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To the next generation of leaders










Introduction


All I Really Need to Know I Learned from a Horse


“I understand you help people who’ve got horse problems.”


“No ma’am, I don’t. . . . It’s kind of the other way around.


I help horses who’ve got people problems.”


—Nicholas Evans, The Horse Whisperer
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Growing up, my best friends had four legs and big ears. My dad raised mules on our peach farm in Palisade, a small town in western Colorado where the Rockies give way to the Utah desert.


At the age of eleven, I was tasked with “breaking” the mule colts—the old cowboy term for teaching a horse to accept a saddle, a bridle, and a rider. As the term implies, it’s not typically done gently. The idea is to break the will of the much larger and stronger animal so that he will submit to the direction of his rider. Or, as my dad put it: “Show ’em who’s boss.”


I could feel the colts’ fear as Dad held them tightly by the halter rope. I’d scramble onto their backs and hang on for dear life as they panicked and bolted through the peach trees. It’s little wonder they were afraid. For a horse in the wild, the only thing likely to land on its back is a mountain lion. I was afraid, too, with good reason. I soon had plenty of cuts and bruises where I’d been raked under a tree or dumped on the hard ground with the wind knocked out of me, gasping for air.


I quickly learned something important about a mule. You can’t make him do something if he thinks he’s going to get hurt. Especially not if you’re a scrawny kid weighing less than sixty pounds. So I’d need to figure out how to cooperate with them instead. Plus, I didn’t like the way my dad’s training methods relied on pain and fear.


“Kick them in the belly to get their attention,” he’d say.


That didn’t sit right with me. So instead, I tried to befriend the mules, get inside their heads, and figure out how to convince them to cooperate. One of the first tricks I learned with my favorite colt, Skeeter, was that if I scratched him behind his big yellow ears, he’d lower his head for more and I could quietly swing a leg over his neck. Then, when he raised his head again, I’d slide down and be sitting on his back. I rode him without saddle or bridle, and when I wanted him to stop, I’d just lean forward and clasp my arms around his neck.


These days, I mount my horses in a more conventional manner. But the basic principles I employed with those mules—trust, patience, firmness, kindness, and respect—are still the foundation of my life’s work. And not just with my four-legged friends, but with two-legged ones as well.


It turns out that thinking like a horse can teach you a lot about being a human being.


A Student of the Horse


If you’d told me back then that I’d end up focusing my work not just on horses but on people, I would never have believed you. The last thing I could have imagined is that I’d end up writing books and teaching leadership principles to executives, coaches, parents, politicians, judges, and more. My boyhood dream was to become a mountain man like the legendary figures in the books I loved. I would live alone out in the wilderness with my mules—hunting, fishing, and trapping. I was always more content with animals than with other human beings.


This makes sense when I think about my childhood experiences. My mother battled suicidal depression and sought comfort in God. My dad, in those early days, was a harsh man who had no idea how to give or receive affection. He was never physically abusive to me or any of my three siblings, but he was very critical, and he had little time or patience for his kids. I grew up largely unsupervised, to a degree that I now understand bordered on neglect. There was no one stopping me from swimming in the fast-flowing irrigation canal, riding up treacherous cliff paths on the high mesas, and camping out in the wilderness with only my mules for company. At the age of nineteen, I saddled up one mule, Kate, loaded my packs on another mule, Jack, and set off on a journey north along the Continental Divide toward Canada.


I only made it as far as Wyoming, where I got work on a ranch and started living the cowboy life. It was there that I met my first wife, Locke, a talented horsewoman and musician. Together, we lived and worked at international polo clubs and on ranches from Texas to California to Kansas to Idaho and eventually back to Wyoming. My love of horses never wavered, and I was considered a good trainer, but I mostly did things the old way, which relied on force, fear, intimidation, and repetition. I wasn’t intentionally cruel—people who work with horses in this way generally are not—but I was no longer a boy making friends with his mules. I’d lost touch with that natural sensitivity I once had. Horses were my livelihood, and I did whatever seemed necessary to produce well-trained, obedient mounts for the ranch, the polo field, or the show ring. I’d not yet learned how to think like a horse.


