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Foreword

In addition to traveling to help people and horses around the country, Mark and I spend a fair amount of time studying to keep growing in our own knowledge and understanding. Our studies are not limited to horses, but certainly everything we have been learning can be applied to our work with them. The book you now hold in your hands is the result of Mark’s many years of study in aikido, as well as current theories on animal behavior, brain anatomy and function, and many other topics.

For example, one of the things we have learned is that there is a theory about human brain function that states we actually have three brains, not just one. This theory states that nature doesn’t throw away something that already works, so each part of our brain evolved around the previous part. Our first brain, what many know as our “reptilian brain,” controls many of the bodily functions needed for survival: heart beat, breathing, etc. Our middle brain is very similar to the way many mammals’ brains function, and in humans makes up the area where one of the processes is emotion. The last and uppermost part of our brain to develop, the neocortex (sometimes also referred to as the cerebral cortex), has evolved to be one of the biggest and most complex among mammals.  Not only do we have three separate structures that are complexly connected, each brain has its own sense of time and space, its own way of seeing and remembering things, and its own way of processing incoming information.

What, you may be thinking, does this have to do with horses?

Although we spend most of our days using our higher brain functions for the tasks we perform, we also share many similarities with animals. We  desire comfort, both in body and spirit. We make friendships and lasting bonds to not only those of our own species but outside our species as well. We like learning new things, enjoy having fun, and will seek out new experiences for their novelty. Through reading about the latest research on brain function, what I have come to understand is that as humans, we spend a great deal of our time in our third brain, the neocortex. One of the things this area of the brain does is take in millions of bits of information each day, process it all, and then put it all  together in one big picture. There have been many studies done on how we think (you will read about “inattentional blindness” later on in this book) and what we see. We know that most people, most of the time, gather specific bits of information and process it into one big picture.

When we start looking at animals, however, they are almost opposite. Their brains are set up differently, and especially so in horses (or any prey animal). Horses, it turns out, are creatures of specificity. They see everything . Most horse owners can tell you about  a time their horse spooked suddenly (to the person) and for no apparent reason. Or how the first three times their horse got in the trailer without any problems, but the fourth time the horse refused. The way we see things, and the way our brains process what we see, makes it almost impossible for us to spot changes in detail that horses can’t help but see. I think the value in knowing this piece of information will greatly increase not only our understanding of horses but also our tolerance when they are alerted to something or, for some reason, act out of fear. It is about being able to step out of our own perspective and take what horses do far less personally. As I have often heard Mark say, horses aren’t doing anything to us, they are just being horses.

It is our almost blind grip on thinking about everything that sometimes causes us to lose track of the horse itself. Going back to how our brains are set up, it is easy to see how automatic it is for us to gather information, sort it out, see the big picture, and make a decision based upon that. We all do it, every day, and don’t really care how it happens, only that it does. To be realistic, this function is part of our species, and necessary not just for our survival but our growth as well. I think this is also why knowing a variety of techniques is important for a lot of horse people; we are using a part of our brains that we are really good at using, so there is a certain comfort in it. It is not as though technique is a bad thing, but what I am suggesting here is that it can be balanced with that part of ourselves that takes in information on a different level, the level horses live in. The part that we forget is that we don’t necessarily have to think so much, so much of  the time. I believe that one of the many reasons why we love being around horses—no matter what we have them for—is that they offer us an opportunity to experience something that is less about thinking and more about reconnecting with a wisdom that we don’t often tap into. I have heard many people say they feel more grounded, more calm when they are around their horses. Masters of connecting, horses will give whatever they can of themselves, doing things that they normally wouldn’t choose to do, because we ask.  Perhaps remembering this when we are around these beautiful animals will help create a place where we can understand one another a little better, and fight a little less.

Within these pages Mark shares with us not only these ideas mentioned above, but also how we can potentially find a more harmonious way of working and being with our horses.  He offers some unique and thought-provoking ideas on the nature of harmony, the rules of nature and the rules of man, and how nature has equipped all of us with not only the tools to survive but also many ways to grow. And how ultimately it is about honoring not only our place on this planet but every other creature as well.

