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This book is dedicated to the horses that have carried
 me past the known and into the unknown. May your
 wisdom illuminate the way for all humans who wish
 to enter into the landscape of your peaceful world.




In memory of Peter M. Vogel, with
 eternal gratitude and love.

—Gretchen
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Keys to 
Horse Speak:
Introduction

Leadership (p. 3)

Connection (p. 4)

Dialogue (p. 4)


	
Some of you may remember Mr. Ed, the talking horse, who starred in a black-and-white television comedy from 1958 to 1966. Mr. Ed’s lips flapped during the voice-overs, creating a magical effect, especially for a horse-crazy kid like me. I fantasized about what my “someday horse” would say to me—if only he could talk.

Childhood asthma restricted my activities to reading about horses and drawing my herd of model horses. In junior high I was well enough to begin working on a horse farm, and by the end of high school, I was exercising top-level dressage horses. Finally, as a young mother, I was able to have horses of my own. I adopted a large pony, the color and build of the ancient Tarpan horse (an extinct subspecies of wild horse that some attempted to bring back via selective breeding). Rocky was to be the companion for a young, golden snowflake Appaloosa mare named Dakota. I became a student of these two “horse gurus,” and in time, even more horses joined my herd. It was as if my childhood models had come to life in order to teach me.

I started to notice the same gestures and movements made by my horses at various times. Whether subtle micromovements or larger postures and positions, I saw each quickly shift into other twitches and motions. My artist’s eye was able to freeze-frame the gestures as images. I began to see how the same gesture meant the same thing to all horses, and further, how horses were bound to respond similarly, no matter which horse was making that gesture. I suspected I was witnessing language and not simply behavior.

By this time, my adult equestrian career included coaching a collegiate equestrian team, giving lessons and clinics, rehabilitating horses, consulting with horse sanctuaries, and teaching Equine Assisted Learning (EAL). In each setting, I observed the highly ritualized and predictable language of horses. At home, I took notes, made drawings, and watched some more. My passion for understanding the meaning of these individual gestures made me try to mirror them back to the horses. I had the dubious responsibility to come up with clear and consistent movements they might recognize in return. Quite suddenly, I realized my horses were teaching me their kinesthetic (body-language) dialogues. I was being escorted through the basics of language like a young foal learning to be in the herd. And then one day it dawned on me that I really was having Conversations with my horses in their language. Learning their language opened a portal into their innate way of being.

I’ve always admired the work of particular horsemen and horsewomen who seem to be having a private dialogue with the horse. If I was “seeing language” and learning how to use the “words” and “phrases” to converse with horses, perhaps I could help others read, interpret, and act on the subtle cues. I wanted to decode this language, breaking it down into small details anyone could understand. This book is the result of my desire to share what I’ve learned and help others communicate with their equine partners in the same illuminating and fulfilling ways I can.

Horses must be bilingual. They must speak “horse language” to horses (although if they have been isolated, they may not be effective communicators with other horses). In addition, horses need to speak “human.” We use words and inflections to indicate our many levels of feelings, needs, and replies to each other. Humans don’t need to rely on subtle visual messages. We express less with our bodies than we do with words. We make so many random movements around our horses that they can be at a loss trying to understand us.

This book, my translation guide to the visual language of the horse, which I call Horse Speak, is meant to help both sides of the coin: humans and horses. Just like learning a foreign language, you will first learn distinct movements that are the horse’s individual words. You’ll learn how to mirror his words visually, in a way he will understand. Eventually, you will be able to combine these gestures in sequences and pose questions to horses. When a horse replies with his own movements, you will understand what he is saying and be able to respond logically. Fluency in Horse Speak comes with the flexibility to have a conversation automatically, calibrated with appropriate intensity. And giving you the means to become fluent is my goal in providing this manual.

WHAT IS LEADERSHIP, REALLY?

Horse Speak helps you build a relationship with your horse—one based on trust, respect, unity, and acceptance. Achieving these four elements depends on your ability to express yourself as a leader.

