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To my wonderful Opa,
who gave me a love of horses and of life.


“I’m gonna walk with my granddaddy, and he’ll match me step for step
And I’ll tell him how I’ve missed him, every minute since he left.
Then I’ll hug his neck.”


“When I Get Where I’m Going” by George Teren and Rivers Rutherford
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FOREWORD


IN RECENT YEARS there has been a wealth of books written about what has become recognizable to horse lovers as Natural Horsemanship, and what these authors seem to regard as the path to understanding the mind of Equus. Most equestrians learn their horsemanship hands on. They are observers of behavior and architects of harmony. Some of these authors even address what I call the “language of Equus.” It isn’t often, however, that they fully understand how the mind of the horse functions.


Most people recognize that body language is the primal form of communication. Equus has survived for millions of years through his communication system made up almost entirely of a silent language of gestures. This system allows the herd to cohabit successfully with predators. My years of observing and working with horses of all kinds have allowed me to put together an expansive lexicon of gestures and postures that has given me insight into the “language of Equus.”


Zen Mind, Zen Horse explores the depth of understanding and transforms the foundation of my work and concepts into a more probing exploration of the mind of the horse. In this comprehensive essay, we can gain valuable insight into the reasoning behind the horse’s reactions to the intentions we humans communicate through our thoughts and actions. We discover that Equus is brilliant in his simplicity of reasoning.


As enlightened horsemen and horsewomen, we learn that it is our responsibility to create an environment in which the horse can learn. The round pen is a wonderful classroom in which to use the silent language of Equus. Using the lexicon of body language and gestures, we communicate to the horse our desire to form a partnership based on mutual respect and trust within this safe enviroment.


In Zen Mind, Zen Horse, the author has generously given the reader the tools to appreciate how we can better understand the mind of Equus. This in itself can energize us to have a fresh outlook or approach to life, not just with horses, but with fellow humans as well. This wonderful animal called the horse is helping heal our wounded warriors who suffer from PTSD and is changing the lives of autistic and challenged children and adults in therapeutic riding academies.


We are just scratching the surface of the evolution of equine training by what is termed Natural Horsemanship. Thankfully, open-minded people have come to recognize how much further we can go to gain optimal performance by taking violence out of the lives of our animals through kinder and gentler techniques. This book is a wonderful tribute to all the horsemen who have dedicated their lives and are sharing their concepts with other horsemen the world over.


— Monty Roberts, trainer and author, 
The Man Who Listens to Horses and other books




I was asked to do this Foreword because, after a lifetime of effort, I am now considered an expert on equine behavior. How I wish Dr. Hamilton had written this book in 1949. I was twenty-two years of age and had just decided that the conventional methods of horsemanship with which I was familiar were not the best ways of communicating with horses.


Reading books written in past centuries and experimenting with horses allowed me, in the subsequent half century, to learn some of the information available in this book, but by no means all. I am grateful for this opportunity.


Read on and you will learn far more than the author’s very interesting autobiography. I studied some neurology when I was in veterinary school more than a half century ago. The neuroscience presented in this book, however, was a revelation to me and helped me understand so much more of why and how both humans and horses functioned.


The information on what we consider to be primitive societies is makes us reevaluate their intellectual capabilities. There have always been reasoning, curious individuals. The voluminous, well-illustrated chapters on handling and training horses, on the scientifically confirmed facts about equine behavior, make reading this book a privilege to all who work with horses. The sections on the power of intention, the relationship that can be established during routine grooming, the all-important virtue of patience, and the psychology of learning are invaluable.


Half of the book is devoted to the art and science of Natural Horsemanship, a method that is sweeping the world and replacing and improving traditional methods, so much of which was and is unnecessarily coercive. For people already skilled in and familiar with this revolution in horsemanship, the book will justify and explain their devotion. Those unfamiliar with this revolutionary concept will, hopefully, be motivated to come on board, not only for their own benefit, but for the horses.


— Robert M. Miller, DVM, author, 
Imprint Training of the Newborn Foal and other books
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Horses seem to have special abilities to connect emotionally with humans.








INTRODUCTION




A CHILLING THOUGHT OCCURRED TO ME: could Lillian betrying to kill herself, hoping my 1,200-pound stallion might stomp her to death? Was this how she intended to commit suicide? Weak, frail, and eroded by the torrents of chemotherapy she’d endured during the last few months, Lillian had recently learned that her doctors had given her less than three months to live. Her brain tumor was growing too fast to be stopped. A novice around horses, she was now asking — begging — me to let her enter the round pen and work with my stallion Romeo.


Her experience with horses was nil: she had been on a few pony rides as a little girl, nothing more. Romeo, on the other hand, was not a horse to take lightly. As a stallion he could be a handful — a potentially lethal one — even for a professional trainer. Stallions, in that sense, are a bit like grenades. Play catch with them if you choose, but just be sure the pin always stays in place. To make matters worse, Romeo was in the full throes of breeding season, half crazed with testosterone, and stoked with desire by the nearby mares in heat. His stallion’s drive to demonstrate his explosive strength and physical dominance in front of the mares seemed barely constrained by the steel railings of the round pen itself.


Next to Romeo, Lillian appeared puny and inconsequential, a weakling, with matchstick limbs hanging from her diminutive, skeletal frame. She was virtually paralyzed on one half of her body. I could see the groove in the sand where she had been dragging her weak leg behind her to get positioned in the center of the round pen. I was afraid this might turn into less of a training exercise and more of a sacrifice. Still there was something about her request that seemed compelling. She looked like a pilgrim, searching for an answer. She was going into the round pen to confront something substantive, something to which Romeo held the key. Normally I would never agree to put an inexperienced person in with a stud horse, but my gut told me there was more to this. It had a solemnity to it, like a deathbed promise. So I nodded my consent against every fiber of caution.