All the best to you and your horses.

Crissi McDonald

Estes Park, CO

December 2010
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Chapter 1

 Aikido and Horsemanship

“Don’t challenge me,” my aikido instructor said as he pushed me across the mat. Both the statement and the push took me by surprise. We were in the middle of a two-day aikido seminar, and my instructor had just finished demonstrating to the class a training technique in which he threw and then pinned me face-first on the mat. After releasing me, he effortlessly slid to one side and stood up. I stood up too.

At the time, I felt as though I was in pretty good shape for someone my age, especially considering the fact that I had been as careless with my body over the years as I had. I was a nidan, second-degree black belt, and while still a long way from being able to do (or even understand) aikido with the effortlessness of the masters, I felt I could and had been holding my own during the seminar. Still, two four-hour days of aikido, which followed a full schedule of summer weeklong horsemanship clinics, had taken its toll on my already aching knees, shoulders, back, and elbows, and because of that, I thoughtlessly took the easiest path to get to my feet once released from the pin. Struggling, I had pushed myself up on my hands and knees and stood up, right in front of my instructor.

[image: image]

“Don’t challenge me” was what I heard him say as he effortlessly shoved me nearly ten feet across the mat and over onto the hardwood floor. My immediate thought was that he had somehow misunderstood my intentions. All I had done was stand up, and challenging him hadn’t even entered my mind.

Surely he had finished with me. After all, he had already turned and begun talking to the other students about the technique he had just demonstrated, and besides, I wasn’t even looking at him, so how could he have possibly thought I was challenging him? Not only that, but I knew better than to challenge him in the first place. I had trained with this particular instructor a number of times over the years and had seen, and felt, firsthand, just how good he was.

While Sensei is always mindful of his uke (training partner, pronounced oo-kay), and always takes great care not to injure anybody, I have always felt I had yet to experience the full depth of what he was capable of. That coupled with knowing that my ukemi (pronounced oo-kim-ee, the art of defending one’s self) was still sorely lacking in many areas, along with the fact that I was still only a few months into my recovery from reconstructive shoulder surgery, challenging him that day (or any other for that matter) wasn’t even on my radar screen.

A squeak was heard as I left the mat, and my bare feet slid on the hardwood floor. “Don’t challenge me,” he repeated, before turning back to the students kneeling in a row next to the mat and continuing his explanation of the technique he had just demonstrated.

In the big scheme of things, it was nothing, a blip, a hiccup. The whole episode, from the time I stood up till the time I was standing on the hardwood floor, took less than two seconds. One would think something so inconsequential would be easy enough to brush off, and I suppose normally it would. But it wasn’t. Not on that day, and not for me.

                       

Even before I began physically training in aikido, I had already begun studying the art in other ways. For a couple years prior to ever entering a dojo, I read as many books and watched as many videos as I could about the techniques, principles, and most importantly, about the philosophy of the art. There were a number of ideas about aikido that immediately resonated with me, not the least of which were the focus on softness when entering into a conflict, blending and directing the conflict to the most peaceful solution possible—which includes doing everything possible to make sure the attacker doesn’t get hurt—and ideally all those things are done with an overall lack of ego that is encouraged in its participants. Not only had all these ideas fascinated me, but I had already been trying to find ways to integrate them into my life, not to mention my work with horses, long before even hearing about the art of aikido.

So when I first began physically training in the art, I had what I thought to be a relatively clear understanding of these principles. To me they seemed pretty straightforward and, overall, fairly black and white. In fact, I was so clear about the principles and how I wanted to learn them while training in aikido that even before beginning my first class, I had already made up my mind that these would be my primary focus for as long as my training would last. The custom of moving up through the ranks would take a backseat, and to be honest, was really of no real interest to me.

Of course, it would take me quite some time to figure out that my concept of these ideas and principles, the preconceived opinion I was entering into my physical training of aikido with, and the actual meanings of them as O Sensei, the founder of aikido, put them forth were two completely different things. As far as I was concerned, there was only one true, and I should probably add, very narrow definition of each. O Sensei’s idea, as I understand it now, was much broader.

