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Introduction





Walking Between Worlds




As a neurosurgeon, I have spent my adult life working inside the human brain with a scalpel. While that experience gave me a unique perspective on the fragility of life, it is not what made me question my own drives and instincts. No, it was working with horses that showed me a path to becoming a better person, husband, and father. Horses taught me that my self-centeredness and materialism arose from my fundamental nature as a predator. They showed me that I was driven to conquer the world because I was afraid to trust it.


Predatory animals must devote themselves to seizing opportunities and exploiting advantages, and we humans personify that attitude. Even when it comes to the fundamental physical parameters of our world, we exhort ourselves to “seize the day” and “manage” our time. We insist that space represents a “final frontier,” something to be conquered and claimed. We look out into the depths of the universe with the same naïveté that the conquistadores and the pioneers demonstrated when they faced unexplored territories. Our first instinct is to try to possess it and tame it, not to truly, simply dwell in it. We want to be “out there” rather than “in here.” We see the challenge and the struggle as existing outside ourselves rather than within.


Horses see things differently. They are large and powerful animals and can, at times, be intimidating up close, but they are the prototypical prey species. They offer us a practical method to see meaningful alternatives to our own voracious way of life. When we spend the time to see the world through their eyes, we can visualize a path to transform our predatory appetites. They challenge us to undertake the journey of mastering ourselves rather than everything around us.


Teaching without preaching, horses lead by example and employ the lessons of experience. They epitomize immersive learning at its best. And they challenge us with their formidable size and strength to bring results through collaboration rather than by force. Horses have developed their own compelling models of fairness, forgiveness, and leadership. They have acquired a group identity, a consciousness not as singular beings but as members of a family, a herd. They see themselves not as individuals in the isolated context of “me” but as relatives in a family in the broader framework of “we.” And they derive a powerful and gratifying sense of inclusion from it.


Horses share resources for the benefit of the herd. They are a wise, gentle species that eschews the notion that might defines right. While stallions with their reproductive imperative come and go, the alpha mare endures as herd leader. Because they understand what it means to be hunted, horses have the most profound appreciation for the benefits of peace. They yearn for harmony, kindness, and tranquility; they crave freedom from anxiety, abuse, and predation. With their nonviolent attitude, horses are a testament that a partnership based on trust is far more productive than one that relies on dominance.


After more than a quarter century of training horses, I no longer find it easy to distinguish the world of instruction from the realm of philosophy. At times, I find myself slipping from a seemingly trivial detail, such as teaching a horse to lift up his foot, into a much broader principle, such as honoring the connections to life around me. I find myself suddenly unstuck in time and space, able to float from a technical detail to a spiritual insight in a flash. A Zen teacher once instructed his student that to find enlightenment he should learn to chop wood and carry water. In other words, the spirit finds itself in the simplest of actions, not the greatest of accomplishments. Grooming manes and picking hooves is no different from chopping wood or carrying water. The simplest acts can engender the greatest insights.


So it has become my habit to go to the round pen or head out on the trail with a small pencil and some 3-by-5 cards in my pocket. I scribble notes about whatever drifts into my head as I work with my horses. Sometimes it might be a fine point about improving my technique; other times, it’s a powerful life lesson. And occasionally, a gust of insight suddenly rushes in with such power that I feel as though it could sweep me off my feet if I can’t write it down fast enough. I am convinced that my horses are trying to show me something of value, to help me visualize a different perspective: to see better so I can be better.


This book evolved from the thoughts and images I scrawled on those bent cards, dog-eared notepads, and the backs of faded receipts when I emptied my pockets before throwing my jeans in the laundry. I gathered them, expanded on some, and assembled them so I could slip a copy into my back pocket, go back and refresh my memory, re-inspire myself, as I water my horse or we both rest a spell in the shade of a pine tree.


