. I could describe its centuries-old trees, the houses, which although luxurious, are humbly led to the altar, to marry an unspoiled environment, creating a union of harmonious and perfect shapes. Everything is like this; all has been conceived as if it were the natural result of its realization. That house is there because nothing else could be. If I drew a perfect picture in my head, I would do nothing other than repeat exactly what I see there. There is no need to think ‘maybe if …’ or ‘maybe it would have been better …’. No, it’s perfect; I wouldn’t change a single thing. I wasn’t surprised by forms or striking details – in fact, the first time I set foot in Reschio, I was surprised not to be surprised. The sensation that I would like to describe is that of being fully aware that everything there is not common, but so indispensable that it should be. How often do we thank those we love for loving us …? But how nice and indispensable it is to be loved … and especially if you feel loved by something really wonderful and sincere, then it would be hard not to fall in love. The point is, that to live in such an environment is all too easy, but to conceive it, certainly a little less. The Bolza family were able to do it, firstly the Count Antonio Bolza and then his son Benedikt. The thought of conceiving an idea so simple and at the same time so ‘huge’ frightens and amazes me. Clearly it is not the idea that frightens me, far from it, but its implementation. We all have beautiful ideas, but how many of these become reality? They require courage, faith and perseverance over time.


Why am I writing all this? And, moreover, what has it got to do with the language of horses?


Life is surely made up of encounters, places and people who leave a deep mark on our existence whether good or bad. Count Antonio Bolza for me is certainly a very important person and Reschio is a very important place. In fact all the studies and the techniques that I developed are none other than a consequence of this meeting. I would never have been able to make such in-depth studies without his support. Developing new theories and new systems of communication requires time, concentration and collaboration.
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Count Antonio Bolza on Casanova di Reschio.




This adventure began fifteen years ago. At that time I had started to learn the techniques and concepts in lightness from the maestro Philippe Karl, whilst Count Antonio Bolza was just starting out in equitation, but we didn’t yet know each other. Our paths crossed when Count Bolza called on me to resolve some of the problems he was having with his horses. Reschio was already a reality but the stud farm didn’t yet exist. I was working in my riding centre in Umbria about 40km from Reschio.


The lightness techniques appealed to Count Bolza and we began to see each other more frequently until, one evening, after a lesson, driven by the same ‘insane’ passion for horses, we began to talk about starting a small stud farm. We both had clear ideas on what the ‘ideal’ horse should be; the problem was how to find one.


We would need a rather elastic and harmonious horse, like an Iberian, but at the same time he should be strong and solid like a German one. Count Bolza asked me if there were purebred horses with such characteristics, without cross- breeding. I replied that we could begin a search starting from the breed characteristics that we would like to preserve as dominant. Undoubtedly, he would prefer a horse that had dominant characteristics of elasticity. I could only agree with such an idea!


Then, we decided, our next stop would be Spain.


Do you know the old saying ‘There’s many a slip twixt cup and lip’. Well, never has a saying been truer. To keep things short, we went to Spain and visited innumerable stud farms but it appeared that our horse had not yet been born. We saw many beautiful, elegant horses, but they were always too baroque. There is nothing wrong with horses with those characteristics; I personally adore them, but we wanted something different, something much closer to the concept of a ‘sport’ horse. Certainly our idea was ambitious and how many before us had thought of it …? But, as I said before, an idea remains just that, until it is transformed into reality and, often, mere willpower is not sufficient to make that happen. Faith is needed and, if you wish, a bit of luck. So, on the last day of our stay, we went to visit the last stud farm on our programme. It was the prestigious breeding centre of the Candaù family.