I must say, my opinion of how things should have been did not do me any great service in my early days of training, and in fact, it was still causing me trouble right up until I was pushed off the mat. The reason I say this is that I was so locked into my own way of seeing things that any time I was forced to hold my beliefs up to the light and take a good hard look at them, the experience would almost always set me back in one way or another.

It’s easy for me today to look back on my years of training and see all of the instances where my preconceived concepts of principles, of which I now feel I lacked a true understanding, not only caused trouble for me but may have also caused trouble for those I trained with. However, instead of going into detail about every instance when I think this may have occurred, I think it may be more helpful to focus on only two. The first is the push from Sensei, which we’ll get back to. The second happened on the night I was being tested for my second-degree black belt.

The test was held during an evening seminar at our dojo in Estes Park in which a number of visiting aikido, karate, and hojutsu instructors were present. While I had known about the seminar for some time, I had been on the road doing horsemanship clinics up until a couple days before the class was to be held, so although I knew about the seminar, I was unaware that testing was going to take place that night.

I was paired with another student from our aikido class for the evening. He was, at the time, already nidan and had been training in aikido as well as karate for many years. He was a masterful technician who had been one of my instructors ever since I first began training in aikido and a person for which I did, and still do, have a tremendous amount of respect.

The dojo was full of students from different martial arts disciplines that night, more than the six removable mats we normally used for aikido training would hold, so the decision was made to hold the seminar without the mats. Because we would be working on a hardwood floor, the head instructor, Shihan Scott, made a point to remind us all to be mindful and take care of one another during throws and pins so as not to injure each other needlessly.

With that, the seminar began. The first technique we were to perform was demonstrated by Mr. Scott and then was to be repeated by all of us students. It was a technique known as nikkyo we had all done many times before. This particular version began as uke grabbed nage’s (the person performing the technique) lapel. Nage would then put uke in a wristlock in which the bones in uke’s wrist are compressed. When done properly, nage has almost complete control over uke’s body, and at that point, nage can take uke to the floor in a variety of manners. In this case, nage was to take uke to the floor by rolling uke’s engaged elbow up toward his ear and then take him downward face-first, at which time nage could lock the entire arm out until uke would “tap out,” a sign that the uke had reached the point of maximum flexibility of the joints involved. The tap is a universal sign that tells nage that the technique is not only effective, but also beginning to cause pain.

In this type of situation, it is customary that the higher-ranking student be the first to perform the technique, and the lower ranking student be the one acting as the “attacker.” In this case I was the lower-ranking student, so after we bowed to each other (a sign of mutual respect in which I was offering my body for my partner to work with, and he in turn offers to take care of it) I then reached out to take hold of my partner’s lapel.

What happened next would be just the beginning of the longest, and easily the most painful, evening of my life. The force and speed at which my partner applied the locks to my joints, as well as the force he used to take me to the hardwood floor was like nothing I had ever experienced before. KA-BAM! Was the sound that echoed through the dojo as I slapped the hardwood floor with my hand in an attempt to lessen the impact of the fall. KA-BAM! Came the next fall and the fall after that and the fall after that, each one building greater in speed, intensity, and pain.

Within fifteen minutes from beginning the exercise, one of the visiting instructors, having seen and heard the force that my partner was using, came up and, with a knowing smile, said to him, “We’re not trying to hurt anybody tonight.” My partner bowed to him in acknowledgement, which I was relieved to see, feeling as though it might be the encouragement my partner would need to perhaps use a little less force and a little more finesse in his technique. We turned back to one another, bowed, and I reached for his lapel. KA-BAM! Down I went again, this time even harder than before.

After a while, Mr. Scott called the class to a halt so he could demonstrate another version of the technique, and shortly after that, I was once again crashing to the floor with all the force my partner could muster (or so it seemed to me). This went on for what seemed like the entire length of the seminar, which is why I was somewhat disheartened when I looked up at the clock to find that only forty-five minutes of the scheduled three hours had gone by.