Lillian opened the gate. I braced my hands on the top railing, readying myself to jump in and pull the horse away from her if things turned violent. But it wasn’t required. In the face of that charging, snorting horse, Lillian simply closed her eyes and began to breathe. After a few moments, she gently and patiently focused her gaze on Romeo. At first the stallion thundered around the pen, but soon he began to slow down, growing visibly quieter and calmer with each revolution.


After five minutes, Lillian seemed to have drained all the force and fury out of him. Romeo drew closer to her, in tighter and tighter circles, until he came to stand next to her. He stopped there, almost at attention. Then he sighed and hung his head down next to her. She turned and buried her face into his huge, muscular neck. From outside the round pen, I could see her shoulders shake as she wrapped her arms around him and sobbed. After a few minutes, she walked over to me and said apologetically, “I felt like I had to be strong enough to calm this horse down or I wouldn’t be able to fight this cancer any longer. I needed to know I could make myself that strong to keep on living. That’s why it had to be Romeo.”


Lillian did have the strength to keep living — a whole extra year. Her ashes are buried in the center of the round pen on my ranch. That was her final request. Every morning, I go out there and greet her spirit and pay tribute to the demonstration of spiritual strength Lillian shared with me that day many years ago. Her presence makes my round pen a sacred place.




IT’S HUMAN NATURE to want to improve ourselves: physically, financially, emotionally. And as we age and mature, our efforts seem to focus naturally on spiritual growth as well. But that requires new insights and skills we must learn and practice. We need to build up karmic muscle to turn the breakdowns in our lives into breakthroughs. We must turn into warriors who take up the discipline of spiritual pursuit in earnest. But how?


How do we train for a journey of spiritual transformation alone? The truth is that we need a spiritual coach, a sensei, to teach us — to show us how to focus our intention and to demonstrate how to live in the present and how to achieve Zen-like tranquility. We need a teacher to show us how to see ourselves — not just with heightened objectivity but also with greater forgiveness. For that job, there is a master: a sage who can teach any willing student the way. That sage is the horse.


This animal has been considered among humanity’s most revered and sacred companions across many great civilizations. To the Egyptians, horses were htr (pronounced “heter”). Their hieroglyphic depiction for the horse was a symbol for the bond between human and animal: a simple, intertwined rope (see figure 1.1).
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1.1  Egyptian hieroglyphics: the symbol for the horse was an intertwined rope.







Horse was hippos to the Greeks, whose mythological gods lived among equally immortal steeds. And the Latin Equus became almost emblematic of Rome’s imperial power. Why has the horse evoked such deep, emotional and spiritual sentiments? Because he can carry us physically and spiritually into unchartered territory, beyond our everyday worries and distractions. The horse is a symbol of transcendence.


For most of us, the overarching problem in our lives is time itself. Our schedules no longer seem to belong to us. Our waking hours (and many sleeping ones, too) seem allocated to issues other than our own deep personal needs and values. Happiness and tranquility do not receive high priority in our daily regimens. Instead, they drift out of sight in the fog of daily routine.


Our internal voices seem to be constantly yelling at us to pull harder at the oars, to go after more. They suggest that we’re losing out or giving in or being passed over. These voices become like a broken record, endlessly droning on about regrets in the past and worries in the future. We know listening to our ego’s exhortations is not how we are meant to live. We admit our lifestyle isn’t working for us, but how can we change it?


There is one single key, one secret, to undertaking transformational change. It is the same in every great meditative discipline or self-improvement practice. Get that inner voice to shut up! Until we create inner silence — literally, peace of mind — we are unable to transform our lives into more peaceful and purposeful ones.


Why are our inner voices so ubiquitous and incessant? Think about this: at the very moment we are reading these words on the page, we are also hearing them echo inside our heads. When we think, we hear a voice. Our thoughts take shape as words. To the extent that we even exist, this voice seems to occur in the context of what Dr. Antonio Damasio has termed “the autobiographical self.” This entity — our identity — is constantly thinking “aloud,” inside our head. Later I will discuss in detail why this autobiographical self is a unique and necessary byproduct of our left cerebral dominance. But for now, it suffices to say that this self emerges from our own species’ unique dependence on language.





The Power of Gesture and Glance


THE REASON THE HORSE can become such a gifted teacher for us is because he does not need an inner voice. He doesn’t think in words at all. He feels. He experiences the simple energy of his emotional state of being. More than thirty million years of evolutionary pressure have turned the horse into the quintessential prey animal. Rather than using words or vocalizations to communicate — sounds that help a predator pinpoint its prey — horses learned instead how not to talk, how not to make sounds, and how to make sense from being, not thinking.


Horses infuse emotional meaning into every body movement. They pour this vital, emotional energy — chi — into every gesture and glance, lending them the nuances of tone, accent, and value. By sensitizing themselves to chi, horses can not only convey the meaning of what they want to share with other members of the herd but can also feel the palpably sharp energy emitted by a stalking predator, eyes locked intently on its prey (see figure 1.2). Evolution has driven equids to the farthest limits of nonverbal, right-sided brain function.
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1.2  Zebras on savanna being stalked by lioness in foreground. Evolutionary pressures exerted by constant predation over millions of years put a premium on equids’ development of nonverbal communication skills that allowed them to avoid detection.