There he was – I remember it as if it were just yesterday, Uranio VI, a magnificent four-yearold grey stallion 17.2 hands high, built slightly ‘uphill’, powerful haunches, correct shoulders; neither too oblique nor too upright, perfect neck-line, quite long but not at all heavy, a high, light head, with a proud gaze … we couldn’t believe our eyes. The next question was: ‘how will he move?’ He was fabulous, harmonious, with the right amount of extension and elevation. He was perfect, the horse for whom we had searched so long. Not only this, but, at the same stud farm, we also found a mare who had similar characteristics.
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Uranio VI, progenitor of the Reschio stud-farm.
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Donna Nencia Corsini on Il Magnifico.




Of course we selected another three brood mares to see the ancestry, but our main idea proved to be correct, that is, Uranio VI with Lentisca. This was the solid base for our breeding. An idea that became reality.


Il Magnifico was the name chosen for the first foal born at Reschio. Many more followed: Aurora, Magnolia, Punto, Cassandra, Serenissimo … I can’t remember exactly when, but at a certain point at Reschio, there were at least forty horses descended for the main part from Uranio. And so our little group of brood mares started to grow and became a herd of more than fifteen individuals lovingly cared for under the centuries-old trees in the hilly pastures of the ‘earldom of Reschio’ (as I like to call it). The herd brought us great riches, clearly not of the economic kind; whoever has or has had breeding experience knows that the decision, indeed the improvised madness that brings a person of sane mind to undertake such a journey, is driven largely by passion and results in a lot of spent money. Often the only profit is the privilege of spending time with one’s horses. No, the wealth I received from the herd was of another kind. It was the opportunity to observe and, after a lot of observing, maybe to sense the grammatical structure of the language of the horse and to appreciate its blatant simplicity and concreteness. The harmonic whisper, or impetuous gesture of authority, the loving touch, the patient tolerance, the hierarchical rebellions, the sense of belonging, the collective consciousness, the consciousness of oneself …. Without the herd, without watching it repeatedly and continuously, it would be difficult to understand. It requires a lot of time to start to sense, to understand, to start to speak, to express oneself in a fitting way. I can’t remember how much time I spent in watching them. In summer I would sit myself under an old oak tree at the top edge of the pasture, in the hottest hours of the day, when it was impossible to ride. I remained there with a sandwich and a bottle of water, sometimes napping, in good company, sharing with them the heat, the sultry air and the insects. Every moment I could, I escaped to my little corner of paradise. I often brought many of my texts on ethology with me, searching for a direct confirmation of what I was reading. Books helped me, but the herd taught and educated me. Unlike money, the type of wealth that I received never runs out – indeed the more it is spent and used the more it increases. The best investment is always the one made on ourselves. Don’t take your horse to be trained, or rather do, but find a person who can help you, but, above all, help you understand, how to do and how to make the horse do.


A good instructor is not one who makes the horse do complex exercises, but one who can transmit his own art to other people as well as to the horse. In this way the work bears fruit, otherwise it is and will always remain a sterile gratification of one’s ego. Gratification is important, but not fundamental, in that it creates competition and competition goes arm-inarm with the ego, which doesn’t train us, but just claims to. I say this because I fall into this trap every time I have to prepare a horse for a competition. In the end I will learn. I will learn to do this whilst always respecting the horse. Perhaps I will learn … competition is an ugly beast, really difficult to keep under control, at times useful, but often damaging. Useful in that it pushes one to improve; dangerous because it can lead one to constrain. At least that’s the way I look at it.


Don’t think, however, that everything was a bed of roses; we had to endure many storms, some of which seriously tried to sink us. The biggest storm came about a year after the horses arrived at Reschio. Uranio suffered a clostridial muscular infection in his right hind leg from a simple injection, which left him with permanent mechanical lameness.


Nevertheless, with the supervision of veterinarians, we continued to work the horse. He managed to carry out all the dressage movements with ease but with an evident mechanical lameness, which could only be seen in walk.
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The Reschio Herd.




I take this opportunity to thank all the staff led by Dr Marco Pepe at the University Clinic of Perugia, who worked with their hearts as well as their intellect, saving the life of the horse. Clearly he couldn’t take part in sporting competitions, but we still had our stallion and the pride in his gaze never left us. Pride which I have seen many times in his offspring, including in Orlando di Reschio, who died two years ago from colic at the clinic of Perugia. He was eight years old and was ready for competition.


