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INTRODUCTION

If it were possible to capture the essence of the horse in one comprehensive sentence, what would it say? I’m not talking about the beauty or elegance of the animal, for many poets have captured his physical attributes in fine lines of poetry.

What I’m talking about is the abstract, unseen power that draws us to him, the hidden heart and soul of an animal that longs to connect with humankind, an animal that throughout the centuries has suffered at our hands, yet time and again has mercifully forgiven and saved us. Is it possible to sum up that essence in one short sentence?

Perhaps the best description on the power of the horse I’ve come across is in the poem “Equus Caballus,” written by Joel Nelson. This poem gives credence to the horse, who gave us not only mobility and utility, but also the ability to conquer nations and thrive as civilizations. It captures the heroism of this humble yet powerful animal and his willingness to look past our abuses, mistakes, and shortcomings and love us unconditionally.

Here are the words to that powerful poem:


Equus Caballus


I have run on middle fingernail through Eolithic morning. 
I have thundered down the coach road with the Revolution’s warning. 
I have carried countless errant knights who never found the grail. 
I have strained before the caissons, I have moved the nation’s mail.

I’ve made knights of lowly tribesmen and kings from ranks of peons. 
I have given pride and arrogance to riding men for eons. 
I have grazed among the lodges and the tepees and the yurts. 
I have felt the sting of driving whips, lashes, spurs and quirts. 
I am roguish—I am flighty—I am inbred—I am lowly. 
I’m a nightmare—I am wild—I am the horse. 
I am gallant and exalted—I am stately—I am noble. 
I’m impressive—I am grand—I am the horse. 
I have suffered gross indignities from users and from winners, 
I have felt the hand of kindness from the losers and the sinners. 
I have given for the cruel hand and given for the kind. 
Heaved a sigh at Appomattox when surrender had been signed. 
I can be as tough as hardened steel—as fragile as a flower. 
I know not my endurance and I know not my own power. 
I have died with heart exploded ’neath the cheering in the stands—
Calmly stood beneath the hanging noose of vigilante bands. 
I have traveled under conqueror and underneath the beaten. 
I have never chosen sides—I am the horse. 
The world is but a players’ stage—my roles have numbered many. 
Under blue or under gray—I am the horse. 
So I’ll run on middle fingernail until the curtain closes, 
And I will win your Triple Crowns and I will wear your roses. 
Toward you who took my freedom I’ve no malice or remorse. 
I’ll endure—This Is My Year—I am the Horse!

© Joel Nelson, All Rights Reserved. 2002



Joel, who lives in Alpine, Texas, is one of today’s most respected poets and reciters. His CD, The Breaker in the Pen, is the only cowboy poetry recording ever nominated for a Grammy Award.

Without a doubt, the horse continues to capture our attention and play a significant role in contemporary life. Those who have the honor of experiencing the power of the horse are often changed forever.

Every horse-human relationship is unique. Down through the centuries, millions of humans would attribute their very reason for living to their best horse friend. As Joel Nelson’s poem attests, the horse has given more to humankind than we can begin to comprehend. His gift to us includes companionship and sometimes even life itself.

The consensus among many horse lovers is that horses give them hope and a reason to get up in the morning. The more I talk to horse lovers, particularly those who have encountered difficult times in life, the more I hear this one line, this one commonality among them, that makes them so strongly bonded to their horse:

“My horse saved my life.”

Amazingly, the salvation for these horse lovers was often physical—and it sometimes happened more than once. But oftentimes the salvation came in a more abstract form.

“My horse saved me from suicide.”

“My horse gave me hope to go on when nothing else could.”

“My horse helped me recover from cancer; helped me recover emotionally from a divorce; helped me get me feet back on the ground.”

“My horse gave me a reason to keep on going.”

This book is about that one-line sentence that captures the essence of a regal, beautiful, and powerful animal that has the ability to reach deep into our souls and save us. This is about the horses that saved lives.