Evolution of the Super-Predator


THE HUMAN SPECIES WENT in the opposite direction. Selective biological pressures, coupled with a rapid increase in cranial capacity (see figure 1.3), permitted hominids to leave behind an arboreal existence and take to the savannas. Our ancestors became foragers and, eventually, keen predators. Homo sapiens sharpened the skills housed within the brain’s left hemisphere. We flourished as a species, using language to coordinate our movements as pack hunters. And we became storytellers, sharing tales about the game species we sought, creating mythologies, building cultures, and even establishing empires. In the process, we became a new kind of super-predator, an unimaginably successful killer species, playful with our wits and lethal with our intellects, but, eventually no longer in touch with the secrets deep within our own hearts.
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1.3  The evolution of hominids was marked by the most rapid growth of skull size ever seen in any archeological record. This set of skulls covers a remarkably short span of only a few hundred thousand years. It is hypothesized that the rapid development in language and speech function may have required dramatic expansion of brain size.







The Rise of the “I”
and the Fall of the “We”




THE SUCCESS HUMANS DERIVED from left-hemispheric dominance came at a price. Just as the horse surrendered its vocal abilities to gain herd identity, the human species forfeited its intuitive powers for the benefits of language. We became outcasts from the natural world, because raising the function of speech to its highest level of expression required the emergence of a separate consciousness. Speech demanded a “me” to be the inner voice. The expression of language gave rise to the autobiographical self, an identity separate from the world at large.


Carl Jung, the father of modern psychoanalysis, wrote:
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1.4  Carl Jung, the father of modern psychoanalysis





The source of numerous psychic disturbances and difficulties occasioned by man’s progressive alienation from his instinctual foundation, i.e., by his uprootedness and identification with his conscious knowledge of himself, by his concern with consciousness at the expense of the unconscious. . . . he forgets himself in the process, losing sight of his instinctual nature and putting his own conception of himself in place of his real being.


— Carl Gustav Jung, The Undiscovered Self, 1957




So an “I” was born in each of us, conceived from the neuroanatomical development of our species. And it owns us lock, stock, and barrel, because once it emerges, it seizes control of vast territories of brain function, of our very self-perception and self-awareness. There is an intracerebral coup, and the existence of a singular, internalized identity is the party line we are told to accept. But our left hemisphere, armed with its overwhelming power of speech, remains wary of its reticent, emotive, and mute counterpart on the right. The left brain demands absolute loyalty. It zealously safeguards the supremacy of its creation: namely, our ego.


The left knows that if an uprising were to start, it would be sparked by the right half of our brain. Though this side has no voice, it has the power to remind us silently of the union we once enjoyed with all life around us. The right hemisphere offers us the hope that a sense of unification might be more important to our spiritual well-being than a sense of identification. Inevitably, the hemispheric struggle becomes a battle of consciousness, of a solitary, monolithic me implacably opposed to the notion of a communal, interconnected we.


We need opportunities to lead with our right hemispheres. We need to practice being connected without worrying about an explanation of why we are connected. Our innate longing for connectivity — and the profound warmth, peace, and happiness that we derive from it — requires us to rely on our right hemisphere.


For most of us, that right-sided function has atrophied. It’s weak, feeble, shaky. We’re unaccustomed to what the right side feels like because of the overbearing presence of the left. To hear the silence of the right, we must strengthen our intuitive, nonverbal powers.





Partnering with Equus


INTERACTING WITH HORSES does just that. We glimpse nature from a radically different perspective: a view of the world drawn by the right brain. Relating to horses provides us a unique opportunity to mute our left hemisphere. To force it into silence. Horses provide us with a respite from thinking about ourselves, a chance to escape from the prison of being ourselves by ourselves.


Because horses function from the premise of a herd identity, they see relationships as partnerships. They struggle to include us in their concept of a herd — a huge leap considering they are the ultimate prey species and we the über predators.


As humans, it is almost inconceivable to us how dramatically different the equine perspective of inclusivity really is. For illustrative purposes, however, imagine waking up on Christmas morning. As you sit down to open your presents, you suddenly discover an 800-pound Bengal tiger seated next to you on the living room sofa. And your response? You are scared out of your wits; you want to scream, run, and scramble for the nearest rifle or tree limb.


Imagine instead you strive to include that tiger in a communal context. Rather than flee, you rack your brain to figure out how to hang a stocking on the hearth to make the tiger feel at home, a part of your family. This gives us an inkling of the enormous emotional achievement horses accomplish each day to include us, human predators, as an integral part of their daily working (and emotional) lives. It’s a remarkable spiritual statement about the capacity of the equine heart and soul.


As horses derive their very essence from inclusion in a herd, so they struggle to extend that relationship to us as shared being. When a horse is with us, we become a part of his herd. As far as time is concerned, horses live only in the moment. There are no expectations for the future or disappointments from the past to cloud their relationships with us. Without such agendas, horses don’t know how to lie, cheat, or deceive. Horses thus offer us a unique opportunity to see ourselves in “divine mirrors,” reflecting back the chi we give off in our own emotions, to show ourselves in the moment. Horses react to what lies in our hearts, not in our heads. They are not confused by the words we use to lie to ourselves or hide from others.


Horses awaken the dormant right half of the human brain. Because the output of our right hemisphere has been largely suppressed since early childhood, it takes time to feel comfortable as a right-sided “we” instead of a left-sided “me.” Eliminating the voice of our egos creates a silence that is at first frightening, but later, we learn, also enthralling. With that silence comes breathtaking power and clarity of thought. As Obi-Wan-Kanobi in Star Wars encourages Luke Skywalker to trust “the Force,” so horses exhort us to trust our intuitive right-brain abilities.


