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Important Note 
From the Publisher

Autism is a general term used to describe a group of developmental disorders, often referred to as autism spectrum disorders (ASD). % Symptoms typically appear in the first three years of life, and include restricted and repetitive patterns of behavior that affect an individual’s ability to communicate and interact with others. It is estimated that autism affects one in every 110 births in the United States (one in 70 boys), and statistics show that the prevalence rate is significantly increasing annually.

Perhaps one of the most tragic aspects of this group of disorders is that those affected often withdraw from social engagement—they may fail to speak, respond, or make eye contact, while avoiding physical touch. It can seem as if the autistic individual is unable to “open up” to other people, or to his own emotions and feelings. This not only lays a challenging road before the person “on the autism spectrum,” it causes frustration, despair, and longing on the part of parents, relatives, and friends who desperately seek reciprocation of the love and affection they cannot help but feel for the autistic child in their life.

Claudine Pelletier-Milet feels that an autistic person is someone who is, in many ways, “in the dark” and just longing to “light up.” Over the last 15 years she has worked at her horseback riding stable in France, outside the mainstream debate about autism and its causes, creating a magical world in which her horses and ponies help her autistic students (her “magnificent horsemen,” as she calls them) develop on their own time in a joyful and relaxed atmosphere.

When we read how Pelletier-Milet’s horses open doors to the autistic individual, inviting him into the vast world that surrounds him to discover new sensations and learn to control his emotions and fears, we thought sharing her stories—originally published in the French language and with a French audience in mind—worth translating. We acknowledge that the French school of thought and related research pertaining to ASD differs in depth, perception, and terminology from that in the United States and other parts of the world. We are thankful that the United States is a world leader in advancement of ASD theory and treatment. It is even with these differences in mind that we feel Pelletier-Milet’s personal experiences with autistic children, and the transformation she has witnessed time and again in the saddle, remain a universal source of inspiration and hope, and one that should be shared, regardless of native land or language.



Introduction to 
Claudine Pelletier-Milet
 and her work

By Catherine Mathelin-Vanier

Some of you may already know about Claudine Pelletier-Milet and the equestrian center and “pony club” she runs outside of Paris, France. In 2004, Claudine’s book Un Poney Pour Être Grand (A pony to help growing up) described the work she does with babies on horseback. I’ve witnessed her “baby riders” as she calls them, and it was this that captured my interest and rooted my fascination with Claudine’s techniques.

While watching these little children, some of whom were barely eighteen months old, it immediately struck me that Claudine’s was no ordinary riding method. She had made her time and her ponies available to these children to help them discover a new world in which they could begin to acquire independence and a desire to communicate. Here was a technique that was helping these children not only become riders, but even more importantly, grow up.

When I took my own children to Claudine’s pony club—and later on, my grandchildren—I formed a friendship with her that has grown stronger over time. Since I already had thirty years of experience of psychoanalysis in the field of young children, often those who were in some way hindered in their development, her work was of special interest to me. Our conversations covered many of the possible developments in bringing about change in the life of very young children through riding. Her “baby riders’” growing equestrian skills were apparent to all, but the evident change in their nature—the growing confidence, the newfound calm of the hyperactive, and the increased animation in those that were withdrawn—was also soon apparent.

Claudine is also trained in the field of special needs education, and she soon noticed that her methods had similarly good results when applied to children identified as “autistic” who were sent to her by care facilities and educational groups. She agreed to enroll these children in her courses: to her, every child shares the common trait of being unique, and each has different characteristics and must cope with different problems. It was clear to her that any child, whether autistic or not, could benefit from contact with her ponies.

As you read this book you will see that Claudine is not trying to make every child the same, nor is she trying to make those on the autism spectrum somehow “normal.” She is simply helping each child discover the person he or she is, opening doors into our world by breaking the locks that keep them shut. She is helping autistic children discover feelings and emotions—while learning to control them—feelings that are often limited to fears, and which can prevent those with autism spectrum disorders (ASD) from moving forward.