Orlando, I can say that you were the most beautiful and honest horse I have ever had and you will never return. It breaks my heart every time I think of you.


If life could ever return something to me, if I could make only one wish, I would like to have my horse back, because he was, to all effects, ‘my’ horse. He belonged to me, in the noblest sense of the word. Never in my life have I felt such intense pain for a non-human being. Pain that I feel even today, and, I am convinced, will remain with me for the rest of my life.


Leaving storms aside, there were many happy moments shared with Count Bolza, who has always helped and supported me in my work. And when I say helped, I mean that he was always ready to get his hands dirty whenever needed, never holding back, managing with great sacrifice and strength of will to learn new training techniques, often mounting lively youngsters or horses in an advanced level of work, mastering the technique, and in the end he himself becoming the main source of learning for his horses. I owe all my respect to a person who approached this world at fifty-five years of age, showing a technique and an innate sensitivity beyond the norm. I just wanted to say that most of the techniques described in this book and consequently their experimentation, took place at Reschio: as well as the development and sharing of them that occurred with Count Antonio Bolza.
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Count Antonio Bolza on Baron De Lis, Antonello Radicchi on Casanova.
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Contact is the principle on which communication, all interaction and sequences of events are based. It is everything.




WITH TACT


Change and mutation are the forces that are driving us, and to unharness ourselves is impossible, at least in the world I know or that I believe I know. This forces us to evolve, in fact, to return to the primary need to communicate.


We men have great difficulty in communicating with each other and even more so with our inner selves. We are unable to understand ourselves, yet presume to understand the next person without the slightest notion of the facts or the necessary means to penetrate the human soul, at times straying beyond the comprehensible and losing sight of the understanding already acquired by our often forgotten and undervalued empirical heritage. In brief, we look up at the peaks, beautifully luminous and full of mystery, forgetting where our feet are planted. To untangle oneself from all these sensations is often a difficult but not impossible undertaking if one manages to establish a ‘contact’. I will speak of ‘contact’ before moving on to ‘communication’ per se because contact is the most important thing: the basic link that ties beings and, though very variable and unstable, it becomes equally reliable once we have mastered it.


It needs time, care and an ongoing commitment in refining the senses of feeling, and all our initial efforts must be lavished on the development of this, which is more or less deeply rooted inside each one of us. It is up to us to explore it and develop its infinite capabilities. Without this well-developed ability, all our efforts to understand, act or impart instructions will be useless.


But what is contact? Contact is the essence of feeling, of knowing, and of understanding. It is the principle on which communication, all future interaction and sequence of events are based.


Simply put, contact is everything!


The best definition and one that raises another fundamental concept, is perhaps obtained by splitting the Italian word for contact (contatto) and translating and analysing its component parts individually: con meaning ‘with’; tatto meaning ‘tact’, which is what we have to use to obtain it.


In fact we need to use tact and taking away the space between the words, in Italian we arrive at con-tact.


With tact, with-tact, contact. The awareness of feeling and being felt.


If there is no contact, there is no communication and without communication there is no rapport. But if the contact, as often happens, is too strong, it is extremely damaging and, even though we may not want to, it causes innumerable sufferings to, and adversely affects, our horse.


We are not perfect and therefore we will make mistakes. To err is part of our learning process, but to understand and recognize our own mistakes is the basis of growth and development towards a closer and friendlier rapport based on respect.


To understand contact and to develop it, we must initially understand what the horse feels; how and when he feels it. It is important to understand the ‘how’ –that is, which methods we can use to establish contact through our actions.




CHAPTER 1





The Primary Requirement – Energy


Energy is precious for all living beings and all living beings have an awareness of this, except one; man. We are not speaking of electric energy or renewable sources, which is another subject, but of the energy we need to move, to breathe, to survive, to overcome disease and, in the case of horses, their predators. We are speaking of the food from which this energy can be obtained, which is easily available at the supermarket and rather less so in nature.