Working with horses gives us the opportunity to return to a primal, nonverbal state of awareness. Without the interference of language, we reconnect with the energy shared among all life forms. The connection is palpable and immediate. We learn how to find it, focus it, and let it fly. We explore how to apply chi for the purposes of asking our horses to move naturally, effortlessly, and respectfully wherever we wish them to go. We discover by direct, personal interaction with the horse that we are equal parts body and spirit: half chi, half DNA. Theologist John O’Donahue wrote: “Beyond the veils of language and the noise of activity, the most profound events of our lives take place in those fleeting moments where something else shines through, something that can never be fixed in language, something given as quietly as the gift of your next breath.”




Horsemanship as a Spiritual Path


TRAINING HORSES WITH EMOTIONAL energy, with chi, is an evolution of the concepts of pressure and release used in natural horsemanship. All of us who work with horses owe a debt of gratitude to the pioneers of this discipline. Because of their contributions, we gain a better vantage point, from which we can see that horsemanship can lead us deep into the realm of self-awareness.


In this book, I have relied, in part, on concepts borrowed from different cultures, religions, and philosophies that have inspired me. These teachings or symbols offer beautiful ways to conceptualize and integrate the personal impact of training horses. I have included inspirational writings and scholarly interpretations from such diverse sources as Confucianism, Taoism, Zen Buddhism, Hinduism, Native American folklore, and Yaqui shamanism.


But nothing about training or interacting with horses using chi is meant to be esoteric or academic. The methodology in this book can be used by anyone, with or without prior equine or scholarly experience. Novice or expert, we can all find a comfortable setting in which to be around horses, to play with them, and, most importantly, to learn from them. I have taught individuals ranging from nine years old to ninety, from nationalcaliber athletes to the disabled, from the CEOs of Fortune 500 companies to hardened criminals. What I teach here is not magic. I am no magician; only the horses possess magical powers. By sharing their nonverbal abilities with us, they show us how to amplify our inner strengths, values, and energies.


First and foremost, this book is for those individuals who feel a certain mystical curiosity. The spiritual itch. It describes an approach to the training of horses that gives us a new way of seeing. Wayne Dyer, the popular psychologist, says, “If you change the way you look at things, the things you look at change.” By altering how we visualize our relationships with horses, we discern a pathway leading to self-improvement, fulfillment, and awareness. Horses connect with our souls — the part of us that links us to everything. Horses help us find those bonds. The connections become as real as the ground we walk on. I hope my book will be an equine atlas, showing us another way to find ourselves.


Crossing the Threshold




TRAINING HORSES, however, is a path, not a destination. Becoming a horseman or a horsewoman is not some elevated summit to reach but a journey to be undertaken. The way of the horse is a prescription for engaging the Universe. It serves as an algorithm for finding a more fulfilling life; maybe even a shot at peace and happiness, too. Ray Hunt, one of the great sages of natural horsemanship, summed it up:
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1.5  Ray Hunt





My goal with the horses is not to beat someone; it’s to win within myself. To do the best job I can do and tomorrow to try to do better. You’ll be working on yourself to accomplish this, not your horse.


Every time you step into the round pen with a horse, remind yourself that today you may stand on the threshold of a great new personal discovery. Each horse, in his own way, is ready to coach you. And when your resolution to change — to work on the person you want to become — becomes heartfelt and sincere, then the horse will reveal his next great secret, his next great gift, to you.


Horses are like a band of legendary Zen masters. They are perfect teachers because they uncover your real motivation. They tell you when you’re wholeheartedly committed or faking it, when you’re making a sacred vow or just paying lip service. Horses see what’s holding you back. And when you find the courage to confront those shortcomings, horses will always reward you with a way to overcome them. Just as Romeo did for Lillian.


If all this begins to make horsemanship sound like a religious experience, I can accept that analogy. Describing how to work with horses as a way to access spiritual lessons is one of the goals of this book. I hope to encourage people — especially novices — not to feel intimidated by a lack of experience. None is required. Working with horses on the ground is a simple, easy, and safe way to see and feel spiritual concepts at work. I also want to elucidate a new method for training horses based on the Asian concepts of manipulating chi. I hope the language and writing style are accessible to horsemen and novices from every walk of life and style of riding.


Finally, I pray this book can help convey the power of what horses can teach us about the nature of spirituality. French literary figure Anatole France wrote: “Until one has loved an animal, a part of one’s soul remains unawakened.”


Horsemanship is another way, another vehicle, to achieve awakening. What is spiritually and developmentally significant in that pursuit is different for each of us. An automobile can take you and me to different locations, yet the method of driving and rules of the road for cars remain universally applicable. Mastering horsemanship is no different. A common set of skills is required before we are ready to seek our own destination.


Happy trails!








NOTE: The term horsemanship is unfortunately not entirely gender neutral. This is regrettable in the modern world of horses, where so many of the individuals fiercely dedicated to improving the lives of horses are women. I employ the term, with its historical constraints, to signify the pursuit of furthering the knowledge and understanding of the skills of riding, managing, and training horses, and gaining insight into equine behavior.








CHAPTER ONE


DAYS OF THUNDER
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The youth walks up to the white horse, to put its halter on 
and the horse looks at him in silence. 
They are so silent, they are in another world.