Everything changed for me when I was introduced to a horse trainer by the name of Ray Hunt. Ray reminded me what Skeeter the mule had taught me: that introducing a horse to a saddle and a rider doesn’t have to involve breaking his will. In fact, it can be done with the very opposite approach: allowing the horse to exercise his free will, and creating a situation in which he chooses to cooperate with his rider.


Some call this horse-led approach “natural horsemanship.” Others call it “horse whispering.” It’s not really as mysterious as it sounds. It just means understanding how the horse’s mind works and then using that knowledge to cultivate a willing partnership based on mutual trust and respect, fairness, and clear boundaries. In other words, thinking like a horse. It’s a form of subtle communication that takes place through body language and the skillful application of pressure and release. It’s so effective it can seem like magic, but it actually comes down to applying a few simple principles consistently.


Using the philosophy I learned from Ray, and later from his mentor Tom Dorrance and another great horseman, Tink Elordi, I became a student of the horse once again. After Locke and I separated, I eventually met Jane, who would become my second wife. My daughter, Tara, and I moved to Wyoming to live on the Diamond Cross Ranch, just north of Jackson Hole, at the foot of the Tetons. As I always say, I’m the lucky cowboy that showed up and married the rancher’s daughter. This beautiful piece of land, and the safe harbor I found in my marriage, would become the setting for me to find my true calling in life.


It started almost by accident. Jane and I were asked if we were interested in putting on a private rodeo to entertain three hundred executives from Microsoft. We hired local cowboys to ride bulls and bucking horses and to compete in barrel racing. The audience loved it, and we made more money in one night than we made in a whole summer riding colts. Other groups followed. I began including demonstrations of “horse whispering” in the events—using the principles I’ll share with you in this book—and the response was unexpected. It turned out that what people got out of these little exhibitions was far more than mere entertainment. We received a flurry of messages telling us how powerful the impact had been, both personally and professionally.


“I didn’t just learn how to be a better leader, I learned how to be a better parent,” wrote one CEO.


“It’s really changed the way I interact with my team,” a manager reported. “I’ve learned to be less critical and more patient, to reward small signs of progress, and to set people up to succeed.”


Today, visitors of all sorts, from all over the world, come to our ranch to learn about leadership, trust, teamwork, and communication. Some of their stories are contained in these pages, as are the stories of many horses I’ve had the privilege of knowing (in some instances, names have been changed to protect privacy). At the end of the day, I’m a horse trainer, not a management consultant, and I’m certainly not a therapist. I’ve often wondered what qualifies me—a cowboy with barely a high school education—to be teaching these accomplished leaders anything. The truth is, it’s the horses who do the teaching—I just try to translate.


At one point, when I was thinking about this unexpected path my life has taken, I opened my Bible to read the phrase “Son of man, set forth an allegory.”FN1 That spoke to me immediately. I believe the horses do provide something akin to an allegory. When people watch me working with a horse, or read the stories about the horses I’ve trained, they are able to interpret what they witness and uncover truths there that are meaningful in their lives. They find themselves reflecting on their own faults or mistakes, recognizing their potential to be better, and maybe even admitting to fears and wounds they’d previously kept hidden. The lessons they take away help them to be more effective leaders in their workplaces and better parents to their kids. For some, they help with overcoming trauma or addiction, forgiving estranged loved ones, confronting fears, building confidence, or finding their passion in life.


In the decades I’ve been doing this work, I’ve seen over and over how it changes people—and always for the good. I’ve seen tough and insensitive people become softer and more empathetic. I’ve seen timid and fearful people become firmer and more confident. I’ve seen proud and arrogant people become humble and vulnerable. None of these changes happened because I told people what was wrong with them. They simply saw themselves reflected in the mirror of the horse and started working on it.


For every lesson I’ve shared with the people who come to the ranch, there’s a lesson I’ve learned as well. It’s been my privilege to work with some of the great leaders in business and politics, and I take away many nuggets of wisdom from our conversations, our correspondence, and from simply observing them as they interact with their teams at the ranch. I’ve been struck, again and again, by the similarities in the ways they lead their companies and the principles I learned for training horses. The principles I share in the pages of this book are informed by the examples of all the great leaders I know, both two- and four-legged.


