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I WAS TALKING TO Mark Rashid a few days ago. In among a whole series of stories, it came to light that he was writing yet another book. Now most of us could put all we have to say of any value on top of the eraser of this pencil I’m writing with. So, after three books, what more could Mark have to say?

I was introduced to Mark through his books. A mutual friend read Considering the Horse and said I had to read it. As soon as I did, I liked the man I saw through these stories. Can’t help but like a good storyteller.

Then came book two, A Good Horse Is Never a Bad Color, and more good stories. But then, there was maybe something more than just a storyteller here, because in each story was a message to be learned about horses and people living in the same world. So now he was not only a storyteller, but sort of a friend, too. Even before meeting him, I considered Mark a friend who cares enough to tell a story we might learn from.

Then I met my “friend” face to face and saw him work with students and their horses. I watched and realized that this storyteller was a wonderful teacher, taking time to help people understand their horses and to help them learn how to find the try. That’s when I met the horseman in Mark. As he worked to help people, I saw him searched for that little try in the horse—the one that keeps the horse from getting discouraged and allows it to search for what Mark wants and maybe even want to be around him.

Then came another book, Horses Never Lie. This time I could recognize the writer in Mark. To put stories in print is one thing, but to bring together real-life situations with a common theme to help us get the point takes a good writer.

In this book, Life Lessons from a Ranch Horse, I’ve met yet another side of Mark. Or is it? Maybe it’s what makes all the other parts of Mark shine through. For in this book, I see what a thinker Mark is. Here he writes stories of his horse friend, Buck, and what a better teacher and horseman he is because of Buck. Now, many of us could experience the same things and not give it another thought, but not Mark.

As you read this book, consider how much Mark has thought about these things. Maybe that’s why Buck didn’t give up trying to teach Mark. He knew Mark was thinking and just needed time.

But do we take the time to think on similar things? Through this book, I believe Mark is trying to get us to see how much a horse can teach us, as well as share the lessons he learned. But is Mark also trying to get us thinking? Thinking about what our horses could teach us. Thinking about how much thought can go into an important lesson. Thinking about how much our horses just might be thinking themselves. It seems to me all the great horsemen I’ve been around are real thinkers.

So, Mark, thank you for thinking. Thinking about how people might best enjoy a story. Thinking hard about how to teach us by making the point of the story clear. Thinking about how to explain what you learned from horses to help us all to become better horsemen. Thinking about how you approach and treat others, so that they’re not just students but feel like friends. Thinking about writing more books, since they keep getting better and we need them.

So back to my question. What more could Mark have to say? This book proves there is plenty. As you read this book, I hope you embark on a journey of thinking. So, read it, enjoy it, THINK!

HARRY WHITNEY
FOREWORD TO THE FIRST EDITION
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MANY YEARS AGO I had the opportunity to meet a great singer/songwriter from West Virginia named Larry Groce. Some folks may remember Larry from the 1970s when he had a hit song titled “Junk Food Junkie,” from an album (remember albums?) of the same name. At the time I was playing guitar in a bluegrass band, and we just happened to play a number of songs from Larry’s album.

A few months after meeting Larry, I called him to ask if he’d like to come to our area and do a show, which he said he’d be happy to do. I mentioned that our band knew just about every song from that album, and we played them nearly note for note the way he’d recorded them. At that time, he was performing without a band when he traveled, so I told him we’d be happy to be his band for the show. There was a brief silence on the other end of the line.

Then, almost apologetically, he said, “Well, actually, Mark, I don’t really play those songs very much anymore.”

“You don’t?” I replied in surprise.

“No,” he said. “That record is over ten years old and I’m kind of on to other things now.”

“But they’re such great songs,” I said.

“Yes, they are,” he said. “But there are other great songs out there, too.”

I sat holding the phone, somewhat flabbergasted. What did he mean he was on to other things? What did he mean there were other great songs? Our band had just begun to know his music, only to find that he was no longer playing it. What a shock!

I had a hard time understanding why anybody would want to relinquish something so wonderful, just leaving it behind and moving on.