Many of the stories are of a physical nature—when danger or death was imminent—and it is only because a horse interceded that these storytellers are alive. Other stories capture that other plane of salvation—the emotional salvation that drove our storytellers back to sanity and a clear mind and keeps them functioning on a solid plane. The voices in this book range from a Vietnam veteran and persons with disabilities to show ring queens and everyday horse owners.





The horse has no favorites. He never takes sides. He just gives and gives unconditionally. Now step with me into the world of humble horses—those heroes who no more know their power than their ability to protect, heal, and give hope to the lost.







BOLD THE DREAM HORSE

Melissa Godin

The German philosopher Goethe wrote, 
“Whatever you can do, or dream you can, begin it! 
Boldness has genius, power, and magic in it.”


When I was a child I loved horses, but my mother never allowed me to ride because she was afraid I would get hurt. So instead I read horse books and eventually acquired quite a collection: Black Beauty, The Black Stallion, Misty of Chincoteague, and others.

My father was an avid fan of horseracing, and through him I became familiar with the greats. He remembered seeing Man of War run, as well as War Admiral, Whirlaway, Citation, and many others. Sometimes we would go out to the local racetrack, bring out the folding chairs, and watch the horses thunder around the clubhouse turn. He took great pride in my ability as an eight-year-old to recite the list of all the Kentucky Derby winners since its beginning in 1875.

That is the one wonderful memory I have of my father. But my childhood was very difficult because my parents fought often and hard; they eventually divorced when I was fifteen. My father passed on shortly thereafter. I couldn’t bring friends to the house because of the fighting, so books became my closest friends. When I was about eighteen years old, I had a job and did ride horses a few times; I also fell off a few times. I didn’t ride again for many, many years. I married and had a family, but I never lost my love for horses. Whether I was driving by a field, attending a horse show, or going to the county fair, I always looked at them longingly.


[image: e9781602397217_i0002.jpg]

Bold after returning from Cornell with his tracheotomy




In December 2000 I was diagnosed with a malignant melanoma in the lymph nodes. There was no primary site on the skin, and it was only discovered when one of the nodes swelled up to the size of a golf ball. The prognosis was dire: sixteen percent chance of survival with surgery and a year of chemotherapy. At the time I had two teenage daughters and had just gone back to school to get my bachelor’s degree in special education.

The year of chemo was brutal. There were times I felt great strength and promise and many times when I was in the depths of despair. At the six-month point, I remember telling my husband, Rick, that I just couldn’t go on any longer. I wanted to give up. I was in so much pain and at the end of my emotional rope.

But that was before I had the dream.

I fell asleep one night in the midst of physical and emotional turmoil. Perhaps it was the chemo that prompted the dream—perhaps not. I like to believe it was more of a vision. It was extremely vivid, with all of the sights, sounds, and bodily sensations associated with the waking world. As I fell into slumber, I was immersed in a horrendous rolling, boiling, sickly yellow light, and it felt as if a green shroud was descending on me. I couldn’t run. There was nowhere to go, and it felt as if I was cemented in place.

Suddenly out of this cloud a pure white horse materialized and came toward me and lay down in front of me. I walked toward the horse and lay down against his belly. All sensations of fear and pestilence evaporated, and I was filled with an overwhelming feeling of light, peace, and hope.

When I finally woke up, I felt like all was well. I knew I could go on. I can’t say that I was given the assurance that I would live, but I knew I was given the gift of healing.

After the cancer treatments ended, it seemed like a blessing and a curse. I began to feel better and regain my strength. I saw the world like Dorothy in The Wizard of Oz, like I had been living in Kansas and now, with the world bright and beautiful around me, I was in living in Oz. It was the spring of 2002, and I felt new life emerging in me.

The white horse from my vision was never far from my thoughts.