Let’s imagine the case of a wild herd. Those who will have the best chance of surviving the cold or predators are those who, in identical conditions, will have available to them a larger energy supply on which they can draw in times of difficulty; in fact a horse with a good layer of fat can tolerate the cold more easily than a thin and malnourished horse, who will find it difficult to pass the winter.
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Energy and food are linked.




Energy and food are linked. By nature, a horse spends most of his time eating or looking for food, which is a precious thing and the awareness of this is, for the horse, logical and natural. Much less natural is feeding ‘rations’, which obliges the horse to eat concentrated meals (feed) and measures of ‘forage’ (a little hay). We content ourselves with giving our friends the correct calorific provisions without taking into account the way the horse is used to consuming them.
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The horse tends to conserve energy and it is not natural for him to waste it.




Apparently, our habits are rational: if we give the horse concentrated feed, we might then reduce the total amount of hay and, in so doing, we have two big advantages; the first is that we will need less storage space for hay and the second is that the horse will pass fewer droppings, having less quantity of waste to expel. The negative aspect of all this is that we de-naturalize the horse, keeping him closed in a box or small paddock, therefore no longer with a herd or social rapport, without regular access to grazing, and therefore nothing to do for days, weeks, months or even years. We have thus created a favourable environment for the development of depressive pathologies, which will then be the cause of stress with all the consequences connected to it, such as cribbing, weaving and so on. The horse should eat in an almost continuous manner, never without hay but always having it slightly in excess, especially in cases where social life is totally or almost totally absent. This topic is linked to language even if it doesn’t seem apparent, but it is, inasmuch as we can never understand language without a deep awareness of the mechanics of its existence and therefore of all the mechanisms associated with it. This awareness in fact reveals something really important that we can use as leverage during our training of the horse. The horse tends to conserve energy and it is not natural for him to waste it: as a consequence, it will guide us on how to act.


For example: in training we can say that short exercises will be the most efficient, hence those that we interrupt immediately every time they have been correctly executed. We will be certain, that with this method, we will impress a really clear message in the horse’s mind so that he will gladly do this again under identical conditions. We should continue to ask and to put him under pressure until we begin to have his response channelled in the desired direction (he will show us the intention of doing), then immediately cease to ask (yielding), bringing him back into a ‘comfortable situation’.


Now, we know that this mechanism works, but moreover we also know why and from whence it derives: from the unconscious need to save energy.


We must not make the mistake of confusing all of this with laziness. I don’t mean this at all – in that laziness is the consequence of bad training and of faulty communication: lazy horses do not exist, but badly educated ones do. The natural attitude of the horse to conserve energy is fundamental to having a horse with good impulsion and ready willingness, but we will look at this aspect in more detail later on as, at this point, we are still missing too many elements without which it will be impossible to understand.




CHAPTER 2





The Herd and Private Property


To be part of a herd is rather like living in a small village where everyone knows everything about everyone else and where everyone is useful but no one is indispensable.


Hierarchy and respect are the cornerstones of the law of the herd, which all members respect through an education imparted to them from the first days of life. Every member has a well-defined social position of which they are aware, as they are aware of the social position of every other member; knowing to whom an individual owes respect and from whom he should receive it. A concept that has helped me to understand this, is that if ‘Frank is dominated by Julie and Julie is in turn dominated by Louis, it doesn’t absolutely follow that Louis dominates Frank’.
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Each horse has a private property, which it takes with it wherever it goes.