The night of the show I finally understood why. Larry had called back a few days later to say he’d like to do some of the old songs with our band, after all. We opened the show with him, performing five or six songs from the album, and as promised, we did them note for note, and they did indeed sound just like the record. Then we left the stage, and Larry did a set of music alone.

Armed with only his new music and his guitar to accompany him, Larry brought the house down. The reason he’d moved on to other things was clear to me—he wanted to get better at his music. And he most certainly had. The old songs were great, and he performed them wonderfully. But the new stuff was even better, and so was he.

Larry hadn’t abandoned his old music or left his old music behind. He had simply taken it with him as he moved forward. It was an indication of someone who wasn’t satisfied with the status quo, even though it had gotten him where he was. It was the sign of someone in search of mastering his craft.

The problem is, when someone goes in search of mastery, people around him or her can suddenly feel left behind. I know that’s how I felt when Larry first told me he’d gone on to other music.

I wanted to grab hold of him and say, “No, wait! I just now found your old music! I’m just starting to understand how to play it! Don’t leave now! I may not like the new stuff. Or what’s worse, I may like it more! Then I’m going to have to change, too. If you don’t change, I won’t have to either and that would be much easier on me.”

Well, oddly enough, I’m finding myself in a situation similar to Larry’s. In September 1992, I began writing my first book, Considering the Horse: Tales of Problems Solved and Lessons Learned. It was a great experience because the process of writing triggered hundreds of wonderful childhood memories that had been packed away in a musty old trunk somewhere in the attic of my subconscious. It was my first attempt at writing a book and a great opportunity to share some of my experiences—both good and bad—of working with horses.

My main goal in writing the book was to pass along training information without putting it in a “how-to” format. After all, I have a hard time reading step-by-step, how-to books, so I sure wasn’t going to be able to write one. Instead of the typical format, I chose an anecdotal style. Much to everyone’s surprise (mine included), the format of Considering the Horse seemed to strike a chord with readers and my book took off.

We had so much positive feedback on Considering the Horse that I was soon asked to write a follow-up book. A year or so later, A Good Horse is Never a Bad Color was released. It was written using the same format, although it covered different subject matter and it, too, was surprisingly well received.

Very soon after the second book came out, however, I just sort of settled back into ranching with the idea that my book-writing days were over. After all, I never really considered myself a writer in the first place, and if the truth were known, I didn’t think I had anything else to say.

A few years passed and I’d slowly gotten away from ranching and started doing clinics. In some of my clinics, I began talking about a training idea I’d been working on for years, which I called “passive leadership.” Put simply, it is the idea of handling and working with horses by becoming a trusted leader that the horse will choose to follow, as opposed to being an “alpha” leader that generally forces his leadership on other horses.

Evidently, the idea created a stir in some circles of the horse community and was generally misunderstood, because I used the words “passive” and “leadership” together. After all, how can one be passive and still be a leader? At any rate, soon afterward, I wrote what I truly thought would be my final book, Horses Never Lie: The Heart of Passive Leadership.

In Horses Never Lie, I remember making a conscious effort to step out of the shadow created by my first two books. They were more or less snapshots of where I’d been in my work with horses. Mostly they were written in past tense and were about circumstances and ideas that had gotten me where I was. They weren’t necessarily where I was going. In fact, by the time I wrote Horses Never Lie, I was already working on ways of refining and, in some cases, even changing some of the methods I’d talked about in Considering the Horse.

Horses Never Lie also marked a subtle change in my writing style, if you will. While there are still plenty of anecdotes in the book, I was more to the point in terms of passing along my ideas. Since I felt at the time that Horses Never Lie would be my last book, I felt an urgency to be sure the point of the book was clearly made. I spent less time talking about the past and more time talking about the present. In short, I suppose it could be said that Horses Never Lie brought everyone up-to-date on where I was with my horsemanship.

Many years have now passed since I first began writing Considering the Horse. During that time, I have slowly made changes in my life, particularly when it comes to the way I deal with horses, but also in the ways I deal with people. I suppose an argument could be made that I’ve been working on trying to master my craft, a goal I know I’ll probably never achieve. I’ve realized that, in order for me to search for mastery, some things I did in the past have to improve, some have to stay the same, and some have to be set aside.

