

[image: cover]



        
            
                Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

                

                Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.

            

            
            	CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP

            

            
               Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.

            

        
    

The Tao of Horses





Exploring How Horses Guide Us on Our Spiritual Path




by Elizabeth Kaye McCall





[image: ]





To my lifelong inspiration—horses.
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Introduction

EVERY DAY WE MAKE CHOICES THAT CAN CHANGE THE COURSE OFour lives. The afternoon I headed back to BookExpo in Los Angeles during the final hours of the convention was one of those for me. I had pretty much decided to go horseback riding, but then intuition made the case for one more drive downtown, even though the annual gathering of publishing professionals was almost over and I hadn’t planned to return again. Two days earlier, I had spent a full eight hours tromping the aisles of the Los Angeles Convention Center and met a magazine editor I had worked with for several years in person for the first time. I thought I’d seen enough. But when intuition called, I listened—fortunately.

Some of the booths were already vacated at the BookExpo when I came upon Adams Media’s booth and met Gary Krebs, the publishing director. A single copy of a horse book title still on the shelf soon had us discussing the huge and largely unrecognized United States horse industry, some of the many articles I’ve written, and my equine-oriented travels.

Two days later, Kate Epstein, a project editor back at Adams Media, phoned from the company’s Massachusetts headquarters to see if I might be interested in submitting ideas for a title in development on the spiritual side of people’s relationships with horses. I was stunned, thrilled, and convinced the project “had my name on it.” Not only did such a topic speak to my personal experience of horses completely, the subject of writing a book had been surfacing for several years from various directions. My nephew Max Hall began asking me to write one when he was eight.

Suddenly, I was in the saddle for a ride like none before. From the moment the contract was signed, nothing went the way I anticipated. Interviews planned specifically for certain chapters veered off in unexpected directions. People I did not expect to be problematic in reaching were unavailable. Some I didn’t expect to connect with showed up in Los Angeles unexpectedly. At one point, when I was interviewing Corky Randall, he predicted that there would be a point when I would find a common thread in what everyone I was talking to was saying. His words rang true, but it remained elusive for days.

Finally, when I tossed a few of my plans to the wind and started looking at the hundreds of pages of interview notes as a puzzle, The Tao of Horses began to breathe on its own. As I looked at the myriad ways horses touch the lives of people in this book, I could also see how each story represented truths for me.

With that came some well-timed events that a whim or fleeting decision revealed immediate answers to. Near the end of Chapter Four, while I was out running an errand, I stopped in an Italian restaurant in Encino, California, for a late afternoon coffee. The place was empty and I was debating whether the idea of “dressing up” was too strange for the Try This section at the end of the chapter, when in walked a cute guy in a sports jacket, jeans, and cowboy boots. The timing was too perfect. Suddenly, from across the room, I was saying, “Excuse me,” to see if he truly was a horse person. (In actuality, he just liked the boots.)

Just as unexpectedly, I met violinist Albert Stern in a computer store in Santa Monica when I stopped in on the spur of the moment. Although I was aware that he owned horses, I had not had the opportunity to meet him. I interviewed him at his ranch the following week for a perfect opening for Chapter Eight.

It has always been clear to me that writing about other people’s lives is a huge responsibility. In a book like this it is almost like being entrusted with a part of someone’s soul, like a carrier pigeon of sorts, to make sure the spirit of what has been shared is conveyed, or transported, as intended. Because of all The Tao of Horses involved, there have been many revelations of the heart, both from those formally interviewed and in the course of conversation with friends.

In the years I have known jewelry designer Maria de la Luz, somehow, we never discussed why she has a horse for the logo of her Pasadena-based company. I knew she was fond of horses, but didn’t ride. The subject finally came up while I was writing this book. The logo was inspired by her brother, jockey David Rodriguez, who died at nineteen in an accident on a muddy race track in Colorado. Ironically, he was being honored in that very race for having rescued several horses from a flood two days before. “He had no fear,” Maria told me. “His determination and fearlessness have been with me since then. My love of horses is a way for me to keep his memory alive. He has been a great inspiration in my life.” Having interviewed two Hall of Fame jockeys for this book, who put their lives and passion on the line with every ride, I was especially touched by her story, as I have been by the many individuals who spoke with me for this project. It has changed my perception of horses in ways I have still not fully realized.