Claudine never makes judgments in advance, whatever the diagnosis of the child that has been sent to her. She is guided by the conviction that all children are the same in these ways: they want to live and they want to be able to make contact with other people. She assumes that children on the autism spectrum share the desire, although it is stifled, to open themselves to the world. If a child cannot communicate, he will struggle to find the courage to open himself up to another person.

The success of Claudine’s work with children and their parents has spurred her to investigate the reasons her methods might work, and this book, Riding on the Autism Spectrum, is the result of her research. She addresses the subject while providing anecdotal evidence of how equine-assisted activities and therapies (EAAT) can provide a bridge to communication. She is not presenting a “perfect” answer to the problems of autism: there probably is none.

There is so far no proof that autism is purely a genetic condition or a problem of the psyche. Autism is generally described as a combination of symptoms that hold back the child’s development and thereby cut him off from the outside world. This is usually accompanied by behavioral and linguistic problems, sometimes resulting in the child being unable to speak at all. It is not considered an illness as much as it is now thought of as a “learning disability”—we do not talk about curing autistic children, but reeducating them.

Claudine’s methods are based on the principle of respect, and the belief in the power of the spoken word. She tunes in to the autistic child at the stage at which she finds him and always speaks her mind, though without ever humiliating him. She helps the child to steer a course through the difficulties of life and to graduate to the next stage of his development. This does not mean that difficulties are avoided; quite the opposite, it is in overcoming them or learning to negotiate them that progress is made. Challenges are accepted and described with words, but the child is never forced to deal with them—her way is fluid and flexible, and this is reflected in how she does not mandate rigid riding techniques, either for the rider or the pony or horse.

Claudine always maintains that it is the autistic child who teaches her, not the other way round. She learns to read what the needs are of each child, then she works out her approach. Watching her at work, it is as if all her senses are concentrated on picking up the smallest signals, and then regulating her own behavior to accommodate them. She wants the child to feel that he is understood. She wants to be part of his relationship with his pony and with other people.

Claudine is highly intuitive and encourages the child to take the lead in their adventure together. For instance, when she starts working with an autistic child and he avoids eye contact, so she also avoids looking directly at him while she is speaking. When the child dislikes approaching the pony because he fears contact (when the warmth and the softness of the pony’s coat frightens him), she gets around the problem by putting the child directly onto the saddle and immediately moving the pony off at a walk. As you’ll read in the pages ahead, the pony’s movement has a tranquilizing and comforting effect. It often requires only one or two visits to the pony club before the child has acquired an excellent seat at the walk and lets it be known how happy he is to be riding: he loses himself in the rhythmical pace of the pony and the pleasant horsey smells.

Claudine places great emphasis on the importance of these qualities: as the autistic child learns to master his sense of balance, he also learns to carry himself properly even when undergoing new experiences. She tries to instill in the child a feeling of independence and the ability to distinguish between one thing or one person and another, to accept that things and people are different. This is a difficult step for people with autism: they find it traumatic separating their own existence and that of people outside them, including the pony or horse.

Claudine has established in her work with her “baby riders” that the pony very soon becomes another living being to learn about. Even if to start with, a child thinks he is a little centaur (a combined “pony-person”), he soon learns to accept that the pony has a mind of its own and that the pony’s will is only controlled by the ability of the rider; that certain movements allow the rider to persuade the pony to walk, trot, or stop. Though they do things together, the pony is clearly a separate entity. But thanks to the pony, the child can experience a feeling of greater strength and detach himself from his parents even when they are present. He understands what it is to be separated from his parents and yet not feel alone because the pony is there to support him. To enjoy this feeling of independence, the child has to learn to control his mount, and in so doing, he agrees to take a step in the educational process and accept its constraints.