Each horse has a private property, which he takes with him wherever he goes. The dimensions depend on the location, on his social position and the circumstances. This property is off-limits to members of a lower position and intrusions are not normally tolerated unless authorized, whilst it is largely ignored by members who occupy a higher social position. This same property will, however, always be protected even from higher-ranking individuals, not by defending its boundaries but simply by moving it elsewhere, far enough away from the boundaries of the more commanding members. If a horse enters the living space of another who is superior to him, this could lead to a physical confrontation, but for this to happen he would have had to ignore all the warning signs and therefore the pressures which are increasingly manifested:


• Look


• Attitude


• Attempt at aggression


• And finally, aggression


The really important thing for us to note is that these signals, except in special cases, are given in a progressive way and are immediately interrupted once acknowledged.


I emphasize: interrupted as soon as acknowledged.


All of this goes back to the first law: the primary need to ‘save energy’; don’t do more than you need to. It serves no purpose for you to shout if I hear you! But with horses we are always shouting and often show aggression before warning. We are not consistent with their way of communicating, and yet we seek to interact with them, expecting that they adapt to us and, contrary to what we may think, they adapt to our requests/inducements and they do so more often than we imagine.


But there’s a limit beyond which the adaptation or adjustment fails to bring benefits and it will therefore become sterile and illogical to go on, inducing as a consequence, rebellion, non-collaboration or insensitivity to commands; all of this because we don’t understand each other.


If we are the more evolved species it is up to us to study and understand.


Isn’t that simple? Study in order to understand, to learn, to communicate, but we hardly ever do so. Why not? Laziness and pride are the main factors. There are books, studies and logic that would lead us to understand and conclude that the continued and widespread use of archaic, violent and constrictive methods of training will indeed make us the masters: but only of the ignorance that enriches merchants, always ready to rob our cultural wealth in exchange for bits that purport to give miraculous results; or the many instructors for whom it is easier, more remunerative and far less strenuous, to convince us to change horses because the one we have doesn’t work and we deserve something more, something better, more suited to our ability. Our ego emerges victorious. Hooray!




CHAPTER 3





Communicative Action and Receptive Reaction


Through actions we obtain reactions. This gives us the first parameter, that is, when the horse begins to feel. We can perceive this by observing each tiny change of state caused by our interaction, whatever it may be, provided that it has caused a change, a reaction.


We have said that contact is when we start to feel each other but, not being initially able to communicate verbally, expecting logical answers, we must accustom ourselves to observe the reactions which are the only signals the horse will give us and these will be our yardstick.
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Contact is not a physical touch in itself but rather the awareness of being felt. Physical touch is not necessary for the horse to feel us or to enter into contact with us.




Contact is not ‘to touch’ as we so often picture it in our mind, or at least it’s not a physical touch in itself but rather the awareness of being felt. In short, especially for the horse, physical contact is not necessary for him to feel us or to enter into contact with us. Indeed, initially, physical contact can be too violent or traumatic for the sensitivity of a horse.


The compression of a wall of air between us and the horse is more than sufficient to cause him to run off. Therefore contact may or may not be physical, but it is that precise situation in which the horse begins to perceive our active presence expressed, or in other words, given to us, demonstrated, evidenced, by an acknowledging attitude.


The horse can perfectly feel a fly on his haunches and that he may then decide to ignore it or to tolerate it doesn’t mean that he hasn’t felt it. His sensitivity far exceeds our imagination and therefore, in order to understand this, we need to make a great effort to expand the margins of our comprehension.


A BIT OF PRACTICE IN OBSERVATION


Having the opportunity to observe the natural behaviour of the horse in the herd, without interacting, is the basis of understanding.


Of course it’s not easy but neither is it impossible; we don’t need a huge herd but just a nucleus composed of specimens possibly of different ages and extraction; mares, foals and so on. The sensation that one has after a period of observation is that there is always active communication inside the herd. A mild and subdued communication, made of well-defined attitudes that are occasionally reinforced, but only for the shortest of time when the need arises to educate or re-establish hierarchy.
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To be part of a herd is a bit like living in a small village where everyone knows everything about everyone else, and where everyone is useful, but no-one is indispensable.




