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			Praise for HORSE CRAZY

		“[A] delightful tour of equine history…. Nir writes for those who know, but she also ropes in a broader audience by bringing humor, sensitivity, and journalistic fervor to horse culture—American, mostly, although not solely…. I was completely charmed and stunned by a chapter on Breyer, the gold standard of plastic model horses… Nir’s journalistic journey into the subculture of adult collectors is poignant and illuminating… a reliable survey of the ways we have invested in, exploited, and befriended these beautiful beasts.”

			—Karen Sandstrom, The Washington Post

			“[A] funny, fascinating and ultimately moving love letter to one of the world’s most beloved animals.”

			—USA Today

			“Part love letter, part reportage, it niftily braids together her family history, the history of horses, and the stories of the humans on and around them. The result is a tender and at times funny book about belonging.”

			—The Spectator

			“A brilliant read for anyone captivated by horses… her skill in weaving reporting and memoir around her beloved subject is remarkable.”

			—Horse and Hound

			“Nir eloquently captures the ‘intimate dialogue’ between Equus and us.”

			—The New Statesman

			“Not surprisingly, [Nir’s] writing is energetic, exquisite, and enthralling enough to appeal to both horse fanatics and more casual readers alike…. Reminiscent of Susan Orlean’s The Library Book in its fascinating examination of a singular topic, Horse Crazy is an expertly crafted, wrenchingly honest memoir.”

			—Bookpage

			“Packed with stories of the quirky personalities of the horses in her life, this memoir will resonate with horse lovers everywhere for its beautiful tribute to the animals and those who love them.”

			—Library Journal

			“This thoughtful, well-researched book offers a charming portrait of horses in America as well as of a woman who found self-acceptance in their graceful company…. A bighearted debut book sure to please horse lovers.”

			—Kirkus Reviews

			“A cleverly blended encyclopedia rich with reportage and intimate storytelling.”

			—The East Hampton Star

			“New York Times reporter and Pulitzer Prize finalist Sarah Maslin Nir delivers a powerfully written blend of memoir and journalistic craft.”

			—Horse Illustrated

			“A delightful journey… a fun ride through nearly every facet of the horse world… Nir’s writing is simultaneously lean, with few if any extra words, yet poetic… [the] book as a whole is endlessly compelling.”

			—Horse Nation

			“Horse Crazy is the horse book of horse books… Nir’s own hard-won horse sense, cultivated on the backs of an encyclopedia of different horses, is a treasure within itself.”

			—Horse Network

			“Sarah Maslin Nir takes the reader around the world (like the title suggests!) and then right back to her own personal story of love of horses…. She’s a beautiful writer, there’s no question about that, but what really holds you is her honesty.”

			—Noëlle Floyd

			“In this thoroughly researched and charmingly written book… [Nir’s] facility in toggling from the epic to the intimate gives the book a pleasing tension and energy.”

			—Women’s Review of Books

			“Sarah Maslin Nir has given us a beautifully written book about horses and family and the remarkable people she has met who share her passion for life as well as for equines. It is a story of terrible loss and incredible resilience with Nir’s great skill guiding us along her journey.”

			—Susan Richards, New York Times bestselling author of Chosen by a Horse

			“A lifetime with horses has done nothing to dull the wonder they evoke in Sarah Maslin Nir, and she’s done us all a favor by translating her obsession into this clear-eyed, love-filled book. Beyond telling her own story with horses, she follows her instincts as a reporter into intriguing and overlooked corners of the horse world, seamlessly connecting the individual animals she has known to the complex history of an ancient and essential species. A transfixing and restorative read.”

			—Maggie Shipstead, New York Times bestselling author of Seating Arrangements
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To all the horses I’ve loved, Amigo, Willow, Trendy, Bravo, Stellar, and every single one I’ve ever set eyes on.






INTRODUCTION

In the decade I’ve worked for the New York Times, I’ve reported across the country and around the world. And as soon as I file each story, I do one thing before I head home: I search for the horses. The rider in me wants to gaze at them, stroke them, gallop with them, but the reporter in me has only one goal: to know their stories.

And so I’ve found myself, notebook in hand, interviewing the keepers of the street horses of Senegal, West Africa, as the animals slept in corrals of parked cars. I’ve traced the Viking history of the canny Norwegian Fjord horse who extracted us both from a peat bog in the Scottish Highlands. And I’ve quizzed Indian soldiers about the indigenous battle horses I charged through a quarry in Rajasthan.

For my entire life, I’ve sought out horses endlessly, even in the urban world in which I grew up. As a girl, I found them hidden between the townhouses of Manhattan’s Upper West Side, underneath the Robert F. Kennedy Bridge in Harlem, and stampeding through Central Park.

And yet, all this time, I never asked myself why I love horses. That’s because the answer has always been because horses. It’s a response that anybody who has ever felt the ineluctable tug of their big amber eyes, in which you see something much more than your own reflection, or who knows the peace of their breathing, and the shattering wildness of their gallop, immediately understands.

Because horses. Answer enough.

But while to me horses feel like an inevitability, a part of my body and life in a way I don’t question any more than I would the rise and fall of my own chest, the reporter in me is plagued by and duty-bound to ask. In fact, “Why?” is the sum total of my job description. So it was only a matter of time before I turned the query on myself.