Claudine’s work with autistic children does, of course, take a different form to that of her work with babies, despite the similarity of the methods. Each stage in her work has to be met with huge sensitivity because autistic people feel that their very survival depends on the construction of barriers that will protect them against the world around them. Highly sensitive, they cut off all communication from the outside and provide auto stimulation in the form of repetitive, stereotypical actions that have the effect of shutting them in to an even greater degree. They avoid any form of physical contact or eye contact or even the presence of another person. There are those so paralyzed by their fear of others that it is as if they have immured themselves in a dungeon where all the openings are bolted shut. They refuse entry to everyone. They cut themselves off from any possibility of discovery or improvement in their life.

The fear and panic of these all-too-sensitive children, often of superior intelligence, is something that Claudine knows and is prepared to address. Step by small step, she persuades them to lower the drawbridge and let her enter their chaotic and terrifying castle. As the partnership takes root and they begin to have confidence in her, they allow themselves to risk embarking on a voyage to discover the world around them.

The autistic child has no sense of “being.” Unable to imagine that he has a life of his own, he studiously avoids acknowledging signs of anyone else’s. He seems not to be aware of feelings or interests of others. It is into this apparently “closed world” that the pony steps. At first the child clings to his rituals and the determination not to allow any change in his environment. He hides as far away as he can get: the further away are the comings and goings of ponies and people, the safer he feels. But it is difficult not to notice what is happening in the confined space of the riding school, even at a distance. At any moment his eyes can settle on other ponies, other children, and colorful objects like inflated balls, cones, and toy ducks (for example)—and these can either be in his hands or kept at a distance.

The pony, moving from place to place encourages these feelings. An autistic child will identify with the toy in his hand so that when it is removed, it feels as if he has lost his own identity. However, on the back of a pony, the rhythmical movement helps the child keep hold of the “feeling of existence” even though the objects approach and go away.

Within hearing distance of the child, Claudine speaks with spontaneity and intuition. She tries to understand what he is saying even when he is silent or having a tantrum. “The day I understood that an autistic child’s scream is a cry for help was the day I saw that they are no different from young babies,” Claudine explained to me. Indeed, is not all aspects of child-rearing based on this concept? A cry of displeasure provokes a response in someone nearby, perhaps to provide a bottle, a change of diaper, the comfort of physical contact, or the soon-to-be-familiar words: “You’re hungry,” or “You’re cold, my darling.” Very soon the baby learns that his cry, which seemed at first to have no meaning, evokes a response in those around him. The baby begins to understand that he exists for someone else, and they for him. The world begins to make sense.

Watching Claudine at work is to see that very early on she restarts the lines of communication that have been cut. She begins to speak and to give some sense to what the child is feeling. What’s true for the child is true for the parents. Badly treated for far too long, sometimes blamed by childcare professionals, the parents of children on the autism spectrum have often suffered indescribable pain. Claudine listens to the parents; she gives them support, and allows them to see their child with different eyes. She enters the riding ring bursting with energy, vitality, and the joy of life. Because she believes that the children really want to communicate, it’s not long before they do. The parents can hardly believe the progress their children are making, and in a short space of time, they are able to accept the distance that the ponies produce between them and their child. Claudine is there to help the parents as much as the children.

Claudine knows the power of words spoken honestly from the heart. She has seen their effect on the children; it is from the children and their parents that she learns what to do, just as she has learned from her own experiences. She says, “I’m giving voice to words that describe both my own thoughts and those that my autistic riders ‘send’ me.” In fact her teaching method with the children is no different from that which she uses with her horses and ponies. “I’ve learned to communicate with my horses and they make an effort to accept my instruction,” she explains. “I educate them as they have educated me by sending me signals that I understand. It’s from this reciprocal trust that my method with my little riders has evolved.”

Claudine refuses to train her horses, as she refuses to train the children, in any systematic manner. Instead she relies on a state of mutual confidence and her ability to communicate with them. It is quite remarkable to watch the pleasure the ponies show while taking part in the riding lessons. When she explains to a pony that, “Paul is very small and a little bit fearful. I want you to look after him and help him to be strong when he’s with you,” it seems to an outsider that the pony takes pride in “playing the game.”