Rarely is physical contact resorted to, only when all the other signals have been ignored. Physical contact, the imparting of physical pain, is allowed and is part of the herd, but usually this is not necessary and the objective is always to re-establish communication, intended as a reaction to a mild contact based on a non-violent but respectful level. Violence is never an end in itself or gratuitous.


This gives us the basis for understanding that interaction based on progressive acceptance of collaboration is not only possible, since the horse tends towards such behaviour, but is desirable.


For stallions with whom I have always worked, things tend to be quite different, but never as far as sensitivity is concerned. We will speak of this further on.


Usually, a stallion needs time to begin to collaborate in a constant way. It is normal for him to try to reach a dominant position in order to be able to pass on his genes. Because of this, his attempts at dominance are never completely dormant. As a consequence, more time is needed to be able to attain his collaboration in a constant way, and the fact that today we succeed in having it is not a guarantee that tomorrow we may not have to start all over again. In the light of these facts, we must not fall into the trap of being led to believe that a stallion is less sensitive or that he doesn’t understand; he simply has different priorities and these priorities lead to consequent behaviours. These basic needs, clearly, can be more or less strong depending on the subjects, on their age, on experiences and so on. All this doesn’t change the underlying sensitivity of the communicative relationship and ‘stronger’ actions are not needed in interaction with them. We only need more time for gaining their attention and more care from us in keeping it constant.


The Maestro Philippe Karl says that if a horse could choose, he would choose lightness. I would permit myself to add that he does this as it is a fundamental part of being a horse, rooted in the essence of his very language as a rewarding objective and positive consequence of harmony.
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Find the intrinsic sensitivity of each horse and base your choices on this, rather than our own inappropriate needs.




The crucial point of all this is to find the intrinsic sensitivity of each horse and on this, and only this, base our choices. Not, as often happens, base them on our own sensitivities, which are almost never appropriate to theirs, or on our needs, which are not those of the horse.


If we believe ourselves, rightly or wrongly, to be a more advanced species than the horse, then it is up to us to meet the horses and adapt to their language, to understand it, apply it, then use it to our advantage to bring them to a higher state of collaboration. It should never be to the contrary, especially at the beginning – which is something we often demand.


The horse is not a stupid or intelligent animal: he is a horse! … with all that this entails.


We human beings have reached this point in evolution and we have within us, transmitted by our ancestors, a strong spirit of adaptation dictated by the changing conditions of the environment, the climate and all the variables to which we have been subjected during the course of evolution. Adaptation is at the base of life, of course, within certain fixed limits.


Therefore, the horse often adapts, tolerates, endures, but he can only do so within certain limits. However, all of this is very far from education. To educate is to find the best and more natural route to make the horse learn, understand and execute.


In our world, we have to agree that mankind can’t bend nature and other human beings to his own exigencies. Lately though, things have begun to take a different turn. Evolution seems to have changed gear and for the first time in history, mankind is radically changing the environment to adapt it to himself.


INVERSE RELATIONSHIP


I have mentioned, speaking of contact, that because of our lack of sensitivity and receptiveness to body language, it could initially seem difficult for us to fully understand its effectiveness. When it was explained to me for the first time that a horse is aware of our every minimal change of state, I was certain I had understood. However, when I was shown how a horse reacts during ground work, going from walk to halt, at the tiniest hint of movement from the shoulders of his trainer, I could hardly believe my eyes. It was simply inconceivable. And not only did he execute the halt, he set off again, changed direction and so on. If this was possible, and it was, there was an enormous, immense and unrecognized receptive potential. And if this receptive potential existed, it meant that, up to that moment, I, or rather my horse, was trying to communicate with an idiot who had the sensitivity of a pneumatic drill – a bit like having a relationship with a steam-iron! Immediately I began to think that, if a horse could sense the movement of a wall of air between us, what effect were my hands having messing around in the inside of his mouth through the snaffle bit or worse? I couldn’t bear to think of it. I began to be aware of the enormous suffering that I was causing him and I went a long time without riding, trying to limit my interactions with him to the minimum.