While this book is by no means intended as a training manual, some of the comments made by horse professionals in this book—who do not normally philosophize on the topics we got into—were particularly illuminating to me.

On a personal level, hearing myself talk on the interview tapes brought some revelations too. I was a little embarrassed when I heard my own voice adamantly saying, “Church to me is horses. I’m not kidding about that. That’s where I find my peace.” However, it’s the truth. I believe horses are a doorway to our own humanity and spirituality in a way that is extraordinary and unique.

It’s always been this way for me. When I was just eight I wrote a letter to Santa Claus…


Dear Santa,

Thank you for the encyclopedias. I use them quite a bit.
 I especially like “H” because it has horses.

Sincerely,

Elizabeth Kaye McCall








Chapter One

Presence
    … the ride of your life
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A horse doesn’t care about yesterday and he’s not worried about tomorrow, but he’s darn sure interested in the moment …

—James Wyllie



FROM THE CELTIC HORSE GODDESS Epona, to the myth and magic of Pegasus, horses have captivated the human psyche for thousands of years. History has been written astride their backs, civilizations and explorations furthered.

Horse heroes have enlivened film and television—from the Black Stallion to Roy Rogers’ Trigger and the wise-cracking Mr. Ed. Others, like the racehorse Seabiscuit, have known a renaissance, as tales of real-life horse legends resurface.

Yet, around the globe in near obscurity, legions of horses transform human lives by virtue of their very existence. Like Taoism, the path of horses revolves around the experience. Presence, a spiritual cornerstone to Buddhists and to best-selling authors, is immediately understood by anyone astride 1,000 pounds of muscle directed by instinct.

Saddling Up

“Horse church” began early for me, somewhere around two or three. I rode my first pony after Sunday school, still wearing a fancy dress and petticoat. The moment unleashed a lifelong passion that steered my college choice, helped land a competitive job in the airline industry, inspired a master’s thesis, and has taken me on location from Namibia to Mexico for horse films.

I’ve heard the clatter of horse hooves on ancient drawbridges, while riding a tireless mount inside the stone walls of French castles. I’ve been atop a swimming horse in the Caribbean off the coast of Jamaica, sliding perilously to one side as he leaped onto a sandbar. I’ve galloped the ocean’s edge in Acapulco on a spirited palomino, while the late afternoon sun dropped into the horizon, a luminous glow. In Egypt, a noted horse breeder served tea, as her prized Arabians paraded by. Adorned with beaded turquoise necklaces, they wore protection from the evil eye. At Churubusco Studios in Mexico City, I witnessed a movie horse trainer direct an equine actor to move his head with the point of a finger—while hiding from the camera beneath a burlap feed sack. In a wide-open African desert at night, I watched a four-month old filly trained to perform at liberty walk to a foot-square ground marker and stop, after the director yelled “Action!”

Some of the firsthand stories I’ve discovered when covering horse competitions made the events pale in comparison. I’ve watched a blind assistant district attorney from New York ride a dressage test to music on a horse she first encountered two days earlier at a national horse show. A mother told me of a doctor’s early prediction that her autistic son was destined for life in an institution, as we together watched him in a jumping competition as a teenager. I will never forget the newspaper owner from El Salvador whom I met at a Central American event, recounting how farm workers saved his cherished Peruvian Paso horses while guerrillas ransacked the countryside. He was hours away by plane, hospitalized in Texas after a heart attack. (The horses were herded through a river to safety in Guatemala.)

My own experiences have run the gamut, with occasional fear amidst the joy. I was once aboard a stallion who suddenly reared, lunged, and hurled himself toward another stallion on the opposite side of a fence. At the home of a European circus family, I cued a trained horse to rear to full height just three feet in front of me, by simply raising my arms. Pure joy!

Who could have guessed a pony ride would unleash a path where diverse people, places, and events might intersect?