My wrists, elbows, and shoulders already ached beyond belief from being locked out and stressed to the breaking point over and over, and my back, arms, hands, and hips were badly bruised from all the hard landings on the wooden floor. I knelt with all the other students next to the mat, catching my breath, as Mr. Scott demonstrated and then briefly discussed the next technique. When he motioned for us all to continue, I struggled to get to my feet as my now-swollen knees refused to take me to a standing position. Eventually I was up, faced my partner, and bowed. A second later, I hit the floor with yet another resounding KA-BAM, which echoed throughout the dojo.

Other than my partner getting a few more subtle, and even not-so-subtle, warnings throughout the evening from our instructors about taking it a little easier than he had been, I actually remember very little else of the seminar. I don’t remember any of the subsequent techniques we did, I don’t remember anything that was said, and I don’t have any idea how many times I was thrown and then got back up. In fact, the next thing I do remember about the evening was standing in line with the other students after the seminar was over and being called up to where our instructors were standing so that I could accept my promotion to second-degree black belt.

I had taken such a beating during the evening that by the time I got home, I was unable to lift my arms high enough to remove my gi (traditional training uniform), and my wife Crissi, who I needed to employ to help me remove the sweat soaked garment, was shocked to see the amount of bruising and abrasions that covered my body. It took nearly a month for me to physically recover from the seminar. It took even longer for me to recover from it emotionally.

                       

Before going any further, I want to make it abundantly clear that I am not complaining about this particular seminar, nor am I complaining about the way my partner chose to train that evening. After all, aikido is a martial art, and anyone who gets into it thinking it’s something less is in for disappointment. Training in martial arts is a lot like being around horses. Generally speaking, if you’re into it long enough, it won’t be a matter of if you’re going to get hurt, it’s a matter of when.

What I am talking about here is a situation that gave me a completely different perspective on how I not only look at aikido but also how I look at horsemanship and even life. What I had done that night in the seminar is what I think a lot of folks do with their horses. I turned the entire situation over to my partner, regardless of what the ultimate consequences might be, and then I wondered why I had taken such a beating for doing it.

Still, I didn’t come to that conclusion right away. In fact, it would take nearly two months of difficult soul-searching before I could see that what had transpired that evening in the dojo was actually a major forward step in my learning, rather than just a first-class beating.

Admittedly, with my limited view of what I believed the principles of aikido to be at the time, it took me a while before I was able to look at the situation in a different light. During the days and weeks that followed the seminar, I seriously considered quitting aikido. I was really struggling with trying to reconcile what had happened that night with what I believed aikido could or should be. The only saving grace was that a few days after the seminar, I was scheduled to go back out on the road for a few months. Had I not gotten that break to completely step away from aikido, I’m not sure I’d still be training. But as it turned out, that break was just what I needed to get things worked out in my own mind.

The biggest problem I was having was that in the very beginning, the thing that drew me to aikido was the idea of developing harmony even during the most difficult of situations, and taking care not to injure an opponent even when they are attacking.

It had been very difficult, if not impossible, for me to see the harmony in what had happened during the seminar. I was simply unable to equate what I perceived as a general lack of regard for my physical well-being by my partner, someone who I thought should have known better, and the idea of blending and directing a conflict to the most peaceful solution possible.

Over and over, I played what I could recall of the seminar back in my mind, trying to find the good in what had happened. The only thing I could come up with was the weaker I got, the more power my partner seemed to have! Well, there’s no question that might have been good thing for him. I wasn’t real sure it was all that good for me.

But then more time passed, and as it did, the clearer and more in focus the picture began to get. I began seeing that I had been looking at the situation from a very one-sided perspective. All that time I had been trying to figure out why my partner chose to not harmonize with me. Why had he taken advantage of my weakened state to pummel me even more? Then it dawned on me. My partner hadn’t taken advantage of me. He did his job. He trained hard and with spirit. I, on the other hand, stood around and waited for him to change. I waited for him to see that I was having trouble and back off. In the meantime, I simply allowed him to continue to throw me hard, over and over, without changing a thing I was doing.