We are all on a quest for self-revelation. The ultimate homework assignment is to try to become better, kinder, and more loving individuals. The result we hope to see is one of continuing self-transformation. If we halt our search, then nothing lies ahead but stagnation and decay. Each of us must dedicate ourselves to a daily regimen to further self-awareness and growth. Not only is it a habit we need to cultivate, but it must also become our passion.
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TEACHING and LEARNING


Horses and other herd animals teach us that we share energy between our own individual consciousness and the larger context of the cosmos. That ebb and flow is an energetic conversation teaching us something about ourselves. We cannot be good teachers if we are not good learners. If we haven’t learned, we have nothing to teach.
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FIND THE RIGHT PLACE TO START.


Each person is a unique individual in time and space. Each of us has our own history, our own weaknesses and strengths — some things at which we can succeed easily and others at which we fail miserably.


Even over the course of the day, you wax and wane. You are a different person now than you were when you woke up this morning, even though you have the same driver’s license. You can tackle some things with more energy in the morning than in the evening, and vice versa. Sir William Osler, one of greatest teachers in the history of medicine, divided his students into “roosters” and “owls” to account for some learners who came roaring out of the starting blocks first thing in the morning and others who worked better burning the midnight oil.


Horses, too, possess well-developed psyches. Every time we work with a horse — as handler, owner, or trainer — we must ask ourselves: Have I earnestly looked for the right place to start this particular horse for this particular task at this particular moment?


Imagine that you are in kindergarten. I am your teacher and it’s my job to teach you to read. So I plop down a copy of Tolstoy’s War and Peace in your lap and say, “Start.” There’s no way you will succeed, no matter how many times I ask. But then I may say, “Today is simply and utterly devoted to just one thing: the capital letter A.” Now I have given you a task at which we are guaranteed to succeed as a team.


Like humans, each horse has a unique learning style and speed. He might be better at sidepassing and jumping when he is full of piss and vinegar in the morning, and better at ground-tying when he’s tired in the afternoon. Or, you might find it tough to teach ground-tying in the evening when your horse wants to get back to his stall for the dinner bell; in that case, your best bet might be a switch to the morning for ground-tying lessons.


I have had students accuse of me of cheating because I teach my horse ground-tying when he’s so pooped he barely wants to move. It looks like cheating because he succeeds so easily, but rearrange the letters in “cheat” and you have “teach” — and teaching means finding the right time and place to make it as easy as possible for your horse to succeed.


Also keep in mind that just because a task was easy yesterday does not mean it will be easy every day and every time. Think of each encounter with your horse as a unique point in time and space where you can maximize the potential for partnership. Every horse is trying to show you “Yes, this is how we can succeed” or “No, this is where we will fail.” It’s your job, as his partner, to look for those places where you and he cannot fail.
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THE HORSE IS A MIRROR.


Master, warrior, sensei, horseman: these words are synonyms that connote single-minded awareness, focus, discipline, and self-mastery. The search for mastery requires us to become brutally honest with ourselves without feeling defensive. It calls us to cut deep into our own psyche. It carries us to a threshold where we will confront uncomfortable vulnerabilities and inconvenient truths. And on that threshold, we must truly wrestle with ourselves.


Horsemanship demands truth. Nothing less. We can’t hide much from a horse. He sees through us with disarming candor and directness. No matter what we reveal about ourselves — carelessness, impatience, self-centeredness — a horse will forgive it, let it go, and move on.


Why is receiving this honest assessment of ourselves so important? First, because it is so rare. Second, because lies present such powerful obstacles along our path to self-transformation. The most holy tenet of partnership is trust. The more we want to devote ourselves to strengthen­ing our partnership with our horse, the more he will insist that we get to work on ourselves, to dismantle all the defensive mechanisms we have assembled, and to earnestly confront our own issues. In that regard, the horse serves us as a powerful mirror, allowing us to reflect deeply on our own problems and see ourselves as we truly are. He accepts us — warts and all. He asks: When are you ready to do the same?