Horses are captive and dependent on us for their very survival. Being a leader actually means letting your horse know that when you show up, all is right and he is safe. Does your horse trust you to guide him through the human world? We’ve taken horses out of their natural environment and asked them to step through doors, jump over obstacles, and get in and out of trailers. Imagine you were in a foreign country, the tour guide didn’t speak your language, and he was uncertain and nervous as he asked you to follow him in and out of strange places and spaces. You wouldn’t feel safe in his care! You can tell a horse he is safe with you via simple Conversations that address his concerns and by knowing how to clearly calibrate phases of intensity within the practice of Horse Speak. This will, in-turn, cause you to feel safe with him as you both develop deeper trust in one another.
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A true leader behaves like someone you would want to follow.



We all have events that challenge our safety. You might have to bring a horse in during a thunderstorm, or when your horse is sick or injured, practice first aid until your veterinarian arrives. Sometimes, another horse in distress at the barn or horse show can “set yours off.” However, the more regularly you have Conversations with your horse in his language, the less likely you are to lose your connection with him during a stressful event. This keeps you both safe and that is the essence of good leadership.

The Ideal Connection

The bottom line is, when your horse doesn’t feel safe with you, you are not safe with him. Many of my clients are people who have had one “horse romance” in their lives. They tell me about the horse-of-a-lifetime they were effortlessly in sync with—the horse that, even when things were not going well, kept trouble from becoming a disaster. The horse that rebalanced them over the jump, got them through a muddy spot that turned into a bog, stood still when they slipped and fell on an icy patch, and didn’t react when a flock of wild turkeys took off from trees overhead. This was the horse that took care of them.

Fortunately, people don’t need to go from horse to horse to find this ideal connection. Instead, you can bring resources from within yourself to create a safe and intimate partnership with almost any horse. This book is not about training—it is about transformation. Yes, most of us once had the blessing of a wonderful horse. Although all horses have much to offer us, the real question is, what do we offer them in return? When we think of being safe around a horse, we always think in terms of the horse not harming us. Do we ever consider the horse might be worried that we might harm him?

TRUE DIALOGUE

I offer Horse Speak as a framework for communication. It is not a rigid formula. When you are truly in a dialogue you can never predict how a horse will answer you on any given day. I’ve now set aside my “normal” horse-training techniques in favor of Conversation with a horse because I can pose a question or pitch an idea to him and see what he thinks about it. Knowing Horse Speak has made it possible for me to know, unequivocally, if a horse is answering my question with curiosity, playfulness, and affection, or just complying with my request out of fear, habit, or training. You’ll discover that, as you learn how to have a Conversation with your horse, you become more relaxed and playful. Many of you value your relationship with your horse as much as you value his performance. Deeper bonds of friendship will blossom as you show your horse you are willing to listen and learn his language instead of just expecting him to respond to yours.

What ultimately separates us from animals are our own misconceptions. Traditionally, we’ve held that groupings of behavior are instinctive and outside the animals’ control. Their movements have been labeled as “surface” behaviors. This definition is still widely held by many trainers and is a limited view that belies horses’ acute sense of self. We believe, since animals don’t think in our words or have a sound-based language, that they have no internal dialogue. Yet, horses use their language to link to the internal narratives of other horses all the time. They assist each other and change each other’s minds. Horse Speak now allows them to link with us. It is the way our horses will ultimately help us begin to think differently about them.

Species Relationships

Humans do not have to be acutely aware of their environment in order to survive. We don’t have to pay attention to detail. Our words are more important than body language so we don’t even have to pay that much visual attention to each other in Conversation. Horses’ language, on the other hand, is rooted in their worldview as prey. They’ve survived in spite of being the food of choice for a variety of large carnivores. They possess an intense awareness of their environment with almost 360-degree vision, acute hearing with big upright ears, a great sense of smell, and the ability to run fast. They see your facial expression, body language, clothes, and hair, and every twitch you make. Your intention to move in a certain direction is easily read well before you actually do it.

Humans and horses are both social beings. We have this in common. When you are with a horse, the horse considers you a part of his herd, even if it is only a herd of two. When a chicken is in the pasture, the chicken is now counted in the herd. All of us have seen cats, goats, and dogs in a herd with horses. Horses offer us this natural inclusiveness, as well. It is one reason we may feel so good when we are with them. But it is also a reason for becoming more in tune to what our body language may or may not be saying to them.