That quest became this book, and expanded far beyond just me, because I’m not alone. As I sought out the horses, I found their humans. The two teen sisters who bought a wild pony only to set her forever free. The executive who left corporate America for a life patrolling Central Park as a mounted ranger. The Pennsylvania man who ran an equine version of the FBI. The fox hunter who galloped away from a crumbling marriage. The diplomat’s stepdaughter who wanted forbidden horses so badly she smuggled their semen across the sea.

“Horses lend themselves to stories,” I once wrote in the Times. In the United States in particular, horses, their manes streaming, nostrils flaring, hooves thudding, carry with them something of our projected national psyche. There are over 7 million horses in America, far more than even when they were our only way to get around. They are not necessary at all, yet for many they seem more so. Here, they are furls of an American flag in equid form, imbued with our narratives of national identity. They carry on their backs the tales we tell ourselves about who we are.

Who I am.

When I finally asked myself why, the search grew epic. I dug for the reason in the belly of a 747, huddling with a trio of Dutch warmbloods as we crossed the Atlantic in the cargo hold. I looked for it floating in the dawn waters off the coast of Virginia as all around me ponies swam in the salt. I sought it underneath their thick lips and listened for it in the syncopation of their seven-league strides. In the science behind their piano-key teeth and the music of their bugling whinnies.

There are theories: a horse’s stride replicates an essential rhythm we all felt for those first nine months of our lives, rocking within amnion as our mother went about the world. Another posits power: horses lend us their own, extend our feeble human legs with their muscled limbs. They allow us to tap into their strength and seize it as ours, to feel speed and might far beyond our capacity, to touch something close to the infinite. On my own two legs, I’m just Sarah. Lent four more, I’m formidable.

Both theories seem right—yet both don’t come close to capturing what it is I feel when a horse snuffles my palm or graces me with the perfect jump, or simply stands still in a paddock in beauty that hurts. At last, I realized that the only one capable of answering my question would be those who know me best in this world: the horses themselves. Horse Crazy is structured around the lifelong dialogues I’ve had with these animals, each chapter named after a horse who told me its story or helped write my own.

I don’t believe that riding a horse is a dance, as some say, with a partner who enjoys the experience the same way I do. Instead, I believe it is a conversation, an intimate dialogue between a creature that over the millennia has become a perfect foil, partner, and complement to humankind. To me.

I realized I’ve been having that conversation all my life. Here, I’ll tell you what I’ve heard.






GUERNSEY

I don’t remember the first time I was on a horse. I remember the first time I was off one. I recall the shape of the rocks in front of my eyes, my scraped cheek pressed to the ground. Those stones come to me in a silhouette of massive, misshapen pebbles. They loom large, like a city skyline gone sideways.

I was two years old. I still can see the stones.

I was perhaps all of three feet tall, that little length of me now stretched out in a rocky field. In the distance was an imposing brick mansion, and on its rolling grounds, horses idly cropped the grass. Perhaps one or two raised their heads from the ryegrass at the commotion, decided the plight of a little child splattered in the dirt wasn’t their problem, and went back to chew. I wouldn’t know: I just lay there on the ground, cold pebbles pressed into my face, rocks turned mountains that close to my pupils—and stayed there.

In truth, I was fine, bruised, with just a tear in my teeny jodhpurs, despite the fact that I had just plopped off the back of a full-sized horse, but I didn’t know that at the time. What I knew was the shock of a perfect day gone upside down. It was my third-ever riding lesson at this imposing, horse-dotted estate in Amagansett, New York. I’d arrived that morning, bold and begging to do more than plod along. I was now regretting it.

The horse was called Guernsey, a tremendous patchwork of white and latte-colored spots like the dairy cow breed after which he was named. I had brushed him to sparkling and watched as the tiny mishmashed contraption I used as a saddle was tethered to his back. At the mounting block, I’d waited patiently for a grown-up to lift me onto his back. Out in the field, my teacher clipped a lead to his bridle, and we began our promenade in a circle.

I was bold on a horse, as tall at last as I felt inside, as powerful and in control as a child is not in any other part of her life. With a kick from my little paddock-booted feet, he jogged into gear. I’d barely mastered the trot by this early point in my equestrian education, but I was sure I was a cowgirl anyhow. I jammed my small heel on the gas—his sides—and he lumbered into a floppy canter. We were off!

But then, suddenly, I was off, grit under my tongue, a rider without a horse. Had I looked up, I would have seen him. My mother, at the fence line in her Hamptons camouflage of pastel-popped collar and white jeans, did. I knew that because she was screaming. That’s because the horse, ever so obediently, was still cantering around the circle. I lay in his path. He was barreling down on me.



I began riding at age two, and the family lore is that it was because I would never sit still. Car rides from Manhattan’s Upper East Side where we lived out to East Hampton where my family had a summer home were apparently torture for my parents. A Ford Taurus filled with my old dad, fifty-five years of age with no time for the antics of a fourth and final child, and my mom, thirty-eight years old and overwhelmed by kinetic little me. My father was a psychiatrist, and I arrived late in his life. Born in Poland in 1930, he was old enough that he was a Holocaust survivor who had evaded Hitler’s grip as a nine-year-old boy. Dad had two sons from his previous marriage, and by the time it was my turn with him as a father, his days of babbling at babies and humoring toddlers were long gone by. Although he was a renowned child psychiatrist, he was better at relating to little ones as patients than as his progeny eager for him to get down on the floor and finger-paint.