Trick or treating on horseback as a teenager in Ohio—with hair in curlers—stands out among my Halloween memories. One Christmas in Santa Monica, California, I led an Arabian decked in wings as Pegasus along Main Street, as stunned diners ran from restaurants to see the horse. Cars veered to the curb to take photos—just like a scene from the movies. An idea to literally ride into the new millennium came true at an equestrian center outside Paris on New Year’s Eve 2000. Wearing a sequined jacket and black jumpsuit, I rode a chestnut mare at the stroke of midnight, while fireworks exploded in the City of Light.

The Path of Perception

Looking back to my pivotal first pony ride, it seems ironic that my spiritual connection to horses began on the periphery of a traditional church. But writing about my horse-related experiences is serving up memories so filled with synchronicity of this type (and sequels: same story different form) that they might have been scripted in Hollywood. I have also experienced an unsettling revelation. While horses have been a source of inspiration and catalyst in my life from the first encounter, I got sidetracked from following that path by my personal beliefs, not from outside circumstances.

As a young girl, I loved collecting horses, reading about horses, drawing them, even galloping around the playground as one. Whether in pencil, crayon, paint, or clay sculptures, the horse was always the chosen subject of my artistic efforts. This was true, at least until seventh grade, when I butted heads with my first official art teacher.

Before the school year concluded, the art teacher made horse-related projects off-limits for me, banning any further art assignments using horse subjects. Considering the prevailing mid-American perspective on education in the early 1960s, it is conceivable that the teacher intended to encourage me to expand my artistic horizons. However, eliminating horses from my options only narrowed my horizons. The following year I dropped art, thinking, “I’ll show her.”

Twenty years later, working on a master’s degree, I took an elective art course on a whim. Drawing daily for a school quarter revealed enough talent that I recognized I may have cut myself off at the pass instead of finding another way. Did a horse obsession block my artistic talents? Or, did it underscore the importance of inner freedom to pursue the way of the horse in any form?

Writing is a magnifying glass of self-examination, leaving little room for truth to escape.

For the first time in years I recall hiding my riding jeans in a drawer as a kid after returning from the joy of all joys, Wilcox Pony Farm. Safe from the suds of the washing machine, I would pull them out days, maybe it was even weeks, later. Reveling in the faint aroma of horse, I was transported to another world.

The Road to Presence

I’ve always been intrigued by the mystical aspects of existence, some more sensational than spiritual. At teenage slumber parties we entertained ourselves with Ouija boards and attempts to levitate. When I moved to Los Angeles in 1980 the personal growth/new age movement was well underway. In my travels along this road since, I’ve studied with a Celtic shaman, a Tiwa medicine man, and a Tibetan Buddhist teacher. I’ve taken workshops on energy and healing with Howard Lee, Carlos Castaneda’s one-time healer. After three years of dabbling on the perimeter, I delved into Ho’oponopono, an ancient Hawaiian problem-solving practice. During more than twenty years of dream study, horses have appeared as frequent guides. In daily life, horses have most clearly defined the meaning of presence to me—representing a clear conduit for instantly getting the message.

A white Arabian stallion named Abdule, whom I had the privilege to ride for many years, was the master at making the lesson of presence succinct. Like clockwork, the moment I would drift into thought, riding on autopilot, he would make me present again, noticing some item that justified a spin, rear, or leap in his world.

Living for the Moment

“The horse lives for the moment. He doesn’t think and prepare for the future. He solves the problem he has to solve at that moment, not two seconds later,” remarks James Wyllie, who founded and directed Pepperdine University’s Equestrian Education Center in Malibu, California, its entire thirty years of operation.

At last count, the equestrian expert, educator, and philosopher had taught some 60,000 people to ride. “You have to have the same outlook on reality,” explains Wyllie, now head of the California-based Equestrian Education Foundation, where reading assignments on Tolstoy, Kipling, and Churchill (all authors of horse stories) combine with riding instruction. “The moment means everything. That’s the difference between you and the horse. The horse is a grazing animal, not a predator. To be able to survive, his skill has to be in reacting. He doesn’t think to solve problems, he stays alert and gets the heck out of there, “cause survival’s the only thing he’s interested in.”

Wyllie reflects, “Man and horse are about as opposite as you can get, kind of like yin and yang. Now a predator like you and I, we have to gather information through our five senses, store this in our computer brain, and then we have to be able to recall that when needed and make a decision. That’s all terribly time consuming.” Wyllie elaborates, “A decision must be made on time. The quality of the decision is secondary. A bad decision can be changed, but being on time cannot. Otherwise, the horse makes the decision and all your control is lost.”