I see this book, Life Lessons from a Ranch Horse, as the next step in that process. It is a sort of documentation of the fifteen years I spent with Buck, my old horse, who during that time had gently been nudging me toward a better way to go through life. Honestly, I’m not sure if he did it by accident or by design, but one thing is sure . . . he most certainly became the catalyst for my search for growth, both professionally and personally. He made me realize I wasn’t going to be able to get better in my work with horses unless I first improved other things in my life.

My hope is that you enjoy reading this book as much as I’ve enjoyed writing it. While it does, in one sense, mark the end of a great partnership between Buck and me, it also marks a whole new beginning for both of us. For him, it’s retirement and some well-deserved time off. For me, I once again find myself starting anew in a number of different areas in my life. Hopefully, this time—thanks to the lessons I’ve learned from Buck—I’m a little better prepared for what’s in store, even though right now I’m not exactly sure what that is.

—M. R
PREFACE TO THE FIRST EDITION
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SOMETIME BACK, a friend introduced me to an interesting idea. She referred to it as “The Myth of Er.” Now, according to my friend, this particular story is very old and dates back to the time of Plato, perhaps even further.

Intrigued, I researched the myth and found the idea has actually been bouncing around in various cultures for hundreds of centuries. The Myth of Er has a variety of names, depending on the culture, but with the exception of a few minor details, the story is pretty much the same.

The myth says that we are all given a soul prior to coming to Earth. Before we’re born for the first time, we are given the ultimate purpose for the soul—to become a wise and kind spirit, full of life and knowledge that can be passed on and improved on with each life we live. Then we’re asked to choose a task to work on during the life that we are about to embark upon. The task we choose will help fulfill our soul’s ultimate purpose.

After choosing the task, we are asked to choose all the aspects of our life, including the family we will be born into, the friends and acquaintances we wish to come in contact with during the life, the paths we will encounter, and even the animals we will live and work with. Once all of this has been decided, then and only did are we born into this world to begin our journey. The only thing—and this is the kicker—is that when we’re born, we forget the entire process we just went through.

As we go through the life, we’re faced with the outcomes of all the choices we made prior to our birth. Some are difficult to face, some are not. But all are designed to help us achieve the task we chose for that particular life. We travel through the life, and eventually we pass away. When we die, our soul returns to where it started.

Once there, our soul’s memory is regained and we get to assess how we did in the life we just lived. Did we complete our task? If not, we can choose to come back in another life and try again, following the same rules, if you will. If we completed the task, we choose a different life and move on to the next task. But each time we are born, we forget what we went through in our previous lives, as well as the choices we made for our soul.

ACCORDING TO THE MYTH, it takes the soul thousands of lifetimes to become perfect. And here’s where the myth gets a little foggy. Depending on the culture, different things can happen to the soul once it becomes perfect. Some Asian cultures, for instance, send the soul continually back into the same family all throughout its journey, even after it has become perfect. This is why some folks in those cultures treat their children so well—they just may end up coming back as their children’s children!

I have a little different theory about what happens once a soul finally becomes perfect. I think the perfect soul is given a chance to come back as a teacher for all those individuals still working their way through their tasks. But the catch is that this time they come back as an animal or insect.

Now of course I don’t have any proof to back this theory up, but if you think about it, cats might be here to help us learn to take life less seriously. Houseflies may be here to teach us patience, and ants to help teach us how to work together. Our dogs might be here to help teach us how to have fun chasing our own tails. In fact, if we look hard enough, I’ll bet we can learn something positive from just about every living thing on the planet.

AND THAT BRINGS ME TO BUCK, the horse you’ll be reading about in this book. A friend gave me Buck when he was seven years old, back in 1986. At the time, he’d had minimal handling. To be honest, I wasn’t real crazy about starting a horse that old, but I figured, what the heck, a free horse is a free horse. In 1986 I was just starting to gain something of a reputation as a horse trainer who worked mostly with problem horses, although I was still primarily doing ranch work of one kind or another. A big, stout horse like Buck, if he worked out, would more than likely fit right into my program, so I was willing to take a chance on him.