There is an unfortunate idea in the horse world that we cannot let the horse “win” or resist our requests. The truth is, most horses are designed by nature to accept a submissive role; very few are truly “alpha” animals. Learning their language brings new understanding of their code of honor and how it can be part of a successful relationship with horses, no matter what. Perhaps the Conversations will bring you new insights and show you secret parts of yourself, as well. When we allow a horse to maintain his dignity, while utilizing his own code of ethics to engender mutual respect, everybody wins. Allow yourself to evolve as your relationship with your horse transforms: investing in this is taking steps on a journey to becoming a whole, healthy, and balanced human being.

My deepest hope is that when people understand the language of the horse, it will become impossible to abuse a horse “by accident” because someone didn’t know what the horse was saying. We can balance our expectations with our horse’s preferences, and at the very least, hear him out, without being afraid that giving him a say in his life will result in him being spoiled or ruined.

Some horses have more opinions than others. By practicing Conversation, you create trust, respect, unity, and acceptance. I hope I’ve contributed some tools that humans will use peacefully and joyously with horses. The warmth of a connected friendship is all the reward any of us need for the small amount of time it takes to learn and implement this mutual language.

12 EASY STEPS

In clinics and with students, I teach Horse Speak in 12 Easy Steps, and so that is how I have organized the chapters ahead. It is my hope that a sensible progression such as the one laid out here will make learning this means of communication both appealing and infinitely achievable.
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Horses are submissive by nature; they deserve to keep their dignity.



Horse Speak is acquired in layers, and it is necessary to learn some skills in a general sense early on, only to return to them later and explore them in depth. And so I begin with fundamentals that are important to understand and be able to employ every step along the way. Two areas are of particular importance to this work: breath and body language. You will find pages that detail my understanding of the meanings behind equine communication via breathing and physical gesture, before we progress to what I call the Four Gs of Horse Speak: Greeting, Going Somewhere, Grooming, and Gone. The Four Gs are the framework of equine interrelationships, and almost all “discussion” between horses—and I feel, between horses and humans—can be categorized under one of these headings.

While I can help define and describe different modes of “listening to” and “talking to” your horse, as with human speech, much depends on that which is anything but obvious. With Horse Speak, it is the level of intensity, or pressure, that accompanies a gesture, movement, or stance—no matter how subtle, the slightest motion can in fact deal great power. Any individual truly committed to being able to communicate effectively and fairly with horses must practice regulating intensity, and I offer a number of exercises to help you begin to manage what’s going on inside your body, as well as what is going on outside your body.

In addition, get ready to sample dozens of what I call “Conversations,” distributed throughout all 12 Easy Steps. The Conversations provide step-by-step templates for you to follow in your day-to-day interactions with your horse: how to read and “hear” what your horse is saying, and what you should do and “say” in reply to end in a happy place.

Finally, you’ll meet Joe. He is a fictional horse with the kinds of issues common to many equines today. You can follow along as I use Horse Speak to work with Joe and his owners, from our first meeting to the resolution of many of his problems. The details I can provide in describing the process of interacting with such a horse supply an invaluable glimpse behind the scenes, tools you can most certainly use, and cause-and-effect scenarios molded with one thing—educating the reader—in mind.

Horse Speak is not a training method, nor does it specifically teach you how to be a better rider. However, whatever discipline you prefer, whether you subscribe to classical horsemanship or natural horsemanship or something else altogether, Horse Speak can complement your methods and improve your relationship with your horse. Just wait until you see what it will do for you.
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Horse Speak: Step 1

Inner and Outer Zero (p. 8)

Observation (p. 12)

Mirroring (p. 18)

Sense of Humor (p. 21)

Good Questions (p. 22)

Pausing (p. 23)

Breath Messages (p. 24)

Bubbles of Personal Space (p. 28)

13 Horse Speak Buttons (p. 36)



Where do we begin when learning a new language? Let’s start with zero and go from there.

FINDING YOUR “INNER ZERO”

Horses’ survival depends on their ability to observe what is happening around them and see each other’s subtle messages. This is only possible when the “herd” (same species or multispecies, of many or of only two, in the barn or loose in the pasture) is calm (fig. 1.1). When one horse starts to pick on another, the others in the herd may quietly separate the two, adjusting their positions until there is a state of calm again. In conflict, opponents are likely to kick or bite at one another; perhaps one will drive the other away. Then, as quickly as the disagreement began, it ends. Horses do not thrive on stress and excitement.
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1.1 Horses prefer a calm and thoughtful state of being, whether at rest or on the move, as here.