•  •  • 
D.H. LAWRENCE, The White Horse






LIFE SEEMED BARELY ABLE to contain my grandfather, who threatened at every turn to burst it at the seams. Blessed with an epic personality, he could charm, stir, or inspire every man, woman, child, or animal who crossed his path. He had fought with great distinction in two world wars, pioneered oil exploration in the Middle East and the ocean floor, and was an early leader in the Pan-European movement, a precursor of today’s European Union. His friends inhabited the upper circles of society and influence: from Queen Victoria’s granddaughter, the Queen of Spain, to Konrad Adenauer, the first chancellor of postwar Germany; from oceanographer Jacques Cousteau to inspirational architect Richard Neutra.


All of that meant nothing to me as a child. He was just my grandfather who, I was convinced, had magical powers.


When I was about six, he took me to visit the German Olympic Equestrian facility. He was known as a superb horseman, and one of his friends was the team’s dressage coach. We drove through an ornate gated archway, passing manicured lawns and rows of barns. Horses were everywhere, trotting on paths, strolling out of breezeways, coursing over jumps. My grandfather instructed me to wait in the car.


Minutes later he came back astride a massive Thoroughbred. I could not have imagined a loftier human being than my grandfather at that moment. He called me to get out of the car and then swooped down and lifted me off the ground. Plopping me down in the saddle in front of him he wrapped a huge arm around me.


He leaned over and whispered in my ear: “Are you ready?”


“Yes,” I answered breathlessly.


Letting out a whoop, he put his spurs to the horse and we exploded like a rocket. The Thoroughbred soared over the ground, huge clumps of grass and earth flying out from his hooves. There was no end to his power and vigor. I heard his breathing get deeper and louder and faster, while the drumbeat of his hooves grew more urgent, more insistent.


Suddenly we turned in a wide circle until a jump appeared before us. My grandfather seemed possessed, unflinchingly urging the horse faster and faster. With each stride his arm tightened around my waist like a giant boa constrictor.


And then we simply leapt free from the earth. We were aloft. I felt as if I were being held in the air by the arms of Zeus himself. And this creature that bore us on his back? Surely, this could only be a creature for the gods.


That was my very first memory of a horse. It seemed to sear my soul. The next time a horse would carry me away, it would save me from desperate disgrace.




HOW DO ANIMALS SEEM to know exactly when we need them most, when we’re hurting so badly we’re about to crumble? How do they know the precise moment to come over to us, put their head next to ours, and nuzzle in close? Just as our tears are ready to come, they sigh. Or they rub against us or insert themselves under our hand for a pet. They offer a thousand different ways and gestures, all with the same message: “I’m here. With you. And, yes, I know why you’re hurting inside.”


There’s a scientifically valid explanation for why our sophisticated human central nervous system developed to allow a four-legged, 1,000-pound herbivore ungulate to plug right into the heart of our deepest emotions. There’s a reason why horses are able to connect so intimately with us, to instantly plumb the depths of our most personal feelings. And, yes, there’s a solid, potent explanation for why these gifted animals know when we need to be saved.


The Presence of Horses




THAT HORSES COULD INSPIRE ME was improbable, because I grew up where there were none: well, practically none. I grew up in Manhattan. But it was not the absence of horses I felt as a child, but rather the power of their presence, no matter how remote. Even a trace was enough. I was born under their spell.


For some kids, it’s monster trucks or great ball players. For me, it was always horses. When it came to Saturday morning TV westerns, I was never concerned about Roy Rogers getting shot; it was Trigger I worried about. What if they missed Roy and Trigger took a bullet?
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1.1  Roy Rogers and his famous Palomino, Trigger. Both were icons of the Saturday matinee cinema and, later, television.







My obsession with horses drove the rest of my family crazy. Whenever we strolled down a street, my mom stayed on the lookout, eyes peeled. If she saw a horse-drawn carriage or mounted policeman up ahead, she’d instantly reverse course and pray I hadn’t yet spotted the horse.
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1.2  Horse and carriage lined up along Central Park West next to Plaza Hotel





If I had, she’d grab me by the collar so I wouldn’t dart blindly out into traffic. And pity the poor driver who parked his hack outside the Plaza Hotel when I walked by. I’d jerk free, Mom yelling after me to remember to be polite. “Ask permission before petting the horse. Watch for cars.”


I’d bombard the driver with questions. “Why’s the horse have blinders?” To keep him from getting nervous about the cars. “Doesn’t he need to be able to see the traffic?” Sometimes. “Can I feed the horse?” No. “How often do you change horseshoes?” Every six weeks. “Can I drive the carriage?” Hell, no.


I was such a pest, some drivers would rather giddyup out of there and lose a fare. They’d snap the reins and trot off just to be rid of me. Mounted riders in Central Park would politely excuse themselves, spurring their mounts down the bridle path, to avoid me. And the poor mounted police — I just could not stop pestering them. “Do you keep them next to your patrol car?” “Do you have to poop scoop?” “Can you tie them up to a parking meter?”


Deep in the DNA




I WAS DRAWN TO HORSES as if they were magnets. It was in my blood. I must have inherited from my grandfather a genetic proclivity toward the equine species. Perhaps there’s a quirk in the DNA that makes horse people different from everyone else, that instantly divides humanity into those who love horses and the others, who simply don’t know.


To be content, horse people need only a horse or, lacking that, someone else who loves horses with whom they can talk. It was always that way with my grandfather. He took me places just so we could see horses, be near them. We went to the circus and the rodeo at Madison Square Garden. We watched parades down Fifth Avenue. Finding a horse, real or imagined, was like finding a dab of magic potion that enlivened us both. Sometimes I’d tell my grandfather about all the horses in my elaborate dreams. He’d lean over, smile, and assure me that, one day, I’d have one for real. And if my grandfather, my Opa, told me something was going to come true, it always did.


