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Foreword by
Steven D. Price

When Tony Lyons asked me to find someone to write the equestrian volume for Skyhorse’s “Guide to the Meaning of Life” series, I didn’t have to think very long or hard to come up with Don Burt as the ideal candidate. In all my years of reading, riding, writing, and editing, I hadn’t encountered anyone in the horse world who came close to Don’s knowledge and appreciation of that world and from so many perspectives (at one point he was licensed to judge every breed and discipline recognized by the American Horse Shows Association). And, since this was to be a book, Don was equally adept at setting down entertaining and instructive yarns about his experiences.

I met Don in the late 1980s when his agent submitted a proposal to the publisher for whom I worked at the time. Winning with Arabian Horses seemed like an eminently viable idea, and we jumped at it. When I phoned Don to introduce myself after we signed up the project, he was kind enough to invite me to visit him and his wife, Ardys, for a few days at their Southern California home. Don lived up to his agent’s advanced billing: a professional and personal pleasure to work with and, to my great pleasure, a wonderful riding companion. One morning’s hack took us to a bluff overlooking Catalina Island in the distance and in the foreground two whales sounding in the Pacific Ocean channel (in my experience, a very rare sight from horseback).

Several years later, Don phoned with another invitation: how would I like to do public relations for an Arabian horse farm in Kentucky that’s owned by a Japanese businessman? Unable to decline such a piquant request, I agreed, and for a few days every month for almost two years I joined Don and several other farm advisors at the facility outside Louisville. That gave me ample opportunity to observe Don’s eye for horses and his horsemanship abilities. “Everything I learned about horses, I learned from horses,” Don told us more than once. “Teach yourself not to look but to see, and not just to hear but to listen.”

Don also regaled us with tales from his youth, such as when a cowhand showed up at his father’s stable. “I hear a feller who can ride some can make a living in the movies hereabouts,” the stranger said. In exchange for doing barn chores, the cowhand stayed at the stable until he broke into the movies, first as John Wayne’s stunt double and then as the Oscar-winning actor Ben Johnson. Or when the actor Robert Taylor, whom Don taught to ride for the Walt Disney film Miracle of the White Stallions, helped Don convince prospective customers to buy horses.

Don’s administrative and interpersonal skills came into play when he served on the American Quarter Horse Association’s executive board and became its president in 1996 (his book Winning with the American Quarter Horse remains an essential guide to showing and judging the breed). At Don’s urging I wrote two books for AQHA, during the course of which I spent time at the association’s headquarters in Amarillo, Texas. Everyone to whom I spoke there had nothing but good things to say about Don’s leadership and motivational skills as well as his curiosity and enthusiasm for all aspects of equestrian competition and recreation.

Don also advised the American Horse Shows Association and the United States Equestrian Team, both of whose former executive Chrystine Tauber called him “an extraordinary horseman whose extensive knowledge and leadership influenced our entire sport. He was a great mediator and consensus builder. When I was at the AHSA and the Team, Don was our ‘go to’ man for negotiations. His efforts, including introducing reining to the USET Festival of Champions, allowed our visions to become reality. For many decades, Don was my trusted advisor and cherished friend.”

Don’s death six years ago deprived his many friends and fans of sharing more of his good humor, good sense, and sound philosophy. We are, however, grateful for this book, a distillation of his life and lore and a celebration of the animals and the people he admired and learned so much from—English and Western riders, trainers, officials, and horse-lovers from all over the country and indeed the world. By the same token, readers involved in the horse world in any capacity will learn much from The Horseman’s Guide to the Meaning of Life—not only about their animals, but also about themselves.

Steven D. Price

New York, NY

March 2018
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In my life, there have been many people who have influenced me and several who have played an integral part in the successes I may have achieved. Some were actual mentors. This book is a compilation of teachings or lessons I learned from them. Their names are too numerous to list individually.

Besides my faithful friend and literary advisor, Steven D. Price, there are two other people who deserve recognition, one being my dad. His deeds and the way he lived his life was his gift to me. Resilience is a word he really never used but lived each day. It gave him the power to overcome adversity. He did have a saying that was not always easy to achieve—Let no one outwork you today—which says a lot about those who have found success.