I regularly observe my herd and usually see some standing a few feet apart, some lying down, and others grazing—but all striving for a steady state of calm.

Many of us may try to be calm around horses as a general rule, but for the process of learning Horse Speak, it is essential. Being “quiet inside” allowed me to be more “present” (in the moment), which is how I was able to observe the subtleties of equine language to begin with. Establishing ways to be “present” with your horse is how you will see their language, as well. I call the state of being present in the moment, being aware and calm, Inner Zero (fig. 1.2).
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1.2 Inner Zero is the art of finding inner calm.



Zero is the first thing I teach any of my students. I ask them to imagine a favorite peaceful spot—a happy place. Some think of a favorite song, a lovely image, or an emotionally fulfilling memory. We all have individual gateways to our Zero. Practice the feeling that comes over you when you think of the trigger image, sound, or memory and return to it repeatedly. This is Zero on the inside. Sometimes I have my students stand in the vicinity of their horses, balance their weight on both feet, and breathe into their bellies. Then we all notice if and how the horses respond.

It took me years to realize how important my own state of Zero was for successful Conversations. I’ve developed another tool to help me stay calm and present no matter what the horse is doing. I can stay in my Inner Zero by thinking or saying out loud the words, “How curious.” When you say, “How curious,” it neutralizes emotions, no matter what the horse is doing. Or you may want to try the word, “Interesting,” which is also a nonjudgmental expression. No matter if things are going well or badly with your horse, find your own trigger words or phrases that will help you stay calm and present.

MANAGING “OUTER ZERO” AND ADJUSTING VOLUME

The best way to clearly communicate with horses is with planned, deliberate gestures (fig. 1.3). When your inner intensity level is calm or Zero, it does not mean being too quiet or tentative. Horses prefer us to move with purpose, be aware of the environment, and be confident leaders. Quiet, confident assertiveness equates to “calm” for horses. It tells them, “All is well.” In addition, being calm promotes mutual trust because horses aspire to stay in this state.
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1.3 Movement that has purpose communicates clear intention.



Most of the time horses whisper with their body language. A peaceful head nod, tiny twitch of the tail, the intention to pick up a foot with a shift of balance, these say all they need to another horse (fig. 1.4). Occasionally, a horse shouts or yells a message at another with extreme gestures or movement, but usually horses say what they need to at the lowest volume necessary. Even if they “turn up” the volume, they are experts at then turning it back down, calibrating the movements of their language precisely.
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1.4 Every single gesture a horse makes, even the most subtle, carries meaning.



Horses do not want to waste energy by bickering with another all day or holding on to a grudge. In order to ensure safety in the wild, they want to stay quiet and not call the attention of predators with noise or hoofbeat vibrations through the ground. When a horse asks another for space, he may simply swish his tail, then throw his head, stomp a foot, and finally, kick or bite. As soon as the other horse moves, everything goes back to Zero on the outside as well as on the inside.

Horses are good at this, but we have to practice. For the sake of mutual Conversation, it is vital you understand how to adjust the volume of your own movement in response to theirs. You can learn to mimic their language and adjust your volume with the appropriate intensity.

To make this easier, I have assigned numbers to represent the levels of intensity of physical movement or volume you might use in a Conversation with a horse. I use five numbers: Zero, One, Two, Three, and Four. As the numbers increase, so does the size and/or emphasis of your movement. I like to use numbers to label these “levels” of Conversation because there is no emotional attachment to them. Indeed, there should never be any negative emotion in any of the Conversations you have with a horse, no matter how large your gestures become.

In general, Zero on the outside is like Zero on the inside: it means complete calm in mind and body (figs. 1.5 A & B). What does Outer Zero look like? Zero intensity, energy, or attitude doesn’t mean you are not doing anything; Outer Zero is the way you are doing it, physically, and has different postures. You could:


	 Bend one knee to cock your own hip sideways—the way horses do.

	 Put your hands in your pockets, soften your gaze, and drop your head slightly while breathing deeply.

	 Look at the ground and “blow out” a sigh.

	 Make your body look limp like a rag doll.
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1.5 A & B Inner and Outer Zero (A). Being Zero inside and out invites more pleasurable moments with your horse (B).