My parents met when my mom was an assistant elementary school teacher and my father had been called in to diagnose a diabetic student of hers who seemed suicidal: he was refusing his insulin. My father cracked the case with his discovery that the child had absorbed the messages of back-to-school specials a little too well; the child told Dad he was afraid that if he injected the lifesaving drug into his veins, he would become “a druggie.”

My mother was impressed. Detecting in the visiting doctor’s voice the lilt of an Israeli accent, she ran down the school staircase after him as he left the session, shouting the formal Hebrew-school Hebrew she knew. “Adoni!” she called out, thinking it just meant “sir!” (In fact, the nuanced translation is more like “my liege.”) My father, then forty-two years old, bald, mustachioed, with teeth snaggled by the wartime blight of his childhood in Poland, stopped in his tracks. He looked up the staircase and saw a green-eyed, twenty-five-year-old woman with waist-length blond hair.

And she had called him her lord.

In 1980, nearly a decade into what ended up being a forty-one-year marriage, they were two doctors seeking to climb a ladder of affluence. To do so, they had bought a 900-square-foot shack in East Hampton, in an unfashionable area of fishermen and mechanics called the Springs, far from the glamorous hordes. The floors of the shack were covered in rust-colored shag carpet and peeling linoleum, but it was set on a glorious cliff overlooking Gardiner’s Bay. Over the years, as they ascended the ranks of success and prestige, the house grew. Toddler me didn’t notice the cramped quarters because I was almost never inside. My little life was with the hermit crabs that played out funny pageants only they could understand in the tide pools that eddied out back. And with the horses I sought out endlessly in the woods and fields between the shingle-style mansions.

It was a quainter time when such things like a beach house and even our Park Avenue apartment were somewhat accessible to those who were working but not well-off. My parents bought the sprawling Upper East Side home where I grew up in the late 1970s for $45,000, less than some cars costs today. It was a time when New York City was teetering toward bankruptcy, and people were fleeing their Classic Sixes in droves. So many people had defaulted on purchasing this apartment before them—scared of the harbingers of a city spiraling toward decline: an economic recession, the blackout riot the summer of ’77 and spiking murder rates—that they had to pay with a Mr. Monopoly–style bag of cash. They borrowed $10,000 from my maternal grandmother, Frieda, a secretary, the apartment a rope they climbed into the middle class.

Inlaid in the parquet floor under the dining room table when they purchased the resplendent apartment was a tiny buzzer. Scrabbling up from working-class roots, my family needed the doorman to explain what it was for: the lady of the house pressed it with her toe, where it would ring in the kitchen and summon her staff.

The first thing my mother did when she moved in was rip out the wiring.



On weekends, we went to the beach. Driving down Old Stone Highway in Amagansett, the next town over, in the Taurus one afternoon, we passed a spotted pony. She was nut-brown and splotched with white, a pattern that is known in the horse world as a pinto, and stood in a small pen by the side of the road. The pen was overgrown with vines of trumpet creeper so that she stood chest deep in pink petals. That’s when the epiphany hit my parents: putting me on a moving horse would be the secret to getting me to sit still. That is, I’d be moving but seated, rooted to where they could see me. On a horse, I could be as hyper as I itched to be but unable to skitter out of sight. They turned up the vine-laced drive.

They had no idea what their clever plan would set in motion.

The barn was on a private estate owned, I was told, by a textile magnate, who had converted the rooms in the mansion into “showrooms” for various rugs. He had three horses of his own that he barely rode, except to jump on their backs every so often, startling them out of semiretirement to prove to himself he was a gentleman farmer. Occasionally I’d see him puttering past the paddocks on a farm vehicle, back and forth, for no discernible purpose, but with all the ceremony of the pope in his popemobile.

I didn’t ride the horse called Guernsey at first, or the spotted pony, either. Technically, no riding lessons were offered on the estate, on which a handful of privately owned horses and ponies were boarded. But the owner of the pony, which had the swoon-inducing name Cutie, let my mom leave me there for an hour or so some days to play with her waist-high pet. Like all other personality-packed ponies, Cutie was the paradigmatic example of what I’ll call Sarah’s Axiom of Ponyness: a pony’s troublesomeness is in equal proportion to how sugar-sweet adorable it looks and in inverse relation to its height. In plain-speak, the teenier the pony, the ruder. A bite-sized one named Cutie? Watch out.

Cutie’s owner had decided the pony was either too opinionated or, more likely, too tiny to ride, so my first equine experience was not riding but clip-clopping down Town Lane with her owner as the pony towed us in a tiny wagon. Grandma Frieda took me to be with Cutie daily. She and I lived together out at the beach all summer while my parents saw patients and plays in the city. They left me Out East, as Manhattanites refer to the eastern end of Long Island, with my maternal grandmother. Grandma tried to be both mom and dad for me while I pined for parents who had little time for someone as yet too young to make cocktail conversation.

Grandma was barely five feet tall, her skin speckled with vitiligo, an ebbing of the pigmentation that made her hands as bone-white as they were soft. She never married after Grandpa David died of a heart attack when Mom was twenty-five. Her sole pleasure of the flesh, it seemed to me, was a small bowl of coffee ice cream each night while mooning after Alex Trebek on Jeopardy!

Her softness belied a hard life. She had given birth to two children who died just hours into this world. Yet she seemed to see her suffering as trials on the path to joy. Through that loss, she found my mother and my uncle, she would remind me, whom she adopted as newborns. The only time it dawned on me that she and I were not blood-related was when as a teenager, I shot up to five feet eight, towering over all my petite family at bar and bat mitzvahs.