The other person to whom I owe much of the success I have enjoyed and who, by thought, word, and deed, has been my guiding light and is always there for me and who took her wedding vows to heart is my wife, Ardys. Her name should appear on the cover with mine, because we truly are a team.


Introduction

I have tried to organize my wandering thoughts into the many events, horses, and people that have helped mold my life, both successes and failures. From earning my first merit badge (horsemanship) and becoming an Eagle Scout to the hills I’ve climbed and the stages I’ve stood on to receive awards and recognition, it’s been a great ride.

Every arena in the world has a story. No matter what they are called, nor their size or shape, they play a major part in all of our lives. They are where battles are fought and history is made. From race tracks and sports arenas to Olympic venues, whoever wins or loses becomes both public and private. They are memories in our own personal file that we can relive throughout our lives.

Horses, too, have played a significant role in my life and, if you look back in history, in the lives of most everyone. Horses are a lot like people: some you relate to immediately and some you are wary of. Being able to communicate is the key to their understanding. Some enjoy pressure, others are afraid of it, and in life we learn to adjust as they do. All horses and people teach you something if you take the time to listen and learn. Both issue challenges at every turn.

Family is another necessary part of success. Family to me doesn’t have to mean blood relation; it can include others in the same endeavor, business, or pursuit. Families are there to pick you up when you’re down or take you down a peg when you’re flying too high. Success is often fleeting; family and memories last forever. As I have grown older and no longer can compete physically, my mind still remains pretty much on course. This is the time to relive, to dream once again (never give up on your dreams) of what was, what is, and what might be.

As I assembled my memories and put them on paper, I relived each one and reflected often on the phrases and quotes that ring so true. There are an abundance of happy times and even a few tears, but I wouldn’t change any of it. The lessons I’ve learned that I pass on and the people I’ve met along the way are the true meaning of life to me. I am forever grateful.


LESSON ONE

The Way I Remember It

Since I could walk, the longest time I’ve ever been without a horse of some kind was about three days. This occurred when I had to sell my horse in order to buy my first car. Not wasting any time, I went to the next auction, did some wheeling and dealing, and came home with a horse, which I traded a couple of days later for one that I really wanted. Even when I was serving my time in the U.S. Navy, I always had a good horse somewhere to ride.

When I was little, I didn’t know anyone who didn’t have a horse. A native Californian raised in Burbank, California, the horse capital of the western United States, I thought everyone had horses. Burbank was the hub of the horse business; every lot was occupied by one house and a two- or three-stall barn or corral. One section known as the “river bottom,” along Riverside Drive, was the home to great horsemen. On one end of the mile-long row of stables was the Hitching Post Saloon, once owned by actor Hoot Gibson, a home away from home to actors and stuntmen. On the opposite end was the Amble Inn, owned by rodeo greats Jerry Ambler and Wag Blessing. This area was my playground, and virtually every great horseman of that era, whether Hollywood actor or professional, put in some time there.

Even today, amidst the sprawling metropolis of Los Angeles, Burbank has remained virtually intact. The Los Angeles Equestrian Center occupies most of the old stable locations, including my father’s and grandfather’s. The center has become a drawing card for the many Hollywood personalities who embrace the show world of horses, and Riverside Drive is still a place where you buy a house because of the stable in the backyard. I remember riding across the swinging bridge spanning the Los Angeles River into the vast trail system of Griffith Park when I was about five; it is still used daily for trail rides. Though not as busy as it once was, the Pickwick Coffee Shop remains open, offering the echoes of trainers, shoers, movie extras, and rodeo greats. A few lease and boarding stables and tack shops remain next to the center, along with condos that are also equipped to take care of your horse.

My father and grandfather were both horse trainers, and I had envisioned myself carrying on in their footsteps. Of course, my mother had other ambitions for my career, but I was also a little headstrong. She once told me, “Son, you’ll either be president or a janitor … I only hope it isn’t the latter.” I, of course, knew she was comparing horse training to a janitor type of existence, but I paid little heed to her words and persevered in my love of horses. With an angel on each shoulder, I seem to have moved through life and its plateaus with a new adventure at every turn. Even when faced with adversity, another door would miraculously spring open for me, even though at the time I thought my life was over.