A Sermon You Can See


If you’re wondering about the wisdom of applying horse-training methods to human beings, let me be clear: people are not the same as horses, and what works with horses doesn’t always work with people. Moreover, what I’m sharing is not a method but a philosophy. It’s a set of guiding principles for forming healthier relationships—with horses, with people, and with ourselves. Every horse is different, like every human being, so what works for one individual in one moment might not work for another in a different moment. If you reduce “thinking like a horse” to a method, which many people do, it will quickly become fixed and limiting. But if you can grasp the philosophy at its core, and keep coming back to it, it will guide you to the right solutions for whatever situation you happen to be in.


Before we get started, I’d like to share a poem. I love the tradition of cowboy poetry. At the end of a demonstration, I often climb on an upturned bucket beside the horse, leaning over his back to get him used to having me up above him—preparation for when I’ll actually sit up there in the saddle. As he starts to relax, I’ll sometimes stay up on that bucket, a hand resting on the horse’s neck, and recite verses to our guests. Later, around the campfire, they often ask for more. One of my favorite poems—that becomes a favorite of many of the leaders I work with—was written more than a hundred years ago by Edgar A. Guest. It’s called “Sermons We See” and it goes like this:


I’d rather see a sermon than hear one any day;


I’d rather one should walk with me than merely tell the way.


The eye’s a better pupil and more willing than the ear,


Fine counsel is confusing, but example’s always clear;


And the best of all the preachers are the men who live their creeds,


For to see good put in action is what everybody needs.


I soon can learn to do it if you’ll let me see it done;


I can watch your hands in action, but your tongue too fast may run.


And the lecture you deliver may be very wise and true,


But I’d rather get my lessons by observing what you do;


For I might misunderstand you and the high advice you give,


But there’s no misunderstanding how you act and how you live.


When I see a deed of kindness, I am eager to be kind.


When a weaker brother stumbles and a strong man stays behind


Just to see if he can help him, then the wish grows strong in me


To become as big and thoughtful as I know that friend to be.


And all travelers can witness that the best of guides today


Is not the one who tells them, but the one who shows the way.


One good man teaches many, men believe what they behold;


One deed of kindness noticed is worth forty that are told.


Who stands with men of honor learns to hold his honor dear,


For right living speaks a language which to every one is clear.


Though an able speaker charms me with his eloquence, I say,


I’d rather see a sermon than to hear one, any day. FN2


As I invite you into these pages to meet the people and the horses I have known, my wish is that through my words, you will “see” the events I’m describing. I have no wish to preach to you. But I witness small miracles every day in my round pen and in the lives of the people who gather around the fence. The horses have taught me so much about how to be a better father, a better husband, a better leader, and a better human being.


I hope that in their stories, you, too, can see the sermon they are sharing.










CHAPTER ONE


You Can’t Lie to a Horse


No philosophers so thoroughly comprehend us as dogs and horses.


They see through us at a glance.


—Herman Melville
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The galloping hoofbeats slowed and came to a halt. The frightened young horse had stopped running around the pen and turned toward the middle, where I stood. I could hear his heavy breathing and smell the sweat that streaked his rich chestnut coat—the inspiration for the name we’d given him, Wildfire. Not long ago, he’d been living wild with a herd of mustangs, never touched by a human hand. Now it was up to me to teach him how to live and work with people so that he could be adopted into a good home.


“He’s considering that maybe I’m not so scary after all,” I told the group of people watching from the fence. “I can’t force him to trust me; he has to decide to do that for himself. I want him to choose to face his fear, rather than fleeing. So what I’m doing is making the right thing easy and the wrong thing difficult. Running away is hard work. Coming to be with me is easy. He can rest here in the middle.”


The horse hadn’t quite realized this yet, but I noted that his expression had changed. His wild eyes were softening, and he was lowering his head, a sign of submission. Soon, I could tell, he’d be ready to walk slowly toward me, and I’d feel his warm breath as he reached out his head to sniff me. I knelt down in the dirt, making myself as small and unthreatening as possible. He’d shown respect to me, so now it was time for me to show humility to him, to release the pressure and indicate that I was not a predator.