As any cancer survivor will tell you, there is always a malignant fear of “what if.” What if the cancer comes silently back? During that period of time, the book about Seabiscuit by Laura Hillenbrand came out. In the book a seemingly broken-down horse and a trainer, owner, and jockey—each carrying great sadness and disappointment—meet and bring Seabiscuit to the heights of racing glory in the 1930s, despite adversity and heartbreak. The first time I saw the movie in the theater, I was transfixed. I remember walking out of the theater, totally unable to speak because the emotion was so great. I went back to see the movie several times and felt the power of his story anew. The final lines in the movie inspired and strengthened me: The jockey says that everybody thinks they found a broken-down horse and fixed him, but in truth it was the horse that fixed them all.

So often we look to people for inspiration, hope, and strength. I found myself dwelling on all the stories my father had told me about the racing greats. They inspired me to finish my own race—whatever the odds. One thing that cancer teaches you is that we don’t have forever. All of those times we tell someone we’ll do something today or tomorrow are empty promises. We just don’t know.

During my emotional healing, I decided to return to my childhood dream of riding horses. But there was one major obstacle: I was deathly afraid to get on a horse and reluctant to even stand near one. Perhaps my mother taught me well, or I had watched too many movies, but three years passed before I could make myself do it. By then I was fifty-five, which made this endeavor seem even more ridiculous or foolhardy. Nonetheless, I found a trainer, and the “fun” began.

My trainer always said that my biggest obstacle was my fear and that she had never seen anyone so fearful who at the same time wanted something so badly. I kept on with my lessons and never did really graduate to the canter. My trainer kept referring to it as the C-word. I would make faltering attempts but never got more than halfway around the ring. And then the day came when I fell off and couldn’t ride for twelve weeks. But my love transcended my fear and I went back. One day, though, my trainer, exasperated with my attempts, said, “Perhaps you don’t have the courage to ride.” It broke my heart.
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In 2008, I became friends with a woman who boarded her horse at a nearby stable. She convinced me to ride with her and I agreed, not knowing how it would utterly change my life.

At the new stable I was introduced to the horse in my dream. He was a twenty-four-year-old pure white Appaloosa named Bold. We made an instant connection. He stood tall in his winter coat as I mounted him and did a walk-trot around the ring.
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The trainer knew my story and my failed efforts to canter, so she didn’t push me—she just suggested I try.

I don’t remember thinking anything, but I immediately shortened the reins, pressed with my legs, and off we went around a very tiny enclosed area. There was no protest, no waiting, and no “I can’t”—we just went.

The words don’t exist to explain why this occurred. The best I can say is that the feeling I had in my dream of the white horse was there when I mounted Bold.

The German philosopher Goethe wrote, “Whatever you can do, or dream you can, begin it! Boldness has genius, power, and magic in it.” In a matter of a few months, Bold and I had won five blue ribbons for dressage and walk-trot-canter classes. We even jumped rails. Bold would like to go three feet, but I’m only game for eighteen inches. Take him out of the show ring, and he’s always up for a trail ride. The best thing about him is his disposition; nothing riles him. Coming out of the show ring one day a cat and a dog came screaming down the pathway. Bold simply kicked out his back legs and didn’t bolt, but two horses a few feet away threw their riders. It seems ironic that the horse who has given me the gifts of courage, hope, and healing is named Bold.

In June 2008, Bold and I went into the show ring and won another blue ribbon. It was shortly after that the owners came to me and told me they were going to retire Bold. Momentarily I felt my world crash beneath my feet. That is, until they said, “We want you to have him.” When the owners gave him to me, they said it was because it was a match made in heaven; little did they know that I believe I met him long before I ever rode him.
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Melissa and Bold




Cancer gave me new life, and my horse has been my teacher. I have learned to live in the present moment, something every rider knows is a necessary element in horsemanship. I had lived my life continually looking to the past with regret and to the future with fear. Now I know that I have the power inherent in every moment to determine the course of my future and to not be adrift on the waters of chance.

Bold has taught me that every dream is possible given love, persistence, and determination. Those years I spent looking longingly at riders and their horses and the many pictures and figurines I have of white horses are now my reality. I have learned that passion is the impetus, the mover of our dreams. I have learned that we only need to take the first step and then continue to put our feet in front of us, taking measured steps, no matter how large or small, toward our goal. We have to know, not think, that our dream can become a reality.