As it happens, Claudine has been the midwife for most of her ponies as well as caring for them and bringing them up. When they are turned out loose they will come to her as soon as they hear their name called: they are happy to obey her and to do their part. Everything unfolds as if Claudine is the “mother pony” of the herd. One day after I had been watching a riding session, a three-year-old boy asked me, “Do you think Claudine is the pony’s Mommy?” Before I could answer, he added “I think she is a ‘ponylady.’” Is it perhaps this in-between state, not altogether pony or human, that allows her to get so close to the autistic children and conquer their fear?

When you finally put this book down, having finished it, you will never again write off children whom society has labeled “autistic” or “handicapped.” They will become for you, as they are for her, “magnificent riders,” intelligent and sensitive, waiting for us to put them in the saddle and set out alongside them on the great adventure of life.

Catherine Mathelin-Vanier

Psychoanalyst specializing in young children



Author’s Note


Autism and Its Causes

Autism is a general term used to describe a group of developmental disorders, often referred to as the “autism spectrum” or “autism Lspectrum disorders” (ASD). It is estimated that one in every 110 babies born in the United States (one in 70 boys) are “on” the autism spectrum, and statistics show that the prevalence rate is significantly increasing annually. As prevalence rates increase, ASD already affects tens of millions of children and adults worldwide.

In the mysterious world of autism, writers have advanced different theories as to its causes. Here I shall give a brief description of some of them.

According to Catherine Mathelin-Vanier, it was Eugen Bleuler, a Swiss psychiatrist notable for his contributions to the understanding of mental illness and for coining the term schizophrenia., who also introduced the word autism in 1911 to describe the difficulties experienced by schizophrenic adults in trying to communicate. Subsequently, writers used the word “autism” to describe schizophrenic symptoms in children, but it was still not employed to describe an “illness” in its own right. It was only in 1942 that Leo Kanner, a Ukrainian child psychiatrist, took this step and called it “early developing child autism,” a separate and identifiable condition—not to be confused with child psychosis.

In 1944, Hans Asperger, an Austrian pediatrician, identified another form of autism characterized by problems with socializing, performing repetitive activity, and very specific and unusual intellectual abilities. The children he described were not backward in language abilities. This subsection is now known as Asperger’s Syndrome. Before 1980, there were few cases of Asperger’s identified but since then, perhaps more due to diagnosis than proliferation of the condition, there has been a marked growth of them. Children that are now diagnosed as autistic were once recorded as suffering from infantile psychosis.

Françoise Livoir-Petersen, a child psychiatrist in Montpellier, France, speaks about autism in a book La Bébés à Risque Autistique (Babies at risk of being autistic) as being a condition that is not an illness, but one that usually shows itself in the third year of the baby’s life. She explains that there is still very little definite understanding of the causes and that often the symptoms, when they emerge, are misunderstood. There are still few studies of the characteristic behavior patterns that develop during the first two years, but it is clear that there is no great consistency in them. She goes on to say that when autistic behavior emerges, it often produces difficulties in the child’s family—and everyone else around him—that go from bad to worse in a spiral of incomprehension.

Françoise Dolto, a French doctor and psychoanalyst famous for her research on babies and childhood and author of many books, speaks about the lack of connection between the mental and physical aspects of an autistic child that results in the child having no sense of his own body and therefore of himself. Frances Tustin, author of the classic book, Autistic States in Children and many others, adds that an autistic child is the subject of premature birth in regard to his mental condition. With his undeveloped psyche, the child cannot catch up because he cannot begin to cope with what he perceives as the terrifying outer world. Donald Meltzer, psychoanalyst and author of many books including Explorations in Autism: A Psychoanalytic Study, explains that there is, in essence, a complete stop in the mental development of the child, whose unconscious aim is to protect himself from these terrors. Nicolas de Lahaye, a clinical psychologist, describes this cutting-off as an action that the child hopes will protect his life even though there is no further interconnection between body and mind.

We see the autistic child being unable to establish any kind of relationship or to experience sensations. As a result, he turns in on himself, has enormous difficulty in expressing his wants, and substitutes for normal behavior strange bodily gestures and tirelessly repeated actions. He can only bear completely stable environments and cannot endure change.