But this was not going to work. I had to find a solution. And this was how I began to get interested in ethology and luckily I found some wonderful people along the road.


Let it be clear that one learns much more, spending a day observing a herd, than reading the best treatise ever written on ethology, as long as one has some awareness of what one should be observing. The more one trains oneself to do so, the more things will reveal themselves; things that have always been there, but which one was never able to see.


Often we struggle to get in touch with that part of us that is essential to reaching an acceptable level of interaction in a natural way and not modified by standard human behaviour. We find ourselves enveloped in the mists of an evolution so drastic that it always leads us to modify the environment more and more and adapt it to our needs, while all other living beings constantly strive to adapt to it. Consequently at this level of development, we find it increasingly difficult to adapt. No one these days would get lost in a city. Thousands of signs and neon lights are there communicating with us, searching for our attention, or to sell us something. We are bombarded with more and more intense and numerous messages that pollute, disfigure and confuse our senses. We are completely desensitized. Alone, in a wood, many of us would be panicked. Yet even in the wood there are clear signs. The problem is that we are no longer used to reading them. For example, it should be enough to observe a tree and to note on which side the moss grows to be able to understand approximately which way north is. Why aren’t we able to do this anymore? Simply, because it is no longer necessary: we don’t need to do it. Consequently, on a developmental level, we have increasing difficulty in adapting because we are used to adapting the environment to us, to accommodate our needs. Instead, a horse, even if beaten, mistreated, who bites, bucks and kicks, can, in a single day, find calm and serenity, radically changing his attitude with a mere change in conditions. For a human, this would take years of therapy, which is often ineffective.


Another important point to consider is the genetic difference between prey and predator in terms of awareness and attention. In nature, prey must obviously maintain their attention and be almost constantly alert. On the other hand predators struggle to maintain their attention or constant concentration for more than forty-five minutes. For this reason, since one can hardly expect horses to change their status from prey to predator, we will need to open the door to a deeper understanding of what it means to be prey, on all levels. We will have to let them educate us, re-educating our way of seeing things, looking at them from a different point of view, re-educating our bodies and training our reactions to be in line with those of horses. We are slow; our instincts and our senses have dozed off; adapting to our style of life and the effort that is required of us goes against our nature and the most impervious obstacle to surmount will be our predatory ego. At this point it is clear that the more we respect horses’ way of being, the less we respect ours, but we do it out of love, understanding or simply opportunism. We will do it, but let’s not even mention natural methods since, as a matter of fact, it is everything but natural, at least not for us, who have to transform ourselves from predator to prey. An inverse relationship. For us it is more natural to be what we are. If we were to use our instinct, dormant as it may be, we would certainly achieve a more immediate reaction, but we can’t do this. It would guide us as predators and, even if we managed to reach a rapport of dominance and submission, which might initially seem efficient, we would not manage to arrive at true collaboration because the horse would be too afraid to trust us. To concentrate, not to react instinctively, to express ourselves with body language, to read and translate this language, to interpret it – all of this requires, as well as good concentration, time.


The problem is that time, whilst we are interacting, is a luxury that we can’t afford.


Time is an integral part of the very language, made up of action-reaction, from which it derives its meaning. We have to train ourselves to converse and to express ourselves through our body, to concentrate and visualize what it is that we are trying to ask, and try to predict possible reactions. The horse will be ready as he always is and we cannot be unprepared. If we learn to see, experience will teach us.


To think that applied ethology in training cannot be violent is a mere nonsense; always assuming that by violence one didn’t mean the mere physical nature of the act. There is violence that occurs on a mental level that can be much more ferocious than a physical one. Therefore the famous gentle training can become a requirement for submission, not expressed in physical terms but expressed by controlling the psychological behaviour of the horse, which, if badly applied, can become more dangerous than physical submission, in that it can deeply affect the horse’s mental parameters. To know, to understand, to apply is all that we can do; to educate is by no means simple and it is therefore always a route to be undertaken with awareness, without which this type of discipline is just a powerful weapon and, like all weapons, potentially dangerous.