As I waited for the colt to take those first tentative steps of trust, something on the other side of the pen caught my attention. Standing by the fence was a young cowboy, tears streaming down his handsome face.


Jeremy Morris was our first employee at Diamond Cross Ranch, and at that point he’d been working for us for just a couple of weeks—or rather, as my wife, Jane, and I liked to joke, we’d been working for him. A born leader with natural confidence and charisma, Jeremy was the kind of guy people loved to be around and were quick to follow. But he didn’t take direction easily. Not long after he began working for us, I asked him to ride a horse I’d recently gotten in a trade.


“Don’t tie him up tight,” I warned. I’d already learned that this triggered panic in the horse. He would pull back violently, fighting the rope and risking injury to himself and anyone around him. But Jeremy didn’t listen, and that horse freaked out. He reared up, breaking the rope, and then flipped over backward, scuffing up Jeremy’s saddle. Luckily no one was hurt, but they could have been.


Jeremy was good at his job, but he’d always push the boundaries. He’d show up tired for work because he’d been out partying the night before. Still, he was talented with the horses and cows (and great with our corporate clients, who thought he looked like a Western movie star in his buckaroo outfit and silk bandana). The other ranch hands liked him, and our kids adored him. So we tried to make it work. Jane and I were inexperienced leaders ourselves at that time, so I’m sure we made our share of mistakes.


Jeremy had been around horses his whole life and had come to us because he wanted to learn my training methods. Like me, he’d been raised with the tough cowboy approach, but he was intrigued by the possibility of a way to train horses that didn’t rely on fear, pain, or force. I’d explained to him that I couldn’t really teach him a method, but I could share the philosophy—the set of principles that all my training is based on. Every horse is different, and each one requires a somewhat different approach, but the principles stay consistent.


I know these principles—which I’ll be sharing in the pages ahead—work with horses. I’ve seen it hundreds, if not thousands of times. But back in those days, I had only a hunch that they might apply to humans as well. So it surprised me to see the impact of my words and my demonstration on the young cowboy by the ringside.


Today, almost two decades later, I wouldn’t be surprised at all. It’s become common for people to approach me after demonstrations with tears in their eyes. I’ve seen powerful CEOs grapple with their own shortcomings as leaders while watching a wild horse respond to firm but gentle boundaries. I’ve seen fathers break down in tears, recognizing that they were too harsh with their children. I’ve seen grown men and women begin to release decades of hidden trauma as they understand for the first time that it’s safe to trust. I’ve learned that the horses have an extraordinary ability to reveal people to themselves. In so doing, they become a powerful catalyst for personal growth and leadership development.


Like I often say: you can lie to others, and you can lie to yourself, but you can’t lie to a horse.


A Horse Is Like a Mirror


Why is it that so many of us can be truly ourselves around a horse? Perhaps it’s because horses see us for who we really are. As prey animals, they’re highly sensitive, attuned to human body language and energy. Horses have a direct line of sight to what’s inside of us. They see who we really are, not who we pretend to be. They intuitively know what we’re made of, and they can sense our intentions.


“Put a wild horse in the middle of a group of people, and it will pick out the most dangerous guy, every time,” says my friend Mike Buchanan. Mike worked at the nearby Honor Farm, running a program that taught ex‑convicts to gentle and train mustangs. It’s a win-win idea: these men, who are getting ready to reenter society, get to learn some valuable skills, and the horses get trained so they can be put up for public adoption. Mike said that when a new group arrived, he would tell the guys to stand around the edge of a big pen, and then he would turn a horse loose inside. That horse would run around, and pretty soon it would throw its head up and snort at a particular fellow in the group. Without fail, the horse knew which among the men was the most dangerous criminal. The horse could also pick out the least threatening guy—the one at the bottom of the pecking order—and would be drawn to him.


Sometimes a horse knows us even better than we know ourselves.