Aikido (much like horsemanship), by its very nature, is a highly personal art. It is all about improving one’s self. But to achieve this improvement, the aikidoka enlists the help of training partners. These partners in turn are also working on their own aikido, their own personal improvement. The only way for harmony to be achieved while they practice together is if both individuals train honestly and to the best of their ability. This means that uke must give an honest attack, and nage must perform an honest technique. And in this honesty is where growth, and ultimately harmony, is achieved.

The night of the seminar, my partner had been performing honest technique. For a variety of reasons, I can see now that I had not been giving honest attacks, primarily in an attempt to get my partner to ease up. My ukemi had been rough and sloppy, partly because of my overall lack of physical flexibility and core strength, and partly because of lack of practice. As a result, my partner was doing his aikido to the best of his ability, but I wasn’t doing my aikido to the best of mine. Because of that, true harmony was simply unachievable.

My partner refused to back off that night because then his best aikido would have been substandard and untrue to himself. In other words, he would have been doing my aikido, not his. By the same token, by allowing him to throw me around unchecked like I had, I had willingly given up my best aikido, and instead, I ended up only doing his aikido. I had sold myself short.

I see this happen all the time in the horsemanship clinics we do. The horse is always offering up the best of himself, whether it is the best turn or stop, the best forward, backward, or lateral movement, or even the best refusal, balk, or buck. The rider, on the other hand, often stops short of giving their best in return. They don’t give an honest request or an honest correction, and sometimes, they don’t even give the horse an honest ride. In many cases, the rider spends much of their time simply waiting for the horse to change their behavior so it fits the needs of the rider, even though the rider is stopping short of giving the horse the direction it needs to do so.

Just like me during the seminar, the riders sell themselves, and ultimately the relationship they have with their horse, short. As a result, true harmony with their horse is simply unachievable because when one individual gives their best and one doesn’t, only discord and friction can result. The end result is that the rider often gives up his or her idea to the horse, and in doing so the horse begrudgingly takes control of the situation.

Coming to this clarification in my own mind allowed me to see that not only had I been doing my partner’s aikido the night of the seminar, but in fact I had actually been doing his aikido ever since I first began working with him over ten years earlier. I realized that while I offered my aikido to all my other fellow students, when it came to that one person, I always gave up my aikido and ended up doing his instead.

I decided right then and there that that would change. Rather than quitting aikido, as I had been seriously considering right after the seminar, I found I was suddenly reenergized and couldn’t wait to get back. Pulling into the dojo parking lot after a nearly two-month absence from class, something else suddenly dawned on me. In the past, anytime I came to class and saw my training partner’s vehicle in the lot, I would get a small knot in my stomach. I hadn’t even noticed it before. In fact, the only reason I noticed it that night wasn’t because the knot was there, but rather because it wasn’t.

I realize now that the knot I was experiencing whenever I saw my training partner’s car in the parking lot is probably the same feeling many people get when they are around a horse they are struggling with. It’s not necessarily a feeling of fear per se, but rather one of overall discourse, of something not being quite right. It’s the absence of harmony, the absence of both individuals doing their best.

That night in class, and in every class since, I gave my partner nothing but my very best aikido.

                       

That brings us back to the seminar I spoke about earlier. Nearly two years had passed since the seminar in which I was promoted to nidan and the seminar in which I was unceremoniously pushed from the mat, and during that time I had done my best to offer up my best aikido to whomever I trained with. The two-day seminar had been no exception. As I previously mentioned, the push that Sensei had given me came after I had gotten up near where he was standing.

While my attacks and technique during the seminar had been the best I could give, I found by the second day I was feeling pretty fatigued. My knees and shoulders, which had always been a problem due to numerous injuries, were sore and aching, which seemed only to add to my fatigue. By the time Sensei had demonstrated that particular technique with me, I had nearly run out of steam. So instead of sweeping myself a safe distance away from Sensei after he let me go and springing to my feet as I had during the previous day’s training, I pushed myself to my hands and knees and laboriously stood up right in front of him.