Now you may want to read the final sentence of that paragraph again, because it’ll give you a pretty good idea of my mindset when Buck and I began working together. I just assumed, like most horse people would, that I was the one who’d be doing the teaching, and he’d be the one doing the learning. And, for a while, that was true. But only for a short while. Very soon after we started working together, I began to understand that this time things were going to be different . . . because Buck was different.

I have to admit, as you will see, it took me a while to get out of my own way. But when I finally did, I saw it was me who was going to be doing the learning, not him. As the years passed and my attitude about my role slowly changed, I came to understand that I was in the presence of a truly great teacher, one who seemed to possess the wisdom of the ages. He was a teacher who ultimately became a great friend and partner. Maybe it was all in some big plan. Maybe it was just coincidence. But either way, I know for a fact that I am far better off for having known him than I would be had I not.

So this is our story. As you read, maybe you’ll begin to see why I feel Buck may have carried the wisdom of the ages into our relationship . . . that he was a perfect soul that chose to be here to help me learn.

But also remember, as you read, it’s only a theory. I could be wrong.
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School Starts
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I HAD JUST FED OUR four horses, three in the corral and one in the barn, and the one in the barn wasn’t eating. A horse not eating at feeding time is almost always something to be concerned about, and if it were any other horse, I might have been alarmed.

The other horses were already pinning their ears, squealing, and running each other off the three piles of hay, one for each horse. As was their ritual, for the next five minutes or so they’d play a sort of musical chairs with the piles, moving each time the smallest one of the bunch—a little 14.2-hand, line-back dun gelding named Tuff—decided he needed some hay from a different pile. With ears pinned, he would head over to the closest pile and chase off Red, a 16-hand sorrel gelding that dwarfed Tuff. Red would, in turn, pin his ears at Quincy, a 15-hand gelding eating quietly at the third pile, sending him over to the pile Tuff had abandoned at the beginning. They’d all settle back down until Tuff decided to move to the next pile, starting the whole thing over.

While it was fun watching those three sort out their eating arrangements for the evening meal, it was the gelding in the barn that had my attention. He was an old horse, Buck. At twenty-three years old, he was beginning to show his age. Only a few months earlier, I had retired him from ranch work and given him to my youngest son, Aaron.

I’d recently taken Buck off the winter pasture, because he wasn’t faring as well as I liked. Although he wasn’t really thin, it was obvious that he wasn’t doing as well as the others on the pasture. He was a hard-keeper to begin with, and any time he started to lose weight it raised a red flag for me. I brought Buck home so I could supplement his diet and maybe get him to put on a few pounds.

Buck stood in his run just outside the barn and stared at me. He watched my every move, occasionally shifting his weight from one hind leg to the other. Even though I’d just put his nightly share of pellets in his stall, he completely ignored them, a behavior that would worry most folks. A horse not eating, especially his extra feed, usually meant something serious was going on, colic maybe. But I could tell that Buck wasn’t sick. He was just trying to tell me something.

I was pretty busy at the time and tried to ignore him as I went about my chores. But after all the years we’d been together, I knew when he got this way, it would be impossible to ignore him for long. I turned and looked at him.

“What?” I asked.

As if answering, he nonchalantly turned his head and looked into his stall. I walked over to the run, reached through the panels, and stroked his neck. He kept his head turned, and even though I could barely see his left eye, the one closest to me, I saw that he was looking at me.

Fine. At least I knew that whatever it was he wanted must be in his stall. Probably something with his pellets, I thought. I put my rake down, walked around the corner and into the barn, opened the metal sliding door to his stall, and went in. Buck met me in the stall. I checked the pellets for foreign objects; there weren’t any. I picked them up, smelled them, and even tasted them to see if they were okay; they were. I checked to make sure he had plenty of clean water; he did.