OBSERVATION




[image: image]


How does a horse express himself?




How does a horse express himself? How does he reveal his feelings?


What is it that is easily understood or evident to us?


It will seem strange, but one thing that all mammals have in common, and therefore also horses, is facial mimicry. Conversely, ethologists have discovered that almost all types of marsupials, such as kangaroos, that don’t use these muscles to suckle at the breast because the milk is delivered via an internal pump, are completely without facial expressions. They thus appear to our senses to be cold and unpredictable at every change, going from a tranquil state to one of aggression without any apparent manifestation in their faces. In reality I am sure that even they send out evident signals that we don’t yet understand. It’s a bit like when we listen to the radio – we manage to hear it without perceiving the sound waves.


The horse, of course, is not a kangaroo and even less a radio, but he is something very close to our primordial way of being and acting. Part of the language through which the horse expresses himself was often used by us in the past before ours gradually evolved into its current form.


It is a part of us, dormant, forgotten, but an integral part of our primitive language, that often, without realizing it, we still use today. The important thing to bear in mind is that the horse, unlike us, is not ambiguous, two-faced or false and, contrary to us, cannot convey joy if he feels angry.


We can say ‘Hi, How pleased I am to bump into you’ when in reality we are thinking ‘why didn’t I take a different route …’ The horse can’t. He is not capable of doing it because his body and mind are so closely linked that his mental attitude always influences his physical attitude and consequently a physical attitude, has a very strong influence on changing a mental attitude.


This means that, if a horse is mentally excited, and therefore displays the physical characteristics of such a state, if we manage, with the use of the language (we will see how) to bring him to a physical attitude of calm and serenity, like having a stretched neck, low head and so on, such an attitude will tend also to influence his mental state, since it is so deeply and indissolubly linked to his physicality.


‘Things are what they appear’ and also ‘Change the appearance, and you change the essence.’


In the same way that a mental attitude influences the physical, a physical attitude influences the mind, and all of this is fascinating.


The horse is a simple being, extremely sensitive, but simple! For us aspiring educators, this entails an even greater commitment and that is, to understand how a horse ‘works’ from a biomechanical point of view, but for the moment, let us understand what tools we have available to us to enable interaction.


As humans, we are ‘prehensile’ predators. We take, we grab, we squeeze … all things that are antagonistic to the nature of the horse. The more we squeeze our hands tight, the more the horse’s trust and collaboration slip through our fingers and soon we end up with a closed, empty fist screaming our frustration to the wind and the gods.


Our concept of pulling or grabbing to bring closer, or pushing to move away, needs a severe revision.


I have said that we have facial mimicry in common with horses. It is relatively simple to recognize aggressive attitudes in them, such as ears back – mouth open – bared teeth – neck stretched out in attack mode. This is an easily recognizable place from which to start.


The problem now is to refine all this, until we can perceive things that are less evident to our senses, but without which our journey would stop at a level that would be far from being effective.


Let’s turn back in our minds to how a horse behaves himself in nature: rather let’s go further; let’s try to immerse ourselves in the role of a member of the herd. Let us feel part of it, initially as an observer, and then afterwards, when we are a bit more knowledgeable, as an active member of this herd. The herd, as mentioned, has a social hierarchical structure, within which the roles are well defined even though they may change, depending on the dominant characters and the extent to which these tend to emerge or maintain their status.


But let’s proceed in order.


Each horse, within the herd, has a well-defined role (even if partly changeable), and every horse within the herd knows perfectly well what his role is: he knows how to recognize those individuals who occupy a higher or lower hierarchical position to his own; is aware of himself as well others and their roles. Each individual tends to lead or be led according to the genes present in his DNA and may have sympathies or antipathies, therefore attaching himself more or less to other members of the herd.
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