In school, I mutated every homework assignment into an opportunity to write about or draw horses. In third grade, Mrs. Wainwright asked the class to draw a picture of George Washington crossing the Delaware River. Twenty-nine heroic depictions of the father of our country were turned in, showing him standing up in the bow of a rowboat. But not mine.
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1.3  Washington’s horse, “Dynamite,” waiting for him on the opposite riverbank, as drawn by the author at age ten







I drew a picture of Washington’s horse waiting for him on the opposite riverbank. Washington was a general. Of course, he had a horse — a fierce stallion, no doubt. The only reason he would have made such a perilous crossing, I imagined, was to get to his steed. I nicknamed him “Dynamite.”


In Mrs. Gross’s fifth-grade class, we were asked to make a poster depicting a contemporary world leader. It was 1960, and internationally prominent figures no longer seemed to have the itch to ride around on horseback. A pity. The nineteenth century valued a heroic profile astride a mount — proof was the imposing figure of Teddy Roosevelt.


But I was faced with immortalizing Mr. Dag Hammarskjöld, the newly appointed secretary general of the United Nations. This would be my Waterloo, my moment of utter defeat. Would I be stumped and surrender my equine obsession? No; I refused to yield. I submitted my homework, handing in a poster that focused on my beloved mounted police, atop their trusty mounts, holding a surging crowd behind traffic barriers as the secretary general pulled up to the entrance of the United Nations. He, his limousine, and the UN building were far off in the distance, incidental and barely visible. My grade? An F.
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1.4  This oil painting hangs over my desk; it is my favorite depiction of Theodore Roosevelt on horseback as a colonel in the Rough Riders. It was faithfully reproduced from the original by Tade Styka, which today hangs in the Roosevelt Room in the West Wing of the White House.







A Door Opens




HORSES SEEMED DESTINED to thrive only in my imagination. That changed the following summer, however, when I was packed off to sleep-away camp. I had never been away from home, not for even a single night at a friend’s house. When it came time to climb aboard the train taking me from Grand Central to the heart of the Adirondacks, I was glued to the platform with fear.


Pete, the camp director, strode up to me, wearing a big smile and holding out a large open hand. I quivered. I looked at the ground. That morning, my mother had strapped brand-new, absurdly oversized hiking boots onto my feet. Where was I being exiled, I wondered, that I would need boots the size of nuclear attack submarines, sealed with waffled soles capable of stripping the very crust off the planet? Where were they sending me?


“Say hello, Allan,” my mother said, nudging me forward. “Go on. Be polite. Take Pete’s hand. Introduce yourself.” She nodded me in his direction.


I didn’t move a muscle. Pete was, in my eyes, the warden of the prison where I was being sent, perhaps never to be heard from again. Eight weeks was a life sentence.


“He’s shy,” Mom explained. “Withdrawn,” she added, with an almost clinical wince. “He’s likely to keep to himself, if you let him. That’s one thing you should keep in mind.”


My mother had a ready word of advice for everyone. For Pete: “You and your staff should try to draw him out. Get him involved in activities, engaged. Take him by the hand. Frankly,” she added ominously, “you may have to drag him.”


Pete’s irrepressible smile seemed to wither a bit. He nodded and rubbed my buzz-cut. “Don’t worry,” he reassured my mother. “We’ll take good care of him.”


Political prisoners, headed to the gulag, have summoned more enthusiasm than I did climbing aboard that train. We sped through the Bronx, passing constrained backyards, and rolled into the unfamiliar, expansive farmscapes of upstate New York. A few hours later, beyond Albany, we chugged past lakes and streams, going deeper into the alien, evergreen heart of the Adirondacks.


We finally disembarked at a little hole in the forest called Keeseville. The train hissed to a standstill in front of a bleached wooden building. The whole depot sagged, its porch leaning over on its columns, ready to swoon onto the tracks.


A caravan of trucks and vans pulled up. Kids and duffle bags were stuffed into them like soldiers headed to the front. The convoy headed down a twisting road, into the shadowy gullet of the forest. Panic was shredding bits and pieces of me with every mile of the journey and as we rolled into camp, there was nothing left. I felt stripped naked, for all to see and ridicule.


Things only got worse at lights-out. Alone and afraid in my bed, I felt nighttime seeping into me. I couldn’t sleep. I hid under the covers, where my flashlight staved off the gloom outside. By its light, I prayed to God to take me home, and finally, I drifted off to sleep.




THE NEXT MORNING the sun did shine, and substantially brighter than expected. It was Sunday. We went to the main lodge and sat down to a hearty breakfast of pancakes and cherry fritters. Since it was the first day at camp, everyone was free to explore the various activity centers: boat-house, archery, nature hut, woodshop, and so on. The camp was spread out over 30 acres of woodland, stretching down to blue lakefront. All the kids left the dining room, scattering across the grounds and greeting old friends. Most had a mission: sign up for baseball practice; look at the new sailboats; watch the archery demonstration.


I had a plan of my own. In many of those Saturday morning TV westerns, the hero kept some sugar cubes handy for his favorite horse. So I stuffed my pockets with a fistful of sweet, tasty treats and struck out in search of what I had heard was a barn “filled with horses to ride.” I knew instinctively a barn should be located on flat terrain, not a hillside sloping down to a lake.