He stood looking at me. I looked around in the stall but couldn’t see anything out of the ordinary, so I petted him on his head and left the stall. He snorted loudly and shook his head. I returned and looked at him through the door. He quietly turned and looked out at the horses in the corral playing musical hay piles. Again, even with his head turned, I could see that he was looking at me.

Okay, so now I knew that he wanted something he didn’t have, but the others did, and it had something to do with his stall. Whatever it was, it was more important to him that the two scoops of pellets in his feeder. I knew this because, over our years together, in thousands of situations, Buck had spent a great deal of time trying to train me to listen to what he had to say. With the patience of a saint, he had presented ideas that I’d never have thought possible for any animal other than a human to have.

THE FIRST TIME Buck tried to get me to listen to him, it was to help me understand how horses do things. It happened about a year after we started working together. He was seven years old at that time.

We were working a roundup I’d helped with for many years. Like usual, we were helping a friend gather his herd of about 120 horses from twenty-five hundred acres of land. Buck and I were alone when we’d come upon thirty head up in the rocks above a small mountain valley. We successfully worked them down into the valley, and our next moves were to bring them down a draw, across a meadow about a mile in length, through a tunnel that ran under the highway, and finally into the large catch pen.

The only problem was that Buck and I ended up between the horses and the draw on the south end of the valley we needed them to go down. We would have to get around them to the north in order to drive them to the draw. This was a precarious situation, because one wrong move on my part and I could end up scattering the herd to the far ends of the pasture. On top of that, just out of sight in the trees at the north end of the valley, there was an open gate that led to another five hundred acres—and I definitely did not want them getting to that five hundred.

Buck and I slowly started to make our way around the herd, giving them a wide berth, so as not to alarm them. We were nearly all the way past the herd, and everything was going well, when I noticed the horses begin to watch us pretty carefully. Even though we were moving slowly, they started to mill around. A few of them even turned and headed toward the line of trees to the north, right where the open gate was. They weren’t moving all that fast, but in my mind’s eye I could see them breaking into a lope and taking the rest of the herd with them.

Wanting to get out ahead of them and stay ahead of them, I urged Buck to pick up a little jog trot. Much to my surprise, he refused. As far as I could remember, this was the first time he had refused to do anything I asked of him. I asked again, and again he refused, maintaining his slow, steady walk.

With a quick glance at the herd, I could see that a couple more horses had joined the ones already on the move. I quickly began trying to figure out why Buck’s wasn’t responding. We hadn’t been working that long, only about an hour, and he’d been walking the majority of that time, so I knew he couldn’t be tired. I turned around in the saddle and glanced back at Buck’s tail to see if he needed—how can I say this delicately?—a rest stop. But that wasn’t it, either.

Nope, for some strange reason he simply wasn’t doing what I was asking him to do, and I didn’t like it. I nudged him harder with my heel, and he swished his tail defiantly. The rest of the herd had joined the others on their trek northward, albeit at a lazy walk. I nudged him again; he responded with a tail swish and a head shake.

We’d traveled a short distance farther when I looked over to see that the herd had all but stopped. The horses had even dropped their heads to graze a bit. Instead of relaxing, I saw this as our chance to put some space between us and the herd and close off the north end. I nudged Buck again and again he refused, this time blowing hard through his nose.

It was obvious to me he couldn’t see the urgency in the situation, and I was beginning to get annoyed with his refusals. Meanwhile, the horses had raised their heads and haltingly begun to move north once again. Finally, in what I can only call a fit of aggravation, I just blapped Buck hard with both heels. By this time he was just as aggravated with me as I was with him, and his aggravation came out in a jumping transition to a fast lope.

There, I thought. Finally he’s doing what I want. And none too soon, because just as he jumped into a lope, the herd woke up, hesitated for just a second, and then broke as fast as they could go toward the north end of the valley. Suddenly, and I suppose not surprisingly, we found ourselves in a major foot race. It was us against thirty head of pretty fresh pasture horses, and we were all heading for the same place. Buck and I were jumping rocks and sage, dodging gopher holes, and leaping over small puddles from the previous night’s rain. The herd, tails in the air and manes in the wind, were running for all they were worth, some whinnying wildly as they went.