Throughout this book I have briefly quoted various writers: psychoanalysts, psychiatrists, psychologists, pediatricians, and other experts on autism—some of the same as those I’ve named on the previous pages. Their referenced work is listed in the Selected Bibliography on p. 179.



Preface


Thirty years of experience with horses in the field of equine-assisted therapy underpin this book. Every week I am sent children, adolescents, and adults to work with; in addition, I come to know the specialized organizations that send them to me, as well as the parents and families and friends. We are all part of the same team, with the same objective—to help the child, the teenager, the adult. In the process, we all learn from each other. It is a fruitful exchange.

I always take into account the parents’ struggle—they frequently battle feelings of helplessness when faced with oversensitive and often highly intelligent little beings who find themselves unable to arrange their “building blocks.” Like the parents, I have no firm answers, but there is something that invites me to engage in the process of reconstruction. A coherent approach by all parties concerned is essential, for then the results are extremely rewarding, as I shall demonstrate in this book.

I have received invaluable help from my friends, Catherine Mathelin-Vanier, psychoanalyst, and Nicolas de Lahaye, clinical psychologist, who say that I am able to identify with autistic people to the point that I am “at their level.” I feel that the treatment of autism spectrum disorders (ASD) assumes a gulf between the person treating and the person treated. I try to eliminate that gulf and to accept that the autistic child, adolescent, or adult teaches me rather than the other way about. I agree with D.W. Winnicott—an English author, pediatrician, and psychoanalyst who was especially influential in the field of object relations theory—who says that my role is to be like a musician who does not forget his musical theory but puts it aside when he is playing.

The horse is an intermediary: it neither speaks nor passes judgment, nor does it make demands

I work even longer with my “equine students” than with my “human students.” A horse is not an intrusive creature. It does not speak to you or judge you; it makes no demands. Whether because of this or despite it, the horse helps to establish connections that for unknown reasons have never been forged in people with autism. It allows “the process of rebuilding” to get underway.

You cannot judge a horse’s behavior by the standards we use for humans, so in order to understand horses I have to work with them. They help me to distance myself from human reasoning. The horse is a force of nature; it is straightforward, honest, and coherent whereas a human is complex, mired in standards that he is trying to live up to, always frightened of losing control, always trying to understand and seeking reassurance, and too far removed from the problems of autism to identify with them.

If someone cannot meet my gaze, I don’t look at him

The autistic child tries to protect himself from a terrifying world around him. As writes my friend Catherine Mathelin-Vanier, “He has no desire to contact this world and is blind to its approaches.”

When working with children on the autism spectrum, we must not set out with the intent to understand everything they are going through or attempt to bring “the situation” under control. When I begin working with a child I try not to understand but to empathize. I don’t ask questions. I just place the child in the saddle and set off at a gentle walk: the motion has a soothing effect. If he does not want to meet my eyes I don’t insist. My first aim is to engender confidence.

An autistic child cuts himself off from all sensory perceptions, but the pony provides a medium through which he can discover—or rediscover—rocking, bodily contact, rhythm, as well as smells, and soon afterward, sights and sounds. When a child is born he knows nothing of the world about him but soon begins to pick up signals that build his understanding; the autistic child needs constant and continuing help to do this, but it is vitally important not to have a fixed “plan of attack.” What seems to be the same behavior in two children with ASD can require a quite different approach. In spite of this difficulty, we can make real progress, as this book will, I trust, demonstrate.

Autistic children are inclined to talk and behave like automatons. They speak but there is no effort to communicate. It is vitally important not to be dragged into their world in which repetition replaces thought. I accept a state of noncomprehension, but I am on the lookout for the smallest signs of sense. I sometimes risk thinking that I understand, but I am always waiting for the children to take the lead and teach me. I try to encourage them to put their emotions into words; to be aware of pleasant sensations; to learn that some behavior patterns produce pleasant reactions from people and others produce disagreeable ones; and to be able to experience love and pleasure in human interaction.