I believe any outsider looking in at the relatively helpless manner in which I made it to my feet would have been fairly certain I was in no way, shape, or form doing so as a challenge. So, as I mentioned earlier, I was surprised that Sensei would have seen it as one in the first place. But I guess more to the point, what really bothered me was I felt Sensei purposely took advantage of the relatively helpless state I was in to give me an unwarranted shove. This bothered me because if he had intentionally taken advantage of my situation, it would once again be in direct conflict with certain aikido principles, as I understood them at the time.

Aikido is primarily a defensive art, with its main purpose being to bring harmony to unharmonious situations and to do so as softly as possible and with an overall lack of ego. I simply could not reconcile that with my perception of what had happened. I couldn’t see how an instructor pushing an obviously helpless student constituted bringing harmony to an unharmonious situation. Not only that, but accusing someone of challenging you when it’s obvious that they meant you no harm seemed a bit egotistical to me.

So these were the things I was struggling with as the two-hour morning session of the seminar came to a close. As we took our lunch break, I went home and mulled the situation over, although I’m sure most people wouldn’t have given it a second thought. They would have simply made an adjustment if a similar situation came up by making sure to be clear of Sensei’s “space” before they got up off the mat. But it just wasn’t that simple for me.

The push Sensei gave me bothered me because it didn’t fit neatly into my overall belief system of how I understood the principles of aikido to be. And that, it would turn out, would be the rub. Over the lunch break, I slowly came to the realization that there was really only one of two possible reasons why I was so troubled by the episode. Either Sensei had breached the principles of aikido by what he did, or my understanding of the principles was in some way flawed. It didn’t take me very long to figure out that if something as trivial as what happened between us was bothering me so much, it probably had more to do with me than it did with Sensei, or even with what had happened.

I began looking at the situation with slightly different eyes. Part of my problem, it seemed, was that I had originally been looking at it as if I was a victim. I was thinking I was helpless because of my fatigue and because of the pain in my knees and shoulders. But I wasn’t helpless. I was vulnerable for sure, but not helpless. Not only that, but I had put myself in that vulnerable position to begin with. It wasn’t Sensei’s responsibility to make sure I had enough energy in my tank to make it through the entire seminar. That was, and always had been, my responsibility.

I had fallen into the trap that I think a lot of people do when it comes to their health and fitness. I had become complacent with my physical situation. I had subconsciously talked myself into thinking that the way I was (knees, shoulders, and back being “bad”) was just the way it was, and the way it was always going to be. Yet I hadn’t taken the time, or made the effort, to try and change it.

This is something else we see all the time in horsemanship. People expect their horses to operate at a high physical level, whether it be going over that jump in perfect form, carrying itself in a collected frame for an extended period of time, running the perfect reining pattern, or even walking up and down the trails for hours on end. Yet many riders let their own bodies go. Sometimes this is just a symptom of growing older, sometimes it’s due to old or new injuries, and sometimes it’s due to lack of motivation. In fact, some (obviously not all) horse folks’ only exercise throughout the day is mucking stalls and throwing hay over the fence. Some don’t even do that. So while we expect physical excellence from the horse, we don’t even come close to that for ourselves.

Admittedly, while I am certainly more physically active than a lot of people my age, what I had done is allow age and old injuries to dictate not only my overall range of motion but also my level of stamina. And while there wasn’t really anything I could do about changing my actual chronological age, there were things I could and would do to improve my level of fitness so I didn’t end up in a vulnerable position like the one I had found myself in at the seminar.

The second thing I came to realize was that, like the previous seminar I had taken part in nearly two years before, I, perhaps subconsciously, expected Sensei to “harmonize” with me. In other words, I expected him to take note of my physical condition and cut me some slack. While cutting someone slack is certainly a quality us humans find endearing, it isn’t really found all that much in nature. Nature’s harmony is all about survival of the fittest. Any animal of the same species crossing into another’s territory, regardless of age or physical ability, is likely to be caught in a vigorous defense of the area by the individual that has already established the territory. It’s as simple as that.

