My Evolution as a Horse Person

I see my own route to dressage in six steps.  I also call these the “evolutionary ladder” of a horse person.  It is the philosophical basis of a non-profit organization, “Centaur Rising”.

Connection.  I’ve been teaching horseback riding fulltime now for fifteen years.  Everyone who comes for lessons does so as a result of someone’s love for horses.  I say “someone”, because it may not be the student him/herself.  It may be a parent, a grandparent, a spouse or friend, who wants to share his/her love of horses.

I was reared on an Iowa farm.  Horses had worked alongside my ancestors for centuries – way back to the “old country”.  My great grandfather had traveled to our 1883 still-in-the-family farm by freight train.  Inside one car were both his family and his horses (and his milk cow, pigs, chickens, household furnishings – all in one train car!) 

My parents and grandparents had all worked with draft horses.  To one extent or another, they all loved horses.  My ancestors loved Nature too.  Nature engulfed and dictated the fates of our farm.  This love and respect for Nature and the horses are now beyond the reach of most modern humans.

Confidence   Although many people love horses, not all have the confidence to successfully manage and ride them.  Some horse lovers are born with confidence.  Some acquire confidence through experience.

When I was seven years old, my much older and wiser mare refused to go over the bridge so that I could visit my grandmother.  My mother grabbed a willow branch and hopped on my bareback mare.  My mother’s confidence, born of livestock knowledge, convinced my mare that she must go.

Modern-day unsophisticated horse owners, who do in fact ride their horses, continue to get their point across through sheer persistence and determination.  Pre-adolescent girls continue to “work it out” in thousands of pastures, dry lots and roadsides.

Communication.  There is an alternative, however, to sheer determination.  Through education one learns how a horse thinks and responds.  Natural horsemanship practitioners ask that you “think like a horse”.  

Classical horse training goes beyond that.  It helps man and horse to develop a partnership based upon mutual understanding.  I’d like to think that that classical dressage elevates the horse to man’s level as much as the other way around.

I took my very first horseback-riding lesson at age 35.  Thankfully, it was a dressage lesson.  Serendipitously, my instructor on that day later became my husband and partner for the last 21 years.

Commitment.  After starting my dressage lessons, I learned that true partnership progress comes only from repetition, practice and consistency.  My field of endeavor at that time was the North American Trail Ride Conference.  Success in that discipline, like any other, takes a serious commitment. 

For six years I lived with my husband while I worked in the city.  I trained a volatile Arabian gelding.  Every night after my hour-long commute, I pulled on my riding boots.  With dogged commitment, I’d walk to the riding arena.  It paid off.  That “crazy Arab” went on to teach hundreds of students how to canter.  He gave them tons of confidence.  He was my trusted friend and generous helpmate for 20 years.

Compassion:  After fourteen years of instructing, I read a book that finally explained to me what I’d been doing all along.  It wasn’t about horses, but it told me why I’d been shocked and discomfited by trainers in various disciplines for years.  Many trainers lack a compassion for the horse!

I attended a Linda Kohanov clinic that “changed my life”.  When a horse ignored an approaching human, I asked,  “What’s going on here?”  “The horse is dissociated,” Linda whispered to me.  Wow!  It’s the very thing I’d been fighting against for fourteen years.  I never wanted a horse with those dead glassy eyes.  Sub-par horse trainers, on the other hand, choose to create these robots every day everywhere.  It’s a commercial assembly line.

It wasn’t a book by the well-known author Kohanov that “smacked me upside the head”.  It was one she recommended: Radical Knowing.  Christian DeQuincey, a PhD philosopher specializing in consciousness studies, writes about “intersubjectivity” – the reciprocal understanding of the thoughts and feelings of another creature.  Hey, this is classical dressage!

Of course the concept of intersubjectivity is quite removed from our modern culture where humans isolate themselves with substance abuse, over work and technology.  Choose your poison!

Classical dressage and intersubjectivity require human responsibility far beyond confidence, communication and commitment.  It we truly care about our horses, we are obligated to make our own bodies so supple and balanced that we are minimally obtrusive to the horse.  Only then can we ever hope to have a mutual communication that is articulate and refined.  This is what takes more than one lifetime to learn!

Community.  We’ve now reached the pinnacle of our staircase: community.  If all trainers and horse people had the feelings and the welfare of the horse at heart, we humans would also respect and honor each other.

At Centaur Rising, like many other riding stables, we have created a community that supports and nurtures one another.  DeQuincey would postulate that true intersubjectivity transcends all people and all species.  He calls this final “level of consciousness” “unitive”.

Dressage is one way to learn to connect and communicate with another species.  We are humbled to continuously recognize that much of what we do with horses has only muddled communication.  Is this not what we also do with the significant other humans in our lives and with, in fact, other peoples of the world?

Kris Cooper holds an MS in counseling psychology.  She  is Executive Director of Centaur Rising.  The 501©(3) nonprofit organization works to restore Man’s connection with Nature.  The welfare of all horses is our primary mission, followed by the personal growth of the human - through the teaching of classical horsemanship.    The six steps of Centaur Rising roughly correspond, by the way, with the six “levels of consciousness” in Christian de Quincey’s, Radical Knowing.  Please visit our website at www.CentaurRising.org.  You can reach us at info@CentaurRising.org or 303-838-5086.  Your financial support is very much needed for our work to continue.  Thank you!
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