“Thank God you’re not a shrimp like the rest of our family!” Grandma said when I told her I felt out of place. “Shrimp aren’t kosher!”

She was so tolerant, so genial, that it became an absurdist family joke on long car rides: we would break up the tedium of the drive by warning my silent, smiling grandma that we would have no choice but to tow her behind the car to East Hampton on roller skates if she didn’t stop bellyaching.

In the city, Grandma wore skirt suits of the Golden Girls variety, purchased at a proper store for women of a certain age. Out East, as close as she ever got to casual wear or trousers, was a skort my mom gave her in an effort to make her hip. Even so, when I became a tween, she was the first to take me shopping for tube tops and miniskirts, applauding as I modeled postage-stamp-sized outfits for her in the dressing room.

Grandma wasn’t old-fashioned or retro (she wore a rainbow gay pride pin on her pocketbook when I asked her to in support of my best childhood friend); she was just a grandma to her core—so much so that the doormen at my family home in New York City called her “Grandma” too, and she wouldn’t respond to anything else.

Once, when I was just over a year old and we were together alone in East Hampton, I crept between the railings of the porch and tumbled off. Grandma drove me to Southampton Hospital shoeless, in her nightgown. I loved hearing the story. Later, I realized why: the image of my tiny, dignified grandma so undone, braless and barefoot, and heedless of anything other than the need to protect me was the first time I felt important to anyone in my life.

Grandma Frieda was my confidante and chauffeur, driving me to the barn each morning. At bedtime, she tunelessly sang me nursery rhymes without cease, holding one of my hands as I sucked the other’s thumb, and not minding when I swapped a sticky hand for a fresh one. I felt so alone I could only fall asleep gripping her to make sure she couldn’t leave me too.

I always made her repeat one song in particular until I fell asleep.


I had a little pony, her name was Dapple Gray,

I lent her to a Lady, to ride a mile away

She whipped her and she lashed her!

And she rode her through the mire!

I will not lend my pony, for a lady’s hire.



Sometimes in the pony cart, Cutie’s owner would allow me to steer, but at first, we didn’t get far. I’d taken a personal oath to never whip and lash Cutie like the lady in the poem, and I refused to so much as flap the reins over her spotted rump, so of course we did not move. Instead, I learned to click my tongue. At the sound, Cutie would tug at the traces and march us down the road.

But idyllic as it was, it wasn’t riding. Across the street was another barn, a commercial riding operation, and I begged my mother to take me there one afternoon after clopping down the roads with Cutie, so I could sit on an actual horse and ride. Unfortunately, you had to be five years old to take a riding lesson, they said; two was far too small. It was an agonizing fact that I bawled over as we left, hammering at the window of our station wagon and begging whomever was up there listening for three years to pass by the time we drove home.

To silence the squall, my mother pulled back into Cutie’s estate, and accosted a willowy woman she found there astride a huge pinto horse; that was when I met Guernsey. His owner’s name was Diana Zadarla, and she was a babe and a bohemian rhapsody—a white woman who wore her hair in Indonesian wraps. She was a thirty-something artist who worked at a local gallery to afford her other art, riding, and ducked out on her lunch break to teach me on her horse. She had a heart-shaped face and soft eyes that crinkled, and some part of me knew instantly she loved horses with a fierceness that I was finding in myself. Diana didn’t give lessons, but somehow that afternoon, my brash New Yorker mother tawked Diana into setting me astride her full-sized horse. That day and every day after.

Guernsey was the first animal I ever sat on. I reveled in attempting to brush his white patches until they shone and polishing his candy-striped hooves. I didn’t know it then, but he was common and coarse. Instead, I saw just his two starry blue eyes. Beneath his divine eyes, he had a porcine, pigment-less pink snout; Diana would let me rub sunblock on it whenever we rode, lest it fry.

Being a Hamptons horse, housed on the grounds of a redbrick mansion, Guernsey would later have singular distinction of teaching at least one celebrity how to ride. Michael J. Fox mounted up to prepare for an iteration of Back to the Future, where he travels back in time to the American West, something Diana was proud to share with anyone who would listen. As a child, I thought an actual fox had ridden Guernsey. The horse was so tolerant that it made total sense, and so I never questioned my misunderstanding of the boast.



Even if he had never been sprinkled with stardom, Guernsey looms in my mind. In fact, he was mammoth. Unlike people, horse height is not measured to the top of their head, which will bob up to the barn rafters at a rustle in the hay or dip low for clover in a gully, and is thus an unreliable read on just how tall they are. They are measured instead to their withers, the bony spot formed by the meeting of their shoulder blades at the base of the neck.

The withers is a useful point of reference because no matter how the horse moves across the ground, this measurement does not change. And in a way, it never has.

There is a wooden rod that is at least 3,350 years old that rests in a temperature-controlled case in the Louvre museum in Paris. Thin and beveled along one side, the circa 1136 BCE doodad belonged to an ancient Egyptian bureaucrat named Maya, a treasurer under Tutankhamun. Etched all along the side are teeny hieroglyphic images of fingers, palms, and hands. It is a ruler that, luckily for archaeologists, bears along its length a glossary of ancient units of measurement. Like the Rosetta Stone was for language, this code-cracking cubit rod is for metrics. In that ancient Egyptian metric system, a finger correlates roughly to an inch. Put your fingers side by side together and measure them across, and you get about four inches, a hand’s span. That four-inch “hand” is a unit of measurement long slammed in a sarcophagus and left to history.