Sporting a close-cropped moustache, crew cut, and frequently a cowboy hat, Wyllie’s appearance is little changed since he rounded up 180 head of horses a day as co-owner of the Paramount Movie Ranch (now a park) in the 1950s. Wyllie taught President Ronald Reagan’s Secret Service personnel to ride, provided horses for the 1984 Olympics Pentathlon, and instructed for ten years at Cal Lutheran University before Pepperdine.

Rethinking Reality

“What we’re trying to do is make a brand new animal. The horse is a fugitive that would run away from man, not staying there working with him. He’s got to be trained to work with man and man has to be trained to work with them,” reflects Wyllie. “Horses make you aware of everything around you and your responsibilities. Nobody would get in a Ferrari and stomp it to the floor before they found out how fast the pickup was. The same is true with horses. You have to learn what you’re dealing with.”

Wyllie’s life with horses was never planned. The Rhode Island–born Air Force veteran flew airborne reconnaissance missions during World War II—first as an observer and later as a pilot—although he took a brief course for people who couldn’t ride while in the service. “You had a choice, learn to ride or walk eight hours a day,” he recalls.

Wyllie was well into a postmilitary industrial design career when he landed a project to build a horse stable that wouldn’t burn. Fall brush fires are common in the hillsides around Los Angeles. He began running the completed facility on a temporary basis when the manager never showed up. “When I decided to stay with horses, I learned a lot about them because I couldn’t find anyone who really knew much about them.”

Cinching Up Self-Esteem

Wyllie says that the role of the horse has changed a good deal over the last hundred years. “After 1900, the focus shifted to recreation and sports.” Things are changing again in the new millennium. “Now the horse is training people in the way liberal arts colleges once did, first and most importantly, in how to communicate. Secondly, how to get results which increase self-worth and leadership skills.”

Horses’ new role is as a mental and emotional asset, says Wyllie. He has honed his programs to accomplish that with horses. “When you believe in yourself you can deal with authority,” he remarks. “That’s what you have to do with the horse, believe in yourself.”

Today, like most days, Wyllie pulls into the barn on Kanan Road halfway between the Malibu coast and Agoura Hills, with an eye to the horizon, skimming the rocky hilltops close by. There are more months of golden fire-prone brush than green foliage here. Ten horses sound a welcome in unison—from the bright speckled Appaloosa, Spot, to the chestnut Arabian, Tony, all acknowledge his arrival.

“Horses mean a lot of things to me. Actually they’re my closest companions. I spend so much time with them that I have taken on a lot of the qualities that they have—live for the moment, make a decision immediately—all things that I use,” Wyllie reflects. “One of the great things about the job I have is lots of soul time. When I’m teaching, particularly on the trail, there’s a lot of time for thinking and observing.”


[image: ] TRY THIS


If you’ve never been around horses, start by visiting a local tack shop if one is accessible in your area. Talk to the staff and ask for advice; one of the best ways to learn about the local horse scene is word-of-mouth. Most horse people gladly offer advice. Ask about college riding programs in your area—many also offer reasonably priced community programs and are especially well-suited for beginners. Good basics are essential. Look for small class sizes, but not necessarily private lessons to start. It helps to have another student to watch.

If you’re an experienced equestrian, grab some paper. Jot down five ways the horse has enhanced your awareness of the moment or ability to be present. (Or, when you ignored the occasion and hit the ground.)






Chapter Two

Power
   … truths of the fast track
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The highest type of ruler is one of whose existence the people are barely aware.

—Lao Tzu, translated by John C.H. Wu



NO ONE KNOWS THE MEANING OF POWER QUITE LIKE JOCKEYS, whose profession requires that they negotiate with another species at speeds of thirty-five to forty miles per hour. Among the world’s fittest athletes, what jockeys learn on the back of a horse illuminates the essence of power.