A favorite poem of mine is called “The Guy in the Glass” by Peter Dale Wimbrow Sr. It’s about the idea that we all have to answer to ourselves in the end—“The feller whose verdict counts most in your life / Is the guy staring back from the glass.” FN3 Oftentimes, for this very reason, we avoid taking a good hard look in the mirror. We’re embarrassed, ashamed, or just not brave enough to reckon with who we are.


This is where I’m grateful for the horses in my life. They’ve acted as a mirror, reflecting my own shortcomings back to me even when I didn’t want to see them. They’ve helped me to see myself as I am, not as who I hope to be or pretend to be. Too many of us hide from ourselves, pushing the parts we don’t like out of sight and going about our business, hoping others won’t see them. But if you’re walking through life trying to look like someone you’re not, that’s hard work. You can’t keep it up for too long. You build up shame and self-hatred around the things you’re hiding, and you live in fear of them leaking out for all the world to see.


Many people find it hard to admit their own faults, weaknesses, vulnerabilities, wounds, or fears—even to themselves. For someone in a leadership position, whom people look up to, this can be doubly true. And yet it’s critical that we find a way to be honest about all of who we are. If we are to grow, as leaders, as parents, and as human beings, and be able to help others do the same, we need to stop pretending. I think that’s why so many people find the experience at our ranch to be life-changing. No one’s pointing out their faults or confronting them with their fears, but they naturally start being more real with themselves. It’s a safe place to see themselves honestly—and to see the possibility of transformation.


We Live What We’ve Learned


For Wildfire, like hundreds of other horses I’ve known over the years, I was his last chance. He’d been adopted by well-meaning but inexperienced folks who loved the romantic idea of owning a mustang but hadn’t the first idea what to do with a wild horse. He’d ended up in their backyard, and they couldn’t even get close to him. After a few failed attempts and a couple of close calls, he’d been written off as “dangerous” and “untrainable.”


“That horse is more trouble than he’s worth,” I’d been told. As I began to work with him, it wasn’t hard to see why. At first, he galloped wildly around the pen, clearly terrified of human contact. I just waved the long-handled flag I carried, encouraging him to run. I didn’t blame him for his behavior. Who knew what he’d been through in his short life. Had he been terrorized by helicopter roundups and loud-voiced men who tore him away from his herd? Had he been trapped in a narrow chute, branded, vaccinated, and packed into a dark, noisy truck with other frightened colts? As I told Jeremy and the others watching that day, “He’s just living what he’s learned.”


Every horse that comes to me is living what he’s learned. He has a story, but he can’t tell it. If I don’t know his story—and I often don’t—all I have to go on are the signs he gives me. Pay close enough attention and it’s not hard to connect the dots. Certain triggers will provoke certain reactions. A horse that’s head-shy—afraid of having his face or ears touched and being haltered—may have been beaten. A horse that’s aggressive may have been spoiled, allowed to get away with disrespectful behavior until he’s become dangerous. Humans traumatize horses in countless ways—sometimes out of cruelty, but more often simply out of ignorance. Many people don’t realize there is a better way.


Sometimes you need a lot of patience to see the good in a horse when the fears from his past are overshadowing his strengths.


“You gotta believe in him and treat him like the horse you know he can be, not the horse he’s being right now,” I told Jeremy and the others. “It’s not just about today; it’s about the rest of his life. If you only focus on what he’s doing wrong, you won’t have the patience to help him grow into his potential.” I always say, if you don’t believe in a horse—or a person, for that matter—you shouldn’t be working with him in the first place.


Over the course of an hour or so, Jeremy watched as I drove the colt in circles—letting him run, giving him the freedom to move his feet. Horses are flight animals, and they’re naturally claustrophobic. If you trap them, they’ll panic and fight. But if you let a horse run, he’ll gain confidence. I don’t hobble horses or tie them down in the way the old horse-breakers did. With enough rope, you can restrain a horse, but that won’t make him trust you. It just drives the fear inside. Like the great horsemen I learned from, I do almost all of my initial work with horses in a round pen, without restraints. The round pen has no corners where a horse can get trapped, so despite the fact that it’s a small space, it allows them to keep moving. They always have an escape route. A round pen has soft footing and solid fencing, so they can’t hurt themselves. This makes it a perfect environment for training because the horse feels relatively safe.