We all develop our own versions of Outer Zero around our horses.

The next phase of intensity is Level One, which is intention (your determination to act a certain way) alone without much movement at all. Level Two volume adds motion to intention. Level Three adds movement toward the horse and may include touch. Level Four volume is most intense including the largest of gestures in any given situation. Another way to look at this is to consider the five phases of physical movement or volume as: Calm, Thinking, Asking, Telling, and Insisting. Remember this is not about training—just about language. Different intensities of movement are the adjectives in Horse Speak. (We examine them in more detail, beginning on p. 100.)

Your goal is to habitually return to Outer Zero no matter what level of intensity has been used for any exercise or Conversation. But ceasing intention, motion, gesture, or touch (“turning down” the volume) is the hardest thing for any of us to learn. If you practiced nothing but returning to Inner and Outer Zero whenever and wherever it might be necessary, many of your problems with your horse would melt away. Horses let go of stress and effort more easily than humans do. We tend to relive an emotional charge long after the incident is over. Zero can help change this.

OBSERVATION

Horses communicate by using their entire body. Humans call this “body language.” As already mentioned, we see this kinesthetic language both in the smallest of twitches as well as in grand movements, postures, and positions. Some of the body language I’ll discuss in the pages ahead includes an amazing variety of breaths, facial-expressions, tail swishes, and angles at which a horse holds himself. Everything horses do, even when standing still, means something to other horses (fig. 1.6).


[image: ]
1.6 The horse uses his entire body to communicate his thoughts and feelings.



Becoming aware of Horse Speak is pretty simple, really. You just need to pay attention whenever you are with your horse. Since horse language is predominately visual, horses watch each other closely even when it doesn’t seem like they are doing much of anything. Horses are always watching you closely, as well, when you are with them (fig. 1.7). So plan to become like horses when you watch them. Simple observation makes your horse more interested in you because you are showing him you are interested in him. Consistent observation is the second step you’ll take (after learning to find and manage Inner and Outer Zero) to transforming your relationship with your horse.
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1.7 Horses are always watching you when you are with them.



Horses communicate with us all the time in ways so subtle we don’t notice much of it. For example, you may throw hay out at feeding time, then head back to the house to get ready for work. How many of you glance back and notice that one ear of every horse is still on you, even though they are eating and you are walking away? What is so important about a tiny thing like this? It is the kind of thing horses do with each other. All movements in a herd are noticed. Over time and with practice you’ll learn to notice every little thing, too.

Just mucking out stalls? Observe your horse as closely as you can as you work around him. Turning your horse out with buddies? Watch to see when and how the horses interact with each other. Gazing out the window at the herd in the pasture? Notice what they are doing, how they are moving. As you learn more about their language, you’ll realize a lot is going on even if you never thought so before (fig. 1.8). Observing your horse is an “approach” message: he will know you are watching him, trying to see and understand him, and as a result, he will become more engaged and trust will grow without you even realizing it. One day, your head-shy horse will bring his muzzle closer to you for a breath exchange or he will do a huge head bob as you come toward the gate. Your attentive observation is reaching out to him in a new way—and it is one he understands. You are now listening to his body language.
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1.8 When you start observing your horse, he will take notice!



When we are not paying attention with regular observation, a horse has to resort to the equine equivalent of “shouting” at us, which means he communicates his happiness, fear, confusion, pain, and ideas in grand gestures. Some of these big movements may even be called vices because we don’t know why he is doing them. For example, he fidgets on the cross-ties, steps on your foot, or rushes out the stall door. We might label him as stubborn or stupid, but we are the ones being callous. We just haven’t noticed the more subtle ways he has been trying to tell us about his concerns.

Some horses shut down and do not even attempt to show us what they think or feel. They have learned there is no point in making the effort. Why try to communicate with a species that doesn’t take an interest in learning, seeing, or acknowledging their perceptions?

Half a Conversation is listening and the other half is talking. If you aspire to “see” your horse’s language, you must remember to listen even when the horse is saying things you don’t want to hear. When your horse gets emotional and you do not know what to do, keep yourself safe, then go to your Inner Zero. At least this will afford you the right state of mind to observe your horse and perhaps come up with a helpful strategy. You will see your horse with a whole new level of awareness once you know the words he uses.