“How can I be like 102 pounds and on constant good terms with Thoroughbred racehorses that weigh 1,200 pounds when they’re trained for speed and energy? Yet, the lightest touch of a rein, or dropping your heel, or a simple ‘Whoa’ will slow them down, or make them relax. You wonder, why do they allow us to do that?” reflects jockey Julie Krone, the only woman inducted into Thoroughbred Racing’s Hall of Fame. Barely missing a beat she explains, “It’s done through communication—giving and taking—developing a rapport with a horse. They’re so subtle.”

The Dance of (Horse) Power

With more than 21,000 career rides logged by her twentieth year of competition in a sport traditionally dominated by men, the 4’10½” jockey demonstrated an equine dance of power to the tune of more than $84 million in purse winnings by the end of 2003. “Thoroughbreds are unique compared to many other horses. They take things more seriously. When you give and take with a Thoroughbred, it’s amplified,” notes Krone.

Born Julieann (Daily Racing Form listed her name as Julie the first time she raced and it stuck), Krone took off in the first phase of a groundbreaking career in 1981, becoming a household name as she racked up 3,545 wins, including the Belmont Stakes aboard Colonial Affair in 1993 (the first Triple Crown race won by a female jockey) before retiring in 1999 at age thirty-five, the year her mother died of cancer. After a three-and-a-half-year hiatus, the petite blonde resumed racing in 2002, winning twenty races and three stakes events her first two months back in the saddle. Another landmark was etched when Krone streaked across the wire aboard Candy Ride in the 2003 Pacific Classic at Del Mar, California, becoming the first female jockey to win a million-dollar race. (And, she did it at the age of forty.)

Krone also made history when she became the first female rider to win a Breeder’s Cup race aboard Unbridled. “It’s absolutely the most fun you can have,” remembers Krone. Still, an element of performance and constant vigilance are imperative for the job, she insists.

Jockeys must attune to nature’s most literal horse power in a matter of minutes to even make it around the track. A typical day at work is synonymous with repeatedly jumping off one mount and climbing aboard the next.

“They surprise you because they’re so individual. Some of them enjoy it when you give them boundaries, like ‘Naaah, don’t do that,’ and they’re like, ‘OK, thank you for keeping my brain together!’ Others are very distant and capable on their own and all you get to do is enjoy them,” says Krone, who moved from her East Coast roots to California during her time away from competition. “You always are adjusting to the horses. They’re a lot like people. I appreciate them more and more as I get older. I really think that they have spirits and they are very capable of a lot of communication.”

Power in Possibilities

Born in Eau Claire, Michigan, in the southwest corner of the state, Krone’s early life was defined by moments with horses. “I can take myself back to being a kid and meeting my friends at midnight to TP somebody’s house on horseback,” describes Krone. “I remember one night—I’m bareback on my pony, shorts, barefoot, tan from summer with little wear marks on the back of the calf where the horse sweats and hair sticks to your legs. My pony was grazing and I had a plastic bag full of toilet paper. We had this waiting spot. I remember lying on my pony’s back and swatting off mosquitoes. The spring peepers were going and the moon was as full as it could be. You could just see everything. I was only nine or ten, but I remember thinking, I will never forget this moment in my whole life.”

Taught to ride by her mother Judi Krone, a dressage rider and all-around horse trainer—the budding jockey’s equestrian education was diverse. As a child, she drove a cart and a buggy, was champion in trail (riding), and was a Green Champion Pony Hunter. “I was Green Champion Goat Showman—not that a goat has anything to do with a horse,” she laughs.

However, it was a clinic on haute-école (French for high school) horse training that Krone describes as teaching her “the most incredible thing I learned growing up.” She learned to train horses to kneel, bow, sit down, lie down, nod yes and no, climb aboard a teeter-totter, and assorted other tricks. “You did it all with nothing on the horse, not a speck of tack!” she exclaims. “All from just giving, taking, and rewarding.”

Significantly, the late Chuck Grant who taught the clinic (a master of many riding disciplines and considered the “Father of American Dressage”), accurately predicted Krone’s future as a “fine race rider” before she ever sat on a racehorse, in a book inscription to her mother.

“I was maybe one of the youngest people ever allowed in one of his clinics and I never got to assume that a horse was not capable of that level of intelligence. I think to this day, that is what makes a difference with me and the Thoroughbreds,” she adds.