I protect and hold the autistic person as I do my horses and ponies

My approach to autistic children is the same as my approach to horses. I soak up all the information I can without trying to organize or make sense of it.

I have witnessed so many cases of the calming effect a pony can have! For example, each year on the thirteenth of July we have a fête at the pony club. One year it began to pour with rain as we began. The guests and spectators all crowded into one-third of the main indoor riding arena, leaving the other two-thirds for the ponies and horses. The musicians perched on straw bales that line the upper level of the barn.

Faced with this apparent chaos, Steven, a five-year-old autistic child (I tell more of his story throughout this book, and in detail beginning on p. 143) started to scream. I quickly popped him in a saddle and immediately he calmed down and relaxed. This lack of organization in our surroundings also disturbed the ponies, so I caressed them and spoke to them.

I work by gentle persuasion and intuition with my horses and ponies. It comes naturally to me because I was brought up in the country and my parents were close to the land. I have always had the easiest and most natural communication with them. Similarly, horses communicate with me—the children call me “Madame Pony, the horse that speaks.”

It is a big step to persuade an autistic child that a human being can also speak to him. Consider Elliot, only two-and-a-half years-old when I first met him with his mother and grandmother. One day in the riding ring with the ponies all round him, he sat down in the sand and let it run between his fingers. As a safety measure I sat down beside him and played with the sand, too. I found myself taking real pleasure in the game: it stirred a distant memory and I laughed out loud. Elliot looked up and I saw that quite unexpectedly I had established contact with him.

At first, Elliot let out cries of fear every time he discovered something new, but after a while, he relaxed and even smiled at me, as did his mother and grandmother. I was able to empathize with his fears and take them on myself, as I do with the horses.

Empathy brings me close so I am no longer a stranger

I was able to build a relationship with Elliot because I awoke something profound and strange in my own psyche; it had the effect of producing common ground between us that I felt I needed to explore. It is the same with other autistic individuals—I enter another landscape with unfamiliar trees, an older one that helps me to identify with the dark woods where the autistic person is wandering.

When I was younger I had an accident that left me in a life-threatening coma. I struggled to come out of it, and I think it may have been this experience that gave me an acute awareness of a concept of “nothingness” and separation from the normal world. I make this “other place” available to the autistic child: he can deposit his anxieties there and forget about his determination to have no contact with the outside world. It is the same thing with horses and ponies.

In this way, the child accepts all new sensations of smell, touch, sound, movement, and behavior patterns that soon become familiar and are never threatening. From these he graduates to allowing himself contact with his environment, and this in turn becomes less threatening with growing familiarity. Fears are put on a back burner; the pony, the child, and I begin to move forward together in a pleasurable way that will give birth to feelings and emotions.

Human communication is highly complex, but language, which is usually considered central to the process, often produces misunderstanding. On the other hand, messages sent without words, a form of communication that my little riders have taught me, are clear, truthful and do not lead to confusion. They are spontaneous and the child’s seal is on the envelope.

By learning to interpret their nonverbal communication, I understand how each child has built a protective shell around him. Of course tenderness and vulnerability lies behind this shell, but children positively vibrate with excitement when they begin to experience emotions and sensations. They let me understand how afraid they are to abandon their protective shell, how they fear they are going to drown, how they cannot bring themselves to look people in the eye. Little by little I persuade them that they have to learn to do these things in order to climb out of their state of nothingness and to leave the dark woods.


Repetitive actions and self-mutilation cease once on horseback


Until they work with the ponies, many autistic children have sought refuge in repetitive, stereotypical behavior patterns, sometimes involving self-mutilation, which take the place of emotions. These have been like a second skin. Into this vacuum steps the pony. All at once there is contact with something that is nonthreatening, something that moves in a way that reminds the child of being carried by, or more likely inside, his mother. On horseback the repetitive behavior patterns cease; the self-harming stops. The child is anchored in the saddle without feeling trapped, and a new road opens out before him. Professor Hubert Montagner, the director of the psycho-physiology laboratory in Besançon, France, and author of several books, is right when he says that animals, such as cats and horses, allow the autistic child to unlock the doors of his world and step outside.