And yet, that antique unit is still used to measure all horses, on racetracks, in fields, or in show jumping barns today, just as it was in the kingdom of King Tut. (It is not the only ancient esoterica that persists; a dusty attic full of relics lives on among horses and their people. The convention of mounting on the left side is another example: it comes from cavalry, who got on their horses from the left so as not to accidentally stab them with their sword.)

Hands are used to splice equines into categories by height. Ponies like the not-so-Cutie, are generally the animals that come in under fourteen and a half hands from their hoof to the bony peak of their shoulders. Horses are anything higher.

In the pink-creeper-covered stables in Amagansett, Guernsey seemed a thousand hands high.



Guernsey was as big as I was small, so we had a problem: there was no saddle simultaneously large enough for him and teensy enough for me. Diana’s artistic creativity came to the rescue. She took a square of cloth and sewed on tiny steel stirrups. With a jerry-rigged system of breastplates and girth, she affixed the patch of cotton to his back and me atop it.

Blame the patchwork “saddle,” blame the fact that truly, two years old is too small to start an extreme sport, or blame the fact that my cow-colored behemoth was just too large, but the first time Guernsey picked up that lumbering canter, I pitched headlong into the dirt.

And so, back to where we began this story: two-year-old me, the ground, the rocks, and Guernsey barreling down on me while everyone gasped.

And, ludicrously, I just lay there, looking at the gravel. That is my first memory of horses.

And of the grown-ups screaming. That afternoon, I had been riding Guernsey as he was affixed to what is called a longe line, a long lead tethered to the bridle and held by a trainer who stands at the center of a circle, commanding the horse in a roundelay on the perimeter. It’s a useful training tool for a beginner, allowing the rider to focus on balance and pace and not worry about steering. Restrained, the animal loops on a track as certain as the carousel horse bobbing on a painted pole.

But the nature of a circle is, of course, that it circles back around. And so as I lay flopped there, Guernsey completed the revolution, and he swung back full blast toward me. Unburdened of his rider, dutiful, trusty, gigantic Guernsey kept doing his job; he kept thundering toward me. My mother shrieked. I was about to be equine roadkill. But shouts don’t often make a horse stop. More often, a loud yelp will startle a horse into charging harder. Right at me.

Then, with a whoosh, the little lump of two-year-old on the dirt that afternoon lived. Guernsey had jumped over me.

And that’s it really. That’s the whole thing of horses, the ones who leap over you and spare you and indelibly print their silhouette against the sun. Those who remain forever the hawklike shadow suspended overhead that afternoon. Even the ones who break and bruise you, but so, so beautifully. That’s the gift of a horse, the thing we take from them and never really return. We take pleasure in their life, find freedom in their hoofbeats. They stir me, but I often wonder, Do we do more than succor them in return? Does anything make a horse feel the way a horse makes me feel?

“Guernsey,” I remember saying as I rolled over and stood up. “Good horse.”



On a morning after a thirty-two-year absence, I emailed Diana, his owner. I had ridden Guernsey for a few more summers until I was old enough to make the cut for a local pony camp. We had lost touch beyond the occasional carrot I stopped by to deliver to my old mount. She was nearly seventy and a sculptor with a whimsical business, scraping three-dimensional horse portraits out of clay for a living. Her batik-wrapped hair (still, I imagined as I read her emailed response, and I don’t want to know if it isn’t—some things just aren’t allowed to change), she told me, is now silvered in waves.

She responded to my emailed hello with a picture. In un-Instagrammed sepia—the actual color of 1985—there is Guernsey, sensitive blue eyes closed gingerly against bright summer sun. There is Diana, her hair piled under swirled cloth. And there, high on his back, am I. Memory had not failed. I was, it turns out, roughly as big as Guernsey’s head.

Diana’s phone number in East Hampton was in the email. “Sarah! I’ve been waiting for your call, just a moment!” Diana set the receiver down in her house on Red Dirt Road, and I could hear the rustling of paper. “I’ve kept it all these years,” she said when she picked up the line again. In her hands was a preserved slip of yellowed newsprint that she had long kept in a manila file in her home and thumbed through from time to time. It was a clipping from the local newspaper, the East Hampton Star, saved since 1995: Guernsey’s obituary.

“Guernsey could be a strong ride for an adult, but he possessed a rare and wonderful personality that made him, despite his formidable strength, the gentlest and kindest of creatures with children,” Diana read in a clear voice that I remembered from when it commanded me to put my heels down and eyes up across the courtyard of the creeper-covered stables so long ago.

“ ‘Guernsey’ is one of the first words several generations of children have learned to utter,” Diana read. Guernsey, I thought. Good horse.

He wasn’t always so gentle, Diana told me. He began life roughly, somewhere out West. But he had softened with time and, perhaps, cushy Hamptons living, a town he arrived at as a tumbledown three-year-old in 1973. “He bore the scars of a wild western youth—a pierced nose, knife-slashed tongue, and a brand,” the obituary continued. “As he traveled along the roadsides of Amagansett, people would pass in automobiles and call his name.”

She read to me the last line. It doubled as his epitaph—and perhaps that of all the horses I have ever known: “That a single animal could give so many people and other animals so much pleasure over the course of his lifetime is a blessing to us all.”