I headed uphill until I struck a dirt road leading out of camp and followed it a ways. It became more substantial and turned into asphalt. Great stacks of hay in an open field eventually appeared, and then the unmistakable smell of horses filled the air. I let my nose lead me. Sure enough, there they were.


Eight or nine horses milled around in a small corral. One in particular caught my eye: a black and white horse, what I now call a Pinto. Later, I learned his name was Thunder, but I saw nothing tempestuous in his nature. He seemed friendly enough and came up to the fence. I pulled out my first sugar cube, and he munched away on it contentedly. He stood patiently by the fence while I fed him another. And another. How tantalizingly close he was! It would be an easy matter to clamber up the railing, I thought. Couldn’t I just lower myself onto the horse’s back?
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1.5  Black and white pinto





Suddenly, there I was, sitting astride Thunder’s withers. He didn’t even flinch. He walked slowly away from the fence, disappointed, maybe, that I was no longer feeding him sugar cubes. He mingled with the rest of the herd. And me? Well, I was in heaven, a million miles away from home, but just where I knew I should be: on horseback. The view from atop Thunder, looking out over the fields as he mingled with his fellow horses, was surreal. A dream. For hours, I rode wherever Thunder wanted to go. Naturally, there was no way for me to steer him, but I felt as free and unfettered as the Indians in my favorite TV westerns.


Then a nagging thought occurred to me. Yes, I was up on Thunder’s back. The plan had worked flawlessly to this point. But there was one catch: I was six or seven feet off the ground, with no way to get down! The horse walked around ceaselessly, never moving close enough to the fence that I dared jump off. It dawned on me: I was stuck there, holding tightly to the horse’s mane, and I had to stay that way until, somehow, help arrived. I hadn’t planned for the dismount. And with Thunder constantly roaming about, disembarking appeared a daunting task. Surely someone would come eventually, to put the horses in the stable or to feed them.
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1.6  The horseback-riding program at North Country Camps, located near Keeseville, New York, where the author first learned to ride. (Photo courtesy of Camp Lincoln, North Country Camps)







Back at camp, lunch came and went. Dinner, too. My absence caused alarm. My mother’s words about my shy nature now echoed with foreboding in Pete’s head. Could I have actually walked off, or felt the need to hide, or, worse, wandered off into the fathomless Adirondack forest?


Staff members fanned out across camp, searching for me. Daylight died behind the mountain range beyond the lake. By then, I was alone in the dark, holding onto the massive shoulders and bones rolling beneath me. My legs throbbed. My crotch was squashed against Thunder’s backbone. I tried to reach down to relieve the pressure on my groin but then stopped, afraid I’d lose my balance. I imagined falling and being trampled in the pitch black.


I noticed pinpoint stars. Headlights bobbed on the faraway interstate. My shoulders sagged wearily, and my thighs burned from hours on Thunder’s back. I obsessed about becoming too sleepy and my grip giving out. Then I saw something down toward the lake.


It was a light, darting among the trees like a confused firefly, a haphazard dance in the distance. But then it progressed through the forest, oscillating wildly at first. Eventually, it consolidated just about where I guessed the road became asphalt. It was a flashlight! I started hollering at the top of my lungs.


The light suddenly jerked, steadied, and then surged madly toward me. I heard my name shouted. It was Will! He came at a dead run across the fields and leaped over the fence. The horses snorted uneasily and scattered as he dropped into their midst, next to Thunder. Will wrapped his arms around the horse’s neck. “Whoa, boy. Whoa there!”


“Will! Will, I’m sorry. I just got stuck up here and couldn’t get down,” I stammered.


He grabbed me by the waist and lowered me to the ground. My legs immediately gave way, and I crumpled to my knees. My crotch burned. He yanked me up to my feet, holding me upright by the waist, and moved me toward the road. The van soon arrived. A counselor got out and helped Will lay me on the back seat. Will climbed behind the wheel. Our tires squealed, and the vehicle lurched back onto the asphalt.


I was preparing myself for a real dressing-down. Maybe even a whipping, I thought. But we walked into the dining hall, where all the staff regarded me. Will pointed at a plate of food set out on the table, the last supper for the prisoner.


Pete walked in. I could only imagine how mad he must have been. Instead, he grinned from ear to ear. “So much for someone having to take your hand,” he said, rubbing my head. Some of the staff guffawed in the background. Will smiled. He already knew: this summer, I was going to be fine.


The next day, when I stepped into the dining hall to grab breakfast, all the kids stared. There was not a sound. It was not contempt or derision in their eyes, but something else entirely. It was awe! Respect! Overnight, I had become a hero. As I walked to my table, I could hear someone mutter: “That’s the kid. The junior from Will’s cabin who rode Thunder bareback all day. Without even a bridle!”




AFTER THE INCIDENT with Thunder, I became one of the ridingest fools the camp had ever seen. I signed up for horseback riding every week that summer. I made Lance, the riding counselor, take me on every trail ride I could qualify for. I rode in sunlight, in downpours, through deep woods, up winding mountain trails, across streams. I rode through swamps where the mosquitoes were so thick, I worried their bites might swell the horses’ eyes shut.


In the barn, I helped the farrier. I volunteered to clean tack. I mucked out stalls. I hung flypaper. It didn’t matter what I was doing so long as it kept me near horses.


I had found my tribe: a herd of magical, four-legged relatives. The mythical animals who for so long had occupied my imagination now lived in my heart, no longer a fantasy; they were real, between my legs, beneath my hands.