We reached the woods going about as fast as Buck could run, and we were only about fifty yards ahead of the herd. A quick glance back over my shoulder showed the herd was gaining fast. What was worse was that we were having to dodge trees and avoid low-hanging branches, while they were on a narrow, unobstructed path that led straight through the gate and into the five hundred, now only about 120 yards in front of us.

They were flying down the path, and I knew it was going to be close, maybe too close. I urge Buck to move faster, but instead, he slowed down ever so slightly. That one hesitation was enough to let the herd shoot past us and right though the gate. Buck continued to slow from an all-out gallop, to a slow lope, to a trot, and finally to a walk. I watched helplessly as the herd disappeared into the trees and rocks of the five hundred, running just as fast as their feet could carry them.

I REMEMBER SEEING A cartoon once. It was of two horses standing side by side, both wearing saddles. One horse was looking at the other with a disgusted look on his face, and a caption read, “If my cowboy doesn’t start listening to me, I’m bound to get a bad reputation.”

I’m as sure as I can be that that was exactly what Buck was thinking as we stood there listening to the hoof beats of the herd fade into the distance. As for me, all I could think of at that time was how much work my horse had just caused me. Had he just gone faster when I asked him to in the first place, I reasoned, we would have no doubt had the herd in the catch pen by now. Instead, we would spend the next two-and-a-half hours searching for, gathering, and then bringing the herd back through the gate and into the small valley we’d just come from.

The nice thing about having that much time on your hands is that it gives you the opportunity to think. Now, as I said, most of my initial thoughts were of how mad I was that Buck hadn’t responded when I asked him to. And that, it was my feeling, was why we were in the mess we were in. I have to admit those pretty much remained my thoughts for the next half-hour or so. In fact, I would have probably continued thinking that way had it not been for one simple thing. It doesn’t seem like much now, I suppose, but at the time it turned out to be very humbling.

While I was sitting there on Buck’s back, mentally beating him up for not doing what I asked, when I asked it, I noticed that he was simply going about his business, just as he had before the foot race. Not only was he going about his business, but he was doing it very thoughtfully. He was stepping carefully over rocks and downed timber. He was slowly traversing the draw and finding the safest way to the bottom. He would stop when something didn’t look right to him, then turn and choose another, more prudent direction. Every once in a while he would prick his ears in a certain direction, telling me exactly where the herd was.

In short, while I was feeling sorry for myself and stewing about my horse, he had already gone back to work, pretty much without me and, indeed, in spite of me. Not only that, but he was taking care of me while he was doing it!

As I said, once I came to my senses and realized what was happening, I found it to be very humbling indeed. However, there was another lesson that I believe he tried to teach me that day that I had missed completely. Unfortunately, that particular lesson wouldn’t become clear for quite some time.

FOLLOWING THE INCIDENT in the valley, Buck’s apparent refusal problem just seemed to disappear. In fact, even during the rest of that day, he went right back to being just as responsive as he’d always been. His good behavior continued until about three months later, when a horse that was having a great deal of trouble leading was brought to me for help. As it turned out, he didn’t really lead at all.

I had already spent some time with the young gelding in the round pen doing ground work, which he did pretty well. He even led pretty well in the pen. However, as soon as I started to lead him anywhere outside the pen, he took a few steps and locked up. I had worked with him from the ground for a couple of days with limited success, so I decided to pony the youngster off Buck. That would give me more options in terms of how I could work him. More importantly, if he got to pulling back or jerking on the end of the rope, I could just dally up and let him work against Buck instead of working against me.

The next day I took the colt and Buck to the big arena. I got up on Buck and, with the youngster’s lead rope in hand, asked Buck to walk forward. Without even taking the slack out of the rope, the young gelding quietly walked next to Buck like he’d been doing it all his life. He made no trouble whatsoever. We made one uneventful lap around the arena, and things were going so well that I thought maybe all the ground work I’d done over the past couple of days had actually made a difference. Just as I was getting ready to pat myself on the back for a job well done, we passed the gate that we’d come through much as I’d hoped.
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