I remember when people asked me why I didn’t have my own horse. I would answer that I did; he was out there, and when the time and circumstances were right we would be brought together. I liken it to a flower unfolding in its own time, as it is with a dream.

My horse has taught me to be joyful in all and through all. In the years since my illness, our family has gone through hardship and illness. At the present time we have two elderly parents under hospice care. I have learned that we may be surrounded by sadness or harmony, but if we can find the one thing that deeply fulfills us, that emanates from our soul, it will give light to our world. Joseph Campbell, noted scholar and mythologist, is famous for saying, “Follow your bliss. Find where it is, and don’t be afraid to follow it.” I found my bliss on my horse, in the barn, and out in the pasture.

Cancer can be seen as an enemy, a thief of all that we hold dear in life. I say that it can also be the bearer of great gifts. The poet Rumi wrote:


This being human is a guest house. 
Every morning a new arrival. 
A joy, a depression, a meanness, 
Some momentary awareness comes as an unexpected visitor. 
Welcome and entertain them all! 
Even if they’re a crowd of sorrows who violently sweep your house 
empty of its furniture. 
Still, treat each guest honorably. 
He may be clearing you out 
For some new delight.


I have been transformed. I have seen a dream made real. I have seen a sad past that no longer has any power over me. This is the new delight that came when cancer swept clean my house. I can say with certainty that I never would have attempted to ride had two white horses as teachers not come into my life. When my time on earth is complete, I will look back at Bold with love and gratitude for the way he saved my life.


Update

On December 7, 2008, Bold was out in the field while the farm managers were busy feeding the horses. All of a sudden he started to run wildly, flailing his head in obvious distress. All hands rushed to the field and saw that he had blood spurting out of his nose. They saw very quickly that Bold was not able to breathe, and it looked as though he had minutes to live. Upstate New York is rural and large-animal vets are few. There wasn’t time to contact any and have them arrive quickly.

But at that exact moment, the local vet came down the driveway on a social call. She immediately jumped into action. She found two washing machine tubes and put them into Bold’s nose and down into his lungs. His condition stabilized but was critical. Melissa arrived shortly after and found a pathetic horse: tired, muddy, and bloody. It seemed very likely that the only alternative was euthanasia.

Melissa asked the vet if Bold had a chance. She said yes. “I’m going to give him that chance then,” Melissa replied.

Cornell Equine Hospital was a three-and-a-half hour drive, and it was imperative that Bold be taken there as quickly as possible. Miracle number two comes into play. The vet had been working on her green card, and the paperwork had been going on for months. Two days before Bold’s emergency, she received word that everything was finalized, and she was able to practice veterinary medicine in the United States. This enabled her to call Cornell and put plans in place for his arrival. Although it was questionable as to whether or not Bold would survive that long drive, he was loaded into the van, and they began what would be a six-hour journey through a nor’easter.

“We drove through treacherous road conditions with whiteouts, cars off the road, traffic stopped on the other side, but, like the parting of the Red Sea, six hours later we arrived at Cornell,” said Melissa.

At Cornell, doctors performed a tracheotomy and found that Bold’s larynx was paralyzed. Doctors have not discovered the cause, despite every test in the book. Bold responded well to the tracheotomy. Before long he was eating, drinking, and flirting with a stablemate.

During this time, Melissa had another dream. Bold had the operation and she was in an unknown town walking the streets. Suddenly she somehow got word that Bold was racing that day.

“I rushed back and saw him in a river with other horses just as if he were racing on the track,” said Melissa. “Bold was struggling to keep his head above water. I remember hearing myself shouting, “No, no, no” and then I woke up.

Bold’s former owner, who had him from a yearling, had recently contacted Melissa and told her that one of the sires in his pedigree was Bold Ruler, the sire of Secretariat.

After eight weeks at Cornell, Bold the Wonder Horse came home. Melissa continues to believe in dreams.
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