MAPPING THE LANGUAGE

I’m really grateful that horses’ language is visual, as that makes it easier to “map.” I think of each individual gesture or posture as one “word.” Horses can combine these “words” to express complex ideas—what we would think of as “sentences.” For example, when your horse twitches his lips as you approach, he is saying, “I’m having a good day.” When you wriggle your lips back, you say to him, “I’m having a good day, too.” In Horse Speak we use another phrase called Sentry Breath to describe your horse snorting or blowing at an object (see more on p. 27). And, when you blow in the same direction as if you are blowing out candles on a birthday cake, looking at the ground and pretending to chew gum, you are telling the horse you’ve seen the “bogeyman,” blown him away, and all is well.


[image: ]



Signs of Emotion

Dogs, cats, and people display emotion in a direct way. Cats and dogs come up to you when you come home from work, follow you around and wrap themselves around you. Horses, however, being prey animals, display emotion indirectly—they express affection, for example, by giving you space and by paying attention to you. They express love by treating you as they treat their horse friends: by being calm, bonding, letting you into their space, and sometimes initiating touch in the way they do with other horses.

We enjoy the way we feel around horses. We can feel enveloped in the state of peace and calm, which is the horse’s Inner Zero. We ride to merge with this body that is so much larger than ours. We want to feel that our heart is at one with his enormous heart. I believe we all still have this need. It is deeper than a learning technique, deeper than an award-winning performance, deeper even than having fun. It is the need to communicate love and affection to your horse and to know—without a doubt—your horse offers love and affection back to you.

Mother Nature endowed horses with a sense of humor, curiosity, and a huge “play drive” as if to compensate them for having to worry all the time about being eaten. These are all expressions most horse owners can recognize—for example, when a horse wiggles his ears, he is demonstrating his sense of humor. Playfulness and affection are expressed sometimes via sideways ears or big huffing breaths (figs. 1.9 A–C).
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1.9 A–C Mother Nature gave horses a sense of humor (A) and curiosity (B), which we can often see in their expressions. Their desire to be playful is a lot of fun when we can tap into it (C).



Then, there are common defensive messages: For instance, your horse might say, “No!” with a tail swish and a hind foot stomp. A horse holds his head up high when he perceives a threat—it is less likely that the lion or wolf will grab his muzzle when it is held high (fig. 1.10). A high head can also indicate the horse is confused, but when truly scared, he lifts his head and pulls it backward out of what he perceives to be harm’s way.
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1.10 The more defensive the message, the higher the horse will hold his head.



You may have seen a horse running at full speed with grass or hay hanging out of his mouth. The horse has a soft palate that closes so he can’t choke, thus allowing him to breathe through his nose but not swallow. My veterinarian taught me that when the soft palate is fixed, it puts pressure on the inside of the skull and makes the horse’s eyes bulge out so he can actually see farther into the distance (fig. 1.11). But the counter-effect is he is not able to see well up close, which explains why a horse might run through a fence when he is panicked. It serves us to understand their defensive messages long before they get out of control.
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1.11 A startled horse cannot swallow; the locked palate causes the eyes to bulge to see further distance.



Adrenaline makes it possible for a horse to run for a short distance at high speed. When he is panicked, his shoulder blades, which are not attached to the skeleton, rotate upward, literally making him taller. This releases the back of the rib cage so he can take bigger breaths.

You might also know a horse that pushes into you with his forehand. Pushing you means he is claiming your space; he considers himself above you in herd hierarchy. A pretty extreme version of this defensive message one horse can do with another is a sideways body slam—it is almost like a martial arts move.

These are just a few examples of the kinds of Horse Speak you’ll become familiar with in the pages ahead.


MIRRORING

IN PRACTICE

One winter evening I was at the gate, ready to bring the horses in for the night. Instead of coming to me, they trotted way up into the field and looked at something in the woods. So I looked, mirroring what they were doing but not seeing much. Then my eye caught some movement low along the ground. It was a large gray owl. We all watched until it drew up and landed in a tree. I could have been annoyed by their antics while I was standing at the gate—it was cold and time to bring them in—but instead I chose to do what they were doing and slipstreamed into their world for a moment.