A horse, with its comforting motion, also absorbs the primitive fears of an autistic child, and in my training of the ponies, I encourage this awareness. Gilles Deleuze, a noted French philosopher, has written about this ability to identify with animals—my ponies and I are going to carry the child until he tells me how he wants to emerge from his prison and enter the real world.

The rocking motion of the pony as it carries the child along also has the most remarkable and beneficial effect on body posture, which automatically improves, and we can suddenly work toward the correct positioning of the body’s axis (see p. 6). From then on, with the help of lots of different objects, the child begins to make sense of what he sees around him; he soon adds the awareness of shapes, textures, and sounds.

Next comes anticipation of what is about to happen: he discovers the concept of space, emotions shared with others, and the birth of thinking for himself. Pointing the finger and sharing thoughts are the first steps toward establishing a relationship with someone else, and these are followed by games of pretence and imagination.

Autistic children find it so difficult to speak, and this seems to be associated with breathing freely. Breathing out in a relaxed way is the opposite of holding everything inside oneself. Breathing is also part and parcel of speaking. Words are preceded by the act of breathing out. Here again the horse helps make the connection through his “speaking” (neighing) and his own breathing. The autistic person notices these sounds, and it is not long before words begin to appear, but only when the moment is right.

The very youngest children call me “Madame Pony,” and it is because of this identification that the line of communication established with the ponies can move on to human communication—that is, with me. As soon as this individual contact is made, I place the child in a group where interaction with several others can occur.

My method is very much based on the child developing an image of his own body and then distinguishing what is taking place inside from that taking place outside. Sometimes it can take a year, or even two, before fears are driven back in order to allow the child to move forward, and through all these months it is the horse that comes to the rescue, providing a continuity of confidence. It takes humility to accept the fact that a horse can play the role of mediator in this process, that it can achieve things that we cannot without its help.

My work with autistic children has been greatly helped by my experience with what I call my “baby riders” (see p. 28). I use the same approach with both groups, but when I began to work with autistic children, I first read everything I could find on autism spectrum disorders and then compared the information with my own findings as I went along. I would describe the process as a continuous dialogue between horse and rider, between mind and body.

I have to show great discretion in how close to the autistic children I allow myself to get; when necessary, I have to allow them to attach themselves physically to me, but I must know the moment when I can withdraw a little, never forgetting that the end I desire is for them to be independent of me and to “stand on their own feet,” mentally and emotionally. In the course of my contact with them, I encircle them physically and mentally. I allow myself to get so close to their state of mind that I feel it becomes part of me.

I have written this book to pass on the lessons that these children have taught me. I feel that many of the methods commonly used to treat autistic children bring them unnecessary distress, so therefore I have made a record of my work with autistic children, “baby riders,” and my horses, as well as my thoughts, my research, and my dreams, so that perhaps we can all learn from it.

My approach is to put myself first and foremost in the shoes of the individual child I am dealing with. I “become” the autistic child if that is what helps him.

Claudine Pelletier-Milet



Part One
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Chapter 1


My Departure Point

“Children can be taught little by little to accept the comforting effect of touch. All children need this and especially autistic children.”
—Temple Grandin, Professor of Animal Science and Author of The Way I See It: A Personal Look at Autism and Asperger’s

My theory about the autistic child, as a result of my work with very young riders, is based on the idea that, at some point, all development stopped as though at a particularly fragile moment, the mechanism closed down. Parents of autistic children tell me that even as early as three months they are aware of their child experiencing certain difficulties, like meeting their eyes or smiling. From eight or nine months old there are strange cries and withdrawal symptoms. Then at eighteen months, all interaction ceases. It seems as if the poor child is dragged inexorably down into a hellish world in which stereotypical, repeated movements and the need to avoid any change provides some sort of protection against the outer world. A world where change is part of daily life, and in which a child learns to recognize the difference between reality and imagination—between others and him.
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