We sat quietly, me in New York City, Diana on the small farm where she lived. Then she continued, not reading now. “I’m sixty-eight now, and I’m still galloping through the woods, and people are horrified when they hear this,” Diana said. The receiver to her ear, she was watching her two draft-crosses as they sniffed through scattered fall leaves. Jefferson is mostly Suffolk Punch, an English breed, with a stippled brown hide of silver dollar–sized dapples across a rump like a wine cask. Sir Oliver is a silvered part Percheron. In the evenings, she lets the huge, lumbering horses out of their paddock to trim the grass in her front lawn, nipping the edges of her driveway under the cover of dusk. Two jiggly basset hounds run low around their heels.

“Twelve. That’s my age with horses,” Diana continued. “That was when I had the fantasy that they would take care of me, even though I know now that’s not true—I’ve suffered enough for me to know better now.” She sighed. I heard the newsprint clipping of Guernsey’s obituary crinkle in her hands.

“But that kind of free, fearless thing that I used to have at that age—which God knows I don’t have now—it clicks in every once in a while,” Diana continued, her voice brightening to that same sunny tone that told me to brush off the dirt and get back on her giant Guernsey that summer day when I was two years old. To mount once again her two-toned beast with the blue blue eyes.

“I feel it only one way,” she said. “When I’m on them.”





KOŃ /kɔɲ/ Polish: a horse


“We’re horse people!” my dad said roundly one afternoon when I was about seven years old. Back then, he smoked cigars, truly committing to the antique Viennese vision of the crusty smoke-shrouded psychiatrist. I liked it, because he would give me the thin paper rings from around them, and I would put them on my fingers as he puffed and pretend I was betrothed to some Cuban-loving knight. I sat at his feet. My thirteen-year-old brother, David, squawked his clarinet somewhere in the distant confines of our country house. “They’ve been in our family for generations!”

My ears pricked. Even at that age I understood and loathed that my entrée into the sport was as an outsider. Everything about me was, a way of being in the world inculcated into me by family lore, by the narratives that tethered and constricted like sinews running taut through my life.

Externally, I appeared every bit part of the life my parents had devised for me, but that never occurred to me for the long years of my youth. I felt like an interloper, a spy, in my elite private school, Brearley, where it seemed I was the only one out of the 656 girls who brought kosher lunch meat on field trips and asked in the cafeteria if the soup contained pork. I felt like an outsider even as my address was 1050 Park Avenue because my mother was born out of wedlock, illegitimate issue of an illicit rendezvous of an Irish nurse and a Jewish doctor. She was abandoned by them, given up for adoption to my grandpa and grandma. Grandpa David and Grandma Frieda, the offspring of immigrant Russian Jews found themselves the instant parents of a green-eyed, flaxen-haired babe. Her narrative of abandonment, of being a stranger in a strange land, interlaced with my own.

But mostly it was because even in my plush life, it felt like we were still in hiding, so crisply is trauma transmitted through generations. My father’s early experience of being concealed in plain sight from the Nazis somehow felt to me that it continued on Park Avenue. I hoped our lavish address was the ultimate armor. Who could rip us from our lives again when we presided over the turret of the castle of the world?

Sometimes I woke up nights in my room in the back of the kitchen, worried the Gestapo—a word I had so often overheard while playing with plastic horses under the dining room table that to me it just meant boogeyman—had come. Other times I was afraid to explain to the blonde and barretted competitors in the short-stirrup, or kiddie, arena that I had been absent from a competition because it fell on Yom Kippur. I had muddled in my baby mind that their Aryan phenotype meant they were actual Nazis. There is a joke in my family that you can’t have a meal finish without someone mentioning the Holocaust: sometimes when no one has brought it up yet and dessert is scraped clean, someone will yell “Holocaust!” and we will laugh and push out our chairs and leave the table.

Looking back, it’s not very funny.

I felt like an outsider because my dad was old and didn’t know the rules of baseball. He was emphatically a foreigner. When he moved to America, he arrived at his first Fourth of July party dressed in a tuxedo because he had assumed that the celebration of the birth of the nation was an occasion that called for formal wear. And where American dads watched baseball, my father’s spectator sport was opera.

Second only to his love of Giuseppe Verdi, Giacomo Puccini, and Georges Bizet was his love of bragging about how little he paid for a seat to hear opera. He’d go solo to Lincoln Center most weeknights in New York’s winter. There, he’d hang out by the dancing fountain at the center of the plaza and try to spot the lovelorn—those who’d been stood up by opera dates and had a ticket to sell. He would approach them only minutes before the curtain rose. The seller would suggest $100; my father would hold up a crumpled $20. A few moments later, Dad would usually be snug (and smug) in the front-row velvet by the time the orchestra raised their quivering bows.

My father’s favorite aria is from Verdi’s Aida: “Ritorna Vincitor.” Return of the victor. Dad viewed his successful life as a magnificent victory lap, but I viewed it as tenuous. The success my parents had both amassed, despite their brutal beginnings, was not truly ours, I felt. It all seemed contingent, ephemeral, and liable to vanish. Just like my father’s bourgeoisie life had when the Nazis invaded and murdered my grandpa. Just like my mother’s biological parents had themselves vanished. How could I possibly belong to my family’s new life?