Harmony is all about balance, and for balance to be present or even achieved there must be some kind of order. A big part of that order is the individual self-protection of each animal within a species. By the individual protecting itself, it not only ensures its own survival, but it also ensures the survival of the entire species as well as any species with which it interacts. But I’ll talk more about that later.

During the seminar, Sensei had maintained order by protecting himself. Whether I actually posed a threat to him that day or not didn’t really matter. Real or perceived, any threat to that order must be quickly and effectively brought under control, which it had been. While the situation didn’t seem particularly harmonious to me at the time, I can see now that it was absolutely congruent with the development of overall harmony. And it is the development of harmony that aikido, and horsemanship, is all about.

By the time we had come back to the dojo later that afternoon to finish the final two hours of the seminar, I had pretty much had all of that worked out in my head. It would take much longer before I truly understood it, however.

                       

I once read a quote that said, “When a religious theory is proven to be unfounded by science, then that theory must give way to science.” Just as I’m sure people of deep religious faith might take issue with that statement, so I found I was taking issue with having my convictions about aikido turned upside down—not just once, but twice within just a few short few months of each other!

I had been absolutely certain that I understood the principles of aikido even before I began physically training in the art, and for many years I held on to those convictions like they were gold. The only problem, and what I would eventually come to understand, was that when a belief becomes stagnant, growth is not possible.

After these two seminars, I had a couple of choices about my own beliefs. I could either continue holding on to them as I had been, or I could take a long hard look at them and see if there was something more for me within them, perhaps something that I had been missing. What I found would not only change the way I look at aikido, but it would also have a profound change in the way I looked at and approached my horsemanship as well.


Chapter 2

Nature’s Harmony

Things had been going smoothly all day. It was the last day of a four-day clinic, and I was feeling pretty good about the changes I had seen between all the horses and riders that had been in attendance. There had been no real problems to speak of, and overall, the entire clinic had been relatively uneventful. When the second to last horse and owner came into the round pen, I had no reason to think I would see anything different.

The horse was a six-year-old Tennessee Walker named Crockett that had been little more than a pasture ornament for the vast majority of its life. The owner, a nice middle-aged fellow named Jerry, was relatively new to horses but had always wanted to own one. When a neighbor decided to sell this horse, Jerry snapped at the chance to buy him. He quickly found out, however, like so many other new horse owners, that watching horses from afar and having one in your own backyard are two very different things.

[image: image]

It didn’t take Jerry long to see that Crockett had very little education when it came to knowing how to act when he was around people. He was dangerously aggressive at feeding time, wasn’t a real big fan of allowing himself to be caught, and was extremely pushy while being led. Jerry also found that while the horse’s behavior needed some work in order for him to be safe to be around, his own education when it came to knowing how to act around the horse needed work as well.

Jerry had enlisted the help of a cousin who owned horses to see if she could get Crockett’s issues sorted out, and apparently she ended up with a broken wrist and dislocated shoulder for her trouble. He then took Crockett to a local trainer who, while avoiding any serious injury, had not had much luck altering the gelding’s behavior either. After a few more trainers and a few more failed attempts, he was ready to sell the gelding and get out of horses altogether, but had decided to bring Crockett to the clinic as a sort of last-ditch effort to see if the pair’s relationship could be salvaged.

At the time, I had been spending a great deal of my focus when working with troubled horses, keeping them just this side of trouble. What I mean by that is I felt if I could keep the horse in a thinking frame of mind instead of tripping them over into a panicked or defensive state of mind, that it would be easier for them to learn and thus easier for them to change any unwanted or undesirable behavior they may be carrying around.

This way of thinking was a source of several discussions between myself and a good friend of mine who was also a clinician. My friend was of a mind that sometimes, in order to get a change from a troubled horse, you needed to tap into that part of their brain where the fight in them lived so they could learn to work through the fight, rather than avoiding the fight altogether. I always thought this argument was a valid one, especially seeing how effective it had been during the times when I watched him work with troubled horses. He was always very direct and to the point with troubled horses, and even though the horse would get into a much more worried state of mind when he firms up with them, which often translated into very defensive behavior on the horse’s part, the horse always got better. Most of the time it would get substantially better.
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