The narrow streets of New York City had opened to broader vistas. The Adirondacks were no longer a dark, endless territory. From my vantage point on horseback, there were now miles of streams to follow and trails to climb. I was an explorer, a heroic figure astride his horse.


Nearly 50 years have passed. Thunder is long gone. I am 60 — getting older and more cautious. But that ride was the mystical, transformational experience of my lifetime. The grandchildren of my bunkmates now go to that camp every summer. The story of my first day has evolved into a kind of legend: part lie, part folklore. It gets recounted and embellished when the kids are told not to wander off. Then Thunder and I ride again, as our story is retold.
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1.7  The author today with his black and white gelding Mahto, who looks similar to Thunder, the first horse he rode nearly 50 years ago










CHAPTER TWO


THE TWO SIDES OF ME




[image: image]






The education system and modern society generally (with its very heavy emphasis on communication and on early training in the three Rs) discriminates against one whole half of the brain.


•  •  • 
DR. ROGER SPERRY,
Winner of the Nobel Prize for his work on right- and left-hemispheric brain function






MY OWN LIFE has developed along two divergent themes. The first is my profession as a brain surgeon; the second, my avocation as a horse trainer. For four decades I have pursued these two seemingly contradictory callings. The first finds me in an operating theater dominated by stainless steel and digital monitors. The second places me in wide open spaces, in the embrace of earth and sky (see figure 2.1). One, all sutures and antiseptics, belongs to science; the other, with its dust and sweat, to nature.


It might seem as though there’s an irreconcilable tension between the two. Neurosurgery requires a surreal ability to maintain focus, what Sir William Osler, a nineteenth-century physician, called “… coolness and presence of mind under all circumstances, calmness amid storm, clearness of judgment in moments of grave peril.…” For brain surgeons to reach the heights of their technical abilities, they must learn to suppress any interference from their own emotions.


Horsemanship, on the other hand, relies primarily on personal insight and intuitive assessment. Its practitioners must plumb their own emotional depths. And mastery does not come from personal sublimation but rather through intimate transformation.




OUT OF MY RIGHT MIND


This schism that runs through my life represents more than a mere opposition of profession and hobby. It contrasts two different approaches to being me. One way, by imposing an unwavering dedication to technique, requires suppression of the ego in order to perfect surgical method until it becomes its own form of expression.
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2.1  The high-tech neurosurgical operating room (opposite) depends largely on cognitive, logical, and mathematical left-hemispheric functions. Working with horses in the round pen (above) depends largely on empathetic, emotional functions housed in the right hemisphere of the human brain.







The other approach is epitomized by Joseph Campbell’s motto: “Follow your bliss.” This method requires that we surrender ourselves to our passion until we cross a blistering threshold where the gravitational pull of the ego is simply insufficient to restrain us. It loses its grip and our spirit soars into an orbit of transcendence.


There might seem to be a paradoxical friction between these two different approaches to self-consciousness, but it reflects how differently the two halves of our own brain perceive the world and our relationship to it. This is the result of the struggle between our own right and left hemispheres. Like cerebral siblings, they are forever pinching, shoving, and jostling each other as they vie for our attention, as if to say, “Choose me. Choose my way of seeing the world around you.”


In my own case, the left hemisphere provides me with logical, scientific content. Tidy statistical analyses and careful equations let me understand the world, predict its outcomes, and model its results. While my right hemisphere simply jumps to conclusions or reacts with moody impressions, the left has the skills of the preacher, the orator, or even the snake oil salesman. It can cast a spell over me if I let my guard down. But the right hemisphere, the one that relates to horse training, asserts itself like an artist. It has no words at its disposal, but it can play music. It can’t write a word, but it can draw impressions. It can color my judgment and stir my imagination. It can lift me toward transcendence with its imagery.


The left brain is like a politician on a never-ending political stomp. It can grab my attention. It can voice my reactions and persuade me, counsel me. It is in the business of giving speeches, at any time, on any topic. And it fills spaces, internal and external, with its words, with its voice — the voice of my ego. But the right hemisphere holds an undeniable attraction. It is where my emotional responses arise, where my gut instincts and intuitions spring forth. Without a voice, the right may not “say” anything to me, but it still has much to show me. In the stillness of the right hemisphere is a seductive invitation to join in the hush of universal awe.



The Awakening




EVERY MORNING YOU and I wake up. We rub our eyes, blink like owls, and try to read the time on the face of the alarm clock. Until we can make it out, we dwell in a state of confusion, struggling to find our bearings, to find the answer to our question: where are we now, in time and space?


Wherever we were during sleep, it wasn’t the real, physical world that we know. While we were dreaming, our feelings and emotions were spun into stories, magical, mystical, fueled by the powerful symbol-generating engine of our right hemisphere. It may be helpful to think of dreaming as a right-hemisphere construct, an emotional state of mind, whereas wake-fulness, or consciousness, in the medical sense of the word, is largely a left-hemispheric version of life.


In the first minutes of awakening, we are certainly not home yet. We’re still caught in the night’s dreamy eddies and currents, struggling to reach shore and to pull ourselves to the safety of the familiar world.


Our arms stretch out to our sides; then our toes slither down to grab our slippers, and we shuffle off to the bathroom. We flick on the light, shielding ourselves from the glare. Then, in that spotlight, the moment finally comes: without it, no day in our lives would ever truly begin.


Because everything — going to work, closing a deal, or falling in love — hinges on the next split second. Without it, we’re not sure we even exist. That flash of existential confirmation occurs when we look in the bathroom mirror and see our own face gazing back at us. Without a sense of “the autobiographical self,” we have no perception or awareness.
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