I think about why I chose horses to devote my life to, and I think of the soft muzzles and limpid eyes and thrumming heartbeats that so draw me to these animals. But trained by my Freudian father, I can’t help but think harder and unpack all of what equestrian sport represents in my society. It is the sport of kings and Kennedys, a pursuit dripping with elitism and Americana. As the progeny of immigrants, of people who did not belong to this land, I was claiming rights to the leisure of the Other. “Ralph Lauren was born a Jewish boychick from the Bronx named Ralphie Lifshitz!” my dad would tell anyone who would listen, and indeed it is true. Ralph understood my need to take cover, to escape the shtetl, or Jewish ghetto, for the safety of the ubermensch, to camouflage in their cashmere and jodhpurs.

So when Dad casually tossed out the fact that our family were horse people that summer day, my heart leaped. Dad had a string of catchwords and phrases he used ad infinitum, both in conversation and in his practice where he treated both Upper East Side elites and Jews from my city’s own shtetls: Crown Heights, Borough Park, and Williamsburg, Brooklyn. Because he was a polyglot, he was sought after by the city’s ultraorthodox, the Hasidic Jews who live in those insular enclaves where Yiddish is the vernacular, to treat them in the languages they spoke. He saw them largely for free, palming the poorest of them subway fare to flee their ghettos of Brooklyn for his office down the street from our apartment at 903 Park Avenue. Under their head-coverings, fur shtreimels for the men and sheitels, wigs worn for modesty to hide women’s own hair, was strife—just like any other New Yorker. Often it was underscored and exacerbated by the repression demanded by extreme religious observance.

For them, Dad offered his favorite diagnoses-by-catchphrase. One was “A sense of mastery.” What we were all looking for, Dad said, was the feeling that we achieve only by mastering something, and he exhorted his patients and me to take full command of our lives. Those endemically human feelings of being lost, rudderless, unmoored, Dad believed, are the result of not giving oneself permission to seek out mastery. Fully living was not just making one’s place in the world, he said, but mastering it.

“Belonging and not belonging” was another favorite—a paradox that he believed was the root of so many of his patients’ suffering. For the largely impoverished Hasids, belonging and not belonging was the struggle of remaining pious anachronisms in a modernizing society. In his own daughter, belonging and not belonging was inescapable as well. It was why my mother had torn up the wiring on the grandiose toe buzzer beneath the dining room table in the Park Avenue apartment. She was in the apartment but not of it, her actions insisted.

I experienced it as an essential tremor of unworthiness, an electric current that pulsed one word like neon behind my eyes: outsider.

Dad’s highest compliment was “authenticity” (though when he said it with his muddled accent, it was “auTENTicity”). He sprinkled it in conversations as a way to praise worthy art and laudable people—those who cracked the veneer of society’s expectation and let their true selves shine through. When his Orthodox clients understood themselves and under his guidance let themselves feel feelings verboten in their clan but necessary for self-realization, they were at last authentic. Authentic, they at last had a chance at happiness, he believed. But who was my autentic self?

Dad was the ultimate at belonging and not belonging. That’s because his early existence, in a way, was predicated on inauthenticity: to survive the Nazis encroaching on Lvov, Poland, where he was born, he obtained myriad false identities. The first pseudonym was inked on a forged baptismal certificate made by an artist named Ludwig Selig. Thanks to Ludwig’s expert penmanship, dad became a fictional Catholic Pole named Julian Heybowicz. The new identity denied his Judaism and hid his faith, but it saved his life. For his efforts at saving my father and others, Ludwig was murdered.

Dad’s own name, Yehuda Nir, was not really his. My father was born Julius Gruenfeld, a name with deep Germanic roots. In 1952, in the aftermath of World War II when he was twenty-two, he changed it, so, he would say, archly, “no one will see my future success and attribute it to a German.” Nir, our new surname, means a plowed field in Hebrew—roughly the “green field” that Gruenfeld means in German.

Dad’s first name became Yehuda: It means “Jew.” Authentically himself at last.

The chance to be authentically a horse person stirred me with excitement when he mentioned our roots. I couldn’t believe my family in fact belonged to the world where all I felt, as I trotted around each riding ring posting, that is, rising and falling with each step, was the thump-thump-thump of not belonging. I sat up on my heels and pressed him for more.

“It was World War I,” I recall my father said. “You had a cousin. He was crafty. He was a pacifist. He hated the war—the troops trampling through the farmland, crushing his crops, enlisting his sons. But of course, you had to pretend you loved it.” He paused to pull from his cigar. “Actually, he loved the war a little. Because when they were slaughtering one another, maybe it was a distraction from harassing the Jews—you know, they hated us even then,” he said with a laugh. “But your shrewd cousin of course, pretended he was an autentic nationalist.

“For a while, the armies camped in the woods near his farm,” Dad continued. “They drank and left a trail of gaunt and lame horses behind them. Each poor, limping, half-dead koń they would abandon like a dog in a junkyard. Such a balagan,” he said, Yiddish for a total mess. At night, Dad explained, the cousin would go into the forest of what would later become Poland. Under the cover of darkness, he would collect the used-up horses the various cavalries traipsing by had let loose to die in the woods. Broken horses burned out from the endless marches, exhausted horses returned from the front.

“And he saved them? So he rehabilitated them?” I asked. This long-dead, mysterious pacifist cousin was sounding more and more like my new best friend.