Another day, this time in summer, I went out to weed the garden in a ball cap instead of my usual straw hat. My mare came over and was very obviously looking at the cap. I don’t really know why—maybe I reminded her of someone else or maybe she was noticing a different detail in her environment (a detail that happened to be on my head). She looked at the cap with concentration for a few seconds and then, as if catching herself being rude, looked off to one side. So, of course, I looked to that side, too. I wanted her to know I saw the gesture. Then she dropped her head, licked, and chewed. I did too. It was a sweet, still moment in my day.



MIRRORING

As you will find, horses have a highly ritualized and predictable language. It is expressed through specific body language. When you understand how and what they are communicating you can mimic their body language back to them. It’s called “mirroring” and it makes Conversation possible.

As children, many of us pretended to be horses. Remember how you “trotted” and “galloped” around on your two legs, tossing your mane, and jumping over things? Obviously, horses are quadrupeds and have a horizontal orientation while we are bipeds and more vertically inclined, but we both still have heads, faces, necks, torsos, and legs. There is a difference in the way we express movement or gesture, but nonetheless, our imitation of horses’ language is always rooted in the way they visually communicate with each other (fig. 1.12).


[image: ]
1.12 Mirroring your horse is fun and teaches you a great deal.



Mirroring a horse is a great opportunity to be a student of nature. Simply look where he looks and stop when he stops, as if you are playing “Simon Says.” As silly as it might feel, do some freestyle mirroring of your horse. Without any goal in mind, try to translate his body language into some movement of your own. This may be challenging because we’ve been taught we always have to be in charge around horses. In fact, perhaps the only Conversation you’ve ever had with a horse is, “I’m the human and you’re going to do only what I tell you.” Freestyle mirroring may free you of some ingrained conditioning and bring you to an authentic moment within yourself (figs. 1.13 A & B).
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1.13 A & B In these two photos I am mirroring the horse’s head (A), and then she is mirroring mine (B).



Observation and mirroring give you the space to read a horse’s individual personality. It is a great relief to let go of our human ways and simply be with a horse in his sense of time and his sense of relationships, emotions, and thought-processes. Letting go of our human agenda and ego, even for brief periods as we practice Conversation, fosters deeper connections with our fellow creatures.

THE ART OF CONVERSATION

Once you begin to see his language you will also start to see how the horse sometimes has ideas when he is with you. When you have established communication through Horse Speak, you can also see how interested he is in your ideas. Most of a horse’s ideas are about relationships with other horses, the negotiation of personal space, and the comfort of food and water, of course. Breeding horses think about cycles, birthing, and the raising of foals. It wouldn’t naturally occur to most horses that it might be fun to push a big ball around, jump a course of obstacles, or “dance” with a two-legged human beside them or on board (fig. 1.14).


[image: ]
1.14 Shall we dance? Such activities can be fun but they are human ideas!



Horses love to be praised. They take pride in their accomplishments with us and enjoy being admired. When they feel “listened to,” many horses will “claim” their performance and enjoy showing off.

All horse training uses a version of shaping behavior in repetitive exercise. Schooling often involves desired movements being rewarded and unwanted movements being punished. When a trainer is consistent, there will be some successful behavior modification. I know because I’ve been a trainer (fig. 1.15). Horses are generally trained to perform without thinking. They don’t understand why they are being forced to complete the same patterns over and over. They are not invested, present, or even thinking about what is happening. They are not having ideas. Now, the moment I see a horse is thinking about what I am asking for, I stop asking. This “release” rewards him for thinking. This makes it easy for him to be successful and impossible for him to get it wrong. This also relaxes the horse and builds his confidence. The idea of Horse Speak is to assist both you and your horse to move past limiting beliefs or old experiences and move into a new understanding of each other, where you both have ideas worth exploring.



[image: ]
1.15 A thinking horse may put his ears backward in concentration. This is similar to a person grimacing while taking a test.




PRAISE

IN PRACTICE

Once I was riding a highly trained Warmblood. He had been pushed into performing his dressage movements, and at different times, he would brace and seemed to wait for me to discipline him. I wanted instead to suggest ideas for movement and see if he wanted to do these things because they would be fun for us both. When he felt graceful, I praised him. Then he would forget we were having fun and brace again. I told him out loud, “You can brace all you want and I won’t hit you, but didn’t it feel better when we were flowing together?” Eventually, he began to offer more and more beautiful movement as he blossomed with my positive attitude.
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