Krone is adamant about the importance of well-rounded horse people who make a point of learning every riding style. “I’m very offended by riding style snobs,” she remarks. In the horse world, like the world in general, different routes to knowledge or power often share more commonalities than differences, if you’re willing to distill the essence.

A Tad of Tolerance

“One of Charlie Whittingham’s things was, ‘Just pay attention!’” says Krone remembering the sharp tongue and quick wit of racing’s legendary Hall of Fame trainer (who died in 1999). “I think horses are very tolerant. We miss so much of what they are trying to communicate. In a herd, if one looks at another and flicks an ear, or swishes a tail, or moves a certain way, other horses notice it,” reflects Krone, whose racing career has taken her from Sweden to Japan, where she was the first woman to ride and win at Tokyo Race Course. “If they’re sad or upset, I think they can really live within themselves.”

Some horses are bursting with expression. “They’re so aware of the people around them and they interact,” she explains. “Like when someone reaches up to sponge their head and give them a bath, they drop their head down and flip their little lips and the soap goes everywhere. Those are the horses that are so fun to be around.”

The Role of Respect

The word “respect” surfaces repeatedly in conversation with Krone about horses. “The core of Lao Tzu’s written philosophy deals with the art of getting out of one’s own way, learning how to act without forcing conclusions, and living in skillful harmony with the processes of nature instead of trying to push them around,” wrote Alan Watts in the book What Is Tao?* Applying such principles to horses is what jockeys do daily.

“Horses feel the energy and the people watching them,” says Krone. Jockeys are likewise acutely aware of their surroundings, amidst intense posttime concentration. “It’s fun when you ride by and the person goes, ‘Oh, I like the way that one looks!’ Or, the horse will sneeze, bounce around, and arch its neck or something, and people are actually amazed by it.”

Inducted into the Cowgirl Hall of Fame in Forth Worth, Texas in 1999, Krone joined a lineup of American icons such as Annie Oakley, Dale Evans, and Patsy Cline. “There are horses that I’ve become such good friends with that I know what they’re thinking. They feel like family members, or just an extension of me,” remarks Krone.

“It’s a lot like life. You can be in a family environment and everyone is always there and as you get a little bit older—grandparents die. Sometimes I see horses [around the track] that raced for years. You get a relationship with them. As my life advanced with racehorses, I had to learn how to be a little detached at times.” But every time she’s even contemplated another career, Krone found it impossible to give up horses. “They always keep dragging me back.” The truth is an existence; the horse is her path.

Horses and Humility

Jockey Gary Stevens doesn’t hesitate to look you straight in the eye and say it like it is. “It doesn’t matter what I’ve done in my past. Every ride, I’m constantly trying to prove myself. That’s what keeps us humble. The power factor is not really there. Like an actor’s only as good as his last movie, I’m only as good as my last ride.” A Hall of Fame jockey with six Triple Crown racing victories (three in the Kentucky Derby), a Dubai World Cup title, eight Breeders’ Cup race firsts, and more than 4,500 total wins to his credit before he turned forty, three months after that birthday Stevens made a noteworthy acting debut as jockey George Woolf in the movie “Seabiscuit.” Less than a month after the film premiere, he was almost killed in a riding accident at the finish of the Arlington Million in Chicago. After a short, intense recovery Stevens climbed back in the saddle a few weeks later, and started racing again.

“I believe there is some kind of sixth sense between human and animal. That horse knows that I want to win every race I go out in. Somehow, I’m able to get that feeling through to the horse. If they don’t have the same competitive attitude as I have, then I’m not the right rider for them.”

Born in Boise, Idaho, Stevens learned to ride about the time he learned to walk. His mother was a Rodeo Queen and barrel racer; his father trained horses first as a hobby, then a profession. But Stevens’s path to horses wasn’t entirely smooth. He took a bad spill as a child off a horse, got scared, and essentially lost interest. At six, a degenerative hip ailment put young Stevens’s leg in a full-length steel brace for eighteen months. “When you’re that age, kids can be very, very cruel,” he recalls. “It made me tough and want to succeed in everything I do. I learned to ride a bike with one leg and started playing drums.” (Stevens, in fact, still plays the drums.)
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