The notion central to all horsemanship is that it is never about the horse. It is always about us, about how we either create issues or react to them. When the problems start to seem complex or stubborn, we need to stop. It means we are close to a new revelation. That is where the turmoil is coming from. There must be a moment of torque before there is traction, resistance before the truth emerges. We must relax, reconsider, and rejoice: another eye-opener about ourselves is right around the corner. That is how self-revelation works: turmoil begets insight.


The horse willingly offers himself as a companion on the path to awareness. His mirror lights the way.
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“The basic difference between an ordinary man and a warrior is that a warrior takes everything as a challenge while an ordinary man takes everything as a blessing or a curse.”


Carlos Castaneda, The Wheel of Time









Gender Generalities


The term “horsemanship” is fraught with problems. First, it is ironic that it uses the male gender because more women actually pursue and practice horsemanship than men. Second, no gender-neutral term exists to describe the practice or practitioner of horsemanship. Thus, while we have actors and actresses in the acting profession, there are no such gender distinctions in the realm of horsemanship.


To be both clear and economical in this book, we will generally call the human “she” and the horse “he,” unless the context clearly calls for something else.
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TEACHING IS ONE PHASE; TRAINING IS THREE.


The danger of learning through repetition is that we’ll take something new and exciting and allow it to diminish into dull, rote practice. This will happen unless you cultivate your beginner’s mind for the task. Putting on a new outfit, for example, may be exciting the first time — jewelry, belt, shoes, and the rest of the accessories. Eventually, though, it will become a boring, tedious routine each morning.


If you pursue impeccable intention — a spiritual term meaning “pure motives” — in each step of the process, however, you will see that every task is worthy of mindful attention. This revelation manifests itself in the three phases of training: teaching, consolidation, and practice.


The teaching or learning phase is the most challenging for the human, who must lead the horse to the correct answer. This phase requires finding his individual, personal starting place. From there, the lessons proceed in deliberate and custom-tailored steps, applying the least amount of energy to provide the horse with motivation. This is also the phase that calls for the most impeccable release, where the right answers must be easy for the horse to find and the wrong ones difficult. The teaching or learning phase separates the master horsemen from the rest. It calls for the greatest clarity of heart, mind, and intention in the human, and the highest level of patience and empathy for the horse.


The consolidation phase depends largely upon repetition and a gradual smoothing out of all the steps. This calls for a keen eye to see how one step of the task eventually blends into the next as we draw out the release further and further from the initiation point. This phase also puts a premium on release, but it is less critical than in the teaching phase, where releases, even at the slightest try, are what guide the horse to success. In the consolidation phase, a smooth release starts to make the horse’s movements and responses more fluid and relaxed.


The last phase is the practice or maintenance phase. Now the skill, task, or maneuver is very familiar and recognizable to the horse and part of his armamentarium of behaviors. This last phase places a premium on elegance in execution. At the same time, the horse must have some accountability, so the handler must remain vigilant for breakdowns in technique or less-than-genuine effort.


In life, we tend to go through the same phases. At first, a new experience or relationship is a novel adventure: the learning phase. Then we begin to organize things into routines and we enter the consolidation phase. Finally, the routines become plodding habits or drills: the practice phase.


Even if it is the one-hundredth time you put on that outfit, immerse yourself in being mindful of every step in the sequence. Even the simplest task is worth performing with elegance and economy.








OEBPS/image/aside-a2-dec.jpg









OEBPS/image/1.jpg
Lead

with Your

HEART

Lessons from
a Life with Horses

ALLAN J. HAMILTON, mp

Illustrations by Rébert Farkas

% Storey Publishing












OEBPS/image/fresh-general.png
Our

little
ebook
farmstand.

Learn something
creative every month.

www.storey.com/freshpicks





OEBPS/image/04_eye_v1.jpg








OEBPS/image/622734LeadWithHeartCvrComposite.png
with Your

Lessons from
a Life with
Horses

ALLAN J. HAMILTON, MD

AUTHOR OF ZEN MIND, ZEN HORSE








OEBPS/image/part-1.jpg








OEBPS/image/chapter-dec.jpg





OEBPS/image/13_black_horses_v2BW.jpg