Having grown up in the arena, surrounded by shows and chaos, it took many years to start to appreciate a more relaxed life that wasn’t governed by a time schedule. My twilight years have allowed me the freedom to take the time to trace the steps of the Indians and study how they lived and traveled. I’ve discovered a great interest in the large ranches that use horses in their daily operations; they made this country what it is. Having grown up where movie sets were the norm, I’m learning the real stories behind covered wagons, chuck wagons, and roping your horse from the remuda—true-to-life cowboying up. What I always thought were ponds (no matter the size) have instead become troughs, tanks, or lakes (in Texas, that is). I’ve formed a new appreciation for forgotten sayings like “As long as the grass grows and the wind blows.” As I look back, I’ve seen many changes take place in the horse industry throughout my career. I’ve survived over three-quarters of a century and played cowboy all my life. I don’t feel like I’ve ever worked a day.


LESSON TWO

The Arena Was My Home

Throughout my life and career, the arena has been the marketplace, where you show your wares and demonstrate your talents and abilities. When I was young, the arena might have consisted of only an empty lot with a rope for boundaries. As the years went by, the arena became more sophisticated; today many are like stadiums. But it is still the marketplace. We had match races, bush tracks, and modern racetracks, but the arena was more personal to the spectators, and it has always been the source of business and its rewards.

During my life, I think I spent more time in an arena than anywhere else. It can be used literally or abstractly and has always been a place to judge or be judged. My personality came to the fore one time when I was showing in a jumping class at the Cow Palace. It was a five-foot-high class, which consisted of four single-rail fences that you jumped over twice. In those days rubs against the rails counted, along with knock-downs and refusals: one fault for a front touch and one half fault for a hind rub. I was clean up to the last fence. As my horse left the ground, he jumped off to the left by the arena wall, where a lady was hanging over the rail to get a good look. At the peak of the fence, she and I were nose to nose, so close I could have kissed her. She screamed and fell back into her box seat as my horse gave an extra thrust to clear the obstacle. I was hanging off the horse’s side but made it through the finish line before I fell off. It was the only clean round, and I bowed to the deafening applause, blew the lady a kiss, and remounted to accept the trophy.

When judging, it was important to stand in a corner where I could see most of the arena. This all became apparent with experience. Whether a class was held in a large, small, or peculiarly shaped arena, indoors or outside, played a part in how easy I could make the class, or how difficult. Even now when I’m outside of the arena I analyze my surroundings: a room, a building, the ocean, or a rushing stream—reading them all is just like reading the arena. We are aware of our surroundings every day, driving on the freeway or riding in a crowded elevator—not only of the physical layout or structure but of those sharing the space. Most accidents occur when you’re not paying attention.

When judging, you must expect the unexpected and not rush to a judicial decision. I was judging a championship show in São Paulo, Brazil (my first trip to South America). The show was held in a large stadium used for soccer, track and field, and several other sports. This particular class was a pleasure-driving class with ten horses—nine Brazilian competitors and one American horse that had been brought in just for the occasion. The class was held on a half-mile oval track encompassing the arena, made up of some mixture of cinder and dirt material.

I had the class trot, extend the trot, walk—all the required gaits. As I was busily keeping my notes and sorting out the class, my ringmaster, also my chaperone and translator, kept hovering over my shoulder. Suddenly he said, “Oh, no, no!” Usually I never say a word to the ringmaster; in fact I never let them get that close. “What?” I questioned. On my list from the first direction around the arena, I had the American horse on top, followed by the nine Brazilians. The ringmaster told me the last judge from America had placed an American first and the crowd went wild, jumping the fence and beating up on the judge. “He’s by far the best horse,” I replied, and I then told him to reverse the class to travel clockwise. With the ringmaster trying to save my life and me trying not to be intimidated by the thought of being beaten up by a mob, I kept my cool.

It was getting late afternoon, and shadows were forming right in front of the standing-room-only grandstand full of Brazilian spectators. As the horses were making their passes, a light standard cast a shadow across the track. As the American horse approached, he spooked, leapt over the shadow, broke his gait, and ran off, jerking the buggy to pieces. I simply crossed out his number and silently said, “Thank you, Lord. I’ll take it from here.”
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