I want horses to feel like they have the freedom to choose. I respect their intelligence and their instincts. I keep my body language as nonthreatening as possible, and I let them keep running until they make the decision to turn toward me and face their fear on their own terms. Horses appreciate being given this freedom.


I think human beings are very much the same. We don’t want someone telling us what to do and forcing us against our will. We’re much more likely to trust and learn from others when we’re allowed the freedom to make our own choices. That’s what Wildfire did. Panic slowly gave way to curiosity, until the young horse chose, of his own accord, to approach me, head lowered as a sign of submission.


There are few moments in life that are more magical than those when a wild animal freely decides to give you his trust. As I reached out to touch him and let him sniff me, I felt the sense of wonder I always feel at that first moment of connection, which some horse trainers call “hooking on” or “joining up.” But in this particular instance, my mind was also on the cowboy. What was Jeremy seeing as he watched the horse? What had moved him to tears?


What story was he carrying inside?


Unlocking Hope


It wasn’t the moment to ask, that much I knew. People are like horses in this regard: you can’t force them to trust you, or corner them and expect that they’ll open up. All you can do is create an environment in which they feel safe, be patient and consistent, and give them the freedom to choose. Trust is the essential foundation of any relationship, whether with a human or an animal. And it doesn’t come easily to most of us. That can be hard when you care about someone. “Why won’t my teenager talk to me?” “Why didn’t my partner share what’s really going on?” “Why don’t my employees tell me what they actually think?” The answer? They haven’t yet decided it’s safe to do so.


When Jeremy worked for us, it was clear he didn’t have the words to speak about what had happened in his life, any more than the mustang colt did. But I sensed that it had been hard—much harder than anything I’d personally experienced. Eventually, he moved on to work for a neighboring ranch, but we remained close. It would be many, many years before I would learn what was behind those tears.


“I didn’t have the language or the bravery to tell anyone my story,” he confirmed later. “I didn’t even admit it to myself. I didn’t know the pain I was in.” The only clues to his troubled past were a certain look he’d get in his eyes—a combination of fear and anger, not dissimilar to the eyes of a wild and frightened horse—and a set of self-destructive behaviors that I had come to know all too well over the two summers he worked for us and in the years that followed.


Jeremy had spent his whole life trying to stay ahead of his past, fleeing his inner demons. When he felt cornered and couldn’t outrun them, he’d try to drink them into submission instead. He lived in our bunkhouse, and we loved him like family. People were drawn to him wherever he went, but perhaps that only drove his secrets deeper inside—as if he were afraid that people wouldn’t like him if they knew the truth.


“Secrets can kill you,” Jeremy says today. “They almost killed me.” He means that literally. After he stopped working for us, he bounced around a lot, met and married a wonderful girl named Mary, became a father, and almost lost all of it when his secret drinking and compulsive lies drove a wedge into his marriage. Life gave him chance after chance—several dream jobs, talent to burn, and a wife and friends who loved him—but none of those things could free him from the destructive effects of his self-hatred.


“There was this pit of pain deep inside me,” he says.


For years, his buried story ate away at him, robbing him of sleep, of peace, and of any ability to trust, particularly when it came to women. Eventually, separated from his wife and baby son, he reached a point where he was drinking a bottle of whiskey a night, all by himself. He drove blackout drunk from Arizona to Wyoming pulling a trailer full of horses. When he woke up in a truck stop, missing a mirror, he had no memory of how he’d gotten there. But even that didn’t stop him. The next day, after dropping off the horses, he was pulled over and given a DUI—his fourth. He kept drinking as he drove back to Jackson, Wyoming.


“I’d reached a point where it felt like life wasn’t worth living anymore. I considered just driving off the road,” he recalls. And then, as he was heading up Teton Pass, he heard a siren behind him. His fifth DUI, the second in forty-eight hours. And in Wyoming, this meant going straight to jail and staying there until you see a judge. Jeremy had no choice but to stop running.
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