Hearing a New Voice

My horse and I have been partners in riding and life for 17 years and counting. She’s a level-headed, good-hearted mare. Yet, over the years somehow, I developed a real problem with fear. It came in the form of a little voice: “What if she spooks at that cat… what if she trips right now and I fall off… don’t ask her to canter or she may bolt across the arena… what if she spooks at that tarp, egads I feel some wind!” This was not her fault. She rarely did any of those things. 

Fumbling our way through the majority of our years together, without training or structure, we became victims of my voice of fear. I rode less. I didn’t ask her for much. I lunged the real energy out of her before each ride so I would feel safer. We didn’t grow.

Recognizing this, I made the decision to find a trainer. I rode school horses for several months during the winter season. I figured, little tiny kids were riding these horses. Anyway, at least someone was always around to call 9-1-1 if I should need it. Eventually, I trailered my horse over for our first lesson together. I was afraid of trailering. I was afraid she’d have a problem with the cross-ties. I was afraid she would spook at the mirror, or the dog, or both. But she didn’t, and we survived.

While the weather was good, I committed the two of us to weekly lessons. We had so very much to learn, and my trainers had a lot to say. The voice began to change: “What if I ask her to canter and she bolts across the arena… make your half-halts go through.”

I began to hear another voice in addition – the voice of my body. I could only listen to so much at once, and the voice of fear lost even more territory: “Establish connection to the outside rein… what if the rain freaks her out… my shoulders feel tight, relax.”

And then, after being ignored for years, another voice began to reach me. This was the voice of my horse. Our own voices can be so loud that we forget the horse’s voice exists, and it is the one we should listen to the most carefully. It began to squeeze the voice of fear out of the dialog: “I am tight and may need some leg yielding to improve my stride… I feel better when you relax your seat… I am listening.”

I realize that horseback riding carries risk, and that horses grapple with their own voices of fear, designed to keep them alive in a world of threats and predators. But it is such a gift when the experience shifts to one of connection, understanding, communication, and enjoyment. Thanks to the training process, I can now put on my helmet, make sure someone knows where I am going, and go out for a ride, smiling. 
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