My father puffed the cigar. As close as my father and I got as he aged, he was lordly when I was a small child, softening to the American style of interplay and engagement with one’s children only when I was long past childhood. He had been the chief of child psychiatry at one of the city’s foremost cancer hospitals, but was better at diagnosing and healing the minds of sick kids than playing tag with us. In his balky efforts to play American dad to one of my brothers, he once hired one of our doormen to hit baseballs with his son. I think Dad thought it was the best he could do. After all, the memoir he wrote of his experience hiding from the Nazis from ages nine to fifteen is titled The Lost Childhood, and when your childhood is stolen by war, you never learn how to play catch. But his awkward efforts only made his children feel more distant, stranger.

Dad continued with the story as if he had not heard me. “In the morning, he’d send a runner to the army’s tents with word that there was a fresh crop of horses in his paddocks: Robust warhorses ready for battle!”

Soon the troops came horse shopping. “Your cousin would post a lookout at the far fields of his farm, and as the cavalry approached, he suddenly made the half-dead horses come back alive,” my father continued. I waited breathlessly to be regaled with a tale of familial equestrian prowess. I was eager to run back to the barn and tell the little girls whose living room walls featured daguerreotypes of their grandmothers astride fox hunters and oil paintings of great-grandfathers mounted in military dress that I had a cousin who was a horse-whispering Polack. Dad shouted into the living room: “Pepper in the ass!”

I was aghast. The cousin’s trick was a dash of capsaicin—the stuff in chiles that makes you sweat—under the tail and the half-dead animals would buck and rear. They were wild in his pen at the irritation despite their sapped strength. These raging, seemingly battle-ready mounts impressed the soldiers, and they snapped them up. In reality, they merely bought back their own decrepit horses. My cousin relished the sales not just for the cash he earned, so the story goes, but for the subversiveness. By furnishing the armies he hated with animal equipment that fell to pieces the moment the fire under their tails burned out, my cousin waged war on war.

My father adored telling the story throughout his life. Whenever anyone asked about how his daughter became so infatuated with these animals, he’d laugh, “It’s in our blood! And under the tail!” The story’s theme of subversion delighted him most of all. In telling it, Dad turned the trope of the greedy Jew on its head. This long-lost cousin was a profiteer, of course, but in my father’s retelling, Shylock was the hero. My father reclaimed the cunning of the Jews—the terms of disparagement that have been lobbed at our people since time immemorial—as a mighty weapon. Jewish guile was weaponized in both the fable of the pepper and my father’s own survival during the Holocaust.

“It felt great to outwit 11 million Germans trying to murder a nine-year-old boy,” goes a quote from my father used in his New York Times obituary when asked, once, about his life story. “I present it as a psychological victory.”



Dad’s myth of the pepper omitted names, dates, and places, and I never got the chance to plumb Dad for the meat of it—truly a journalistic failing. But recently I decided to find out if the story was in fact true.

It was August, a slow, sticky Sunday shift at the Times headquarters, where my beat then was what is known as a rewrite reporter. It is a term from yesteryear, when reporters called into the marble offices of their broadsheet with frantic details from the courthouse or the crime scene. In my imagination, those reporters all spoke solely in that nasal patois of old-timey steeplechase announcers. In the newsroom would be a sweating rewrite man, hunched before, say, a Sholes & Glidden typewriter, taking dictation and banging the story into newsprint.

I use the word man intentionally, because for much of the history of newspapers, writing was precluded from women. There is a giant photomural of the 1950s newsroom, which is exclusively white and all male, poring over their typewriters. Most recently, it decorated the corner office of a black, female mentor of mine. For a while, she considered replacing it, until we concluded it was more satisfying to have them on her wall, watching her run the show.

In the modern era rewrite means feeding the gaping maw of the Internet with almost instant information on whatever news is breaking. On slower days, I would tackle things like the newsworthy deaths of people who didn’t deserve what they got. It is an agonizing duty: calling people on their worst day and asking them to help me weave the filaments of a life lost. When they hang up on me and curse at my work as a vulture gorging on the carrion of their suffering, I agree completely. When they take a tremulous breath and then unspool the story of how their loved one lived—a knack for baking butter cake, the funny burble in her laugh, a favorite sweatshirt he never took off—and thank me for the grace of giving a life to the death, I agree completely too.

On particularly hard calls, I pull up a picture of a random galloping horse on my screen while they speak, to hold part of me in that space that takes everything away.

That Sunday, no news was breaking. Beneath the light of the flickering Times Square billboard out my office window, I was beset with a sudden curiosity. It had never occurred to me until then to ask if the spicy practice my father described was in fact real. I looked over my shoulder to make sure no colleagues were there and tapped out the three words into my browser.

“Pepper.” “Horse.” “Anus.”

(As a reporter in this era, at a time when the presidential race itself was hacked, “Email like the Russians are watching” has become something of a personal credo. I enjoy imagining some Vlad or Sven snooping into my search history and finding my spiral into the world of horse butts.)

I found illumination in an entry in a two-century-old book, the Classical Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue. It was published in 1785, and written by a lexicographer, Francis Grose, an Englishman who gathered the lingua franca of seamen and prostitutes on midnight walks in London’s dockyards and dark alleys. From it, he created an encyclopedia of slang. With his assistant (the delightfully named Tom Cocking), Grose jotted down plenty of normal things, such as some of the first written references to tidy phrases like “birds of a feather,” And plenty of really weird stuff too—just what I was looking for, in fact.
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