My Horse, My Teacher

by Heather Sansom

The late master and former head of the Spanish Riding School of Vienna,
Colonel Alois Podajski, entitled one of his best-known books, “My Horses,
My Teachers”. The humility expressed in this title is characteristic of the
book. I like the title, because at this point in my riding life, | have become
so aware of its truth.

I’'m a marketing and sales executive, and fitness trainer in my mid-thirties.
| started riding twenty-eight years ago. My first introduction to dressage
was when | was seven, and my mother’s friend, who was giving me riding
lessons, explained that was what we were doing.

| think | had seen pictures of the Spanish Riding School as a child. We
lived in the city, and the riding lessons were far too infrequent. | yearned
for horses, and with my child’s mind, said prayers every night to become a
centaur. Yes, | actually said those words. | wanted to move and think with
horse legs, and was captivated by Greek mythology and the story of
Bucephalus.

When | was ten, we moved to a farm. We didn’t have money to buy
horses, but | was convinced that God must have been hearing my prayers
by our moving to the farm, and that horses had to be around the corner. |
made hobby horses out of brooms, and fed them hay, and prayed every
day with my child’s mind, telling God we had a barn now so he could bring
the horses. A couple of months later, a friend who was dying of cancer
gave us two Arabians because she couldn’t bear to see them go to the
meat auction.

My mother had a horse as a teenager, but little formal riding instruction.
She had been a national champion dog trainer and felt this would be good
background. She read everything she could get her hands on by Reiner
Klimke, and proceeded to teach us what she could.

As mentioned, we were of modest means. Our horses were a mixed band
of our own and some boarders. This did not stop my mother from training
her 14.2-hand black bay Arabian gelding to Prix St-Georges level. That
horse was my first teacher, and watching him doing flying lead changes
used to leave me awestruck. He never seemed small when he was
working. As is typical of Arabians, he had heart that outsized his physical
size, and most people watching him were shocked at how small he was
when he finished working and came out of the ring.



| was lunged for hours on him until | perfected my sitting trot. When he
was green-broken only, he would carry us children like it was his
responsibility to keep us safe. Ironically, his name was The Guardian. At
the time, | led a relatively sheltered life, and had no idea about the
resources involved in purchasing a “real” dressage horse and properly
campaigning one. Guardian was my “Black Stallion”. He gave a scrawny,
unpopular girl confidence and an image of grace and beauty. | felt it was a
great privilege to ride him. He made size and origin irrelevant. He was the
‘little horse that could’, and he instilled in me the belief that dressage - this
beautiful and ancient dance with horses - was somehow achievable to me.

Eventually, | got my own horse: another 14.2-hand grey Arabian. She was
green-broken, and my mother coached me from re-backing her right up to
Medium 1. | remember winning a championship high score of the day on
her, but what | recall most fondly was how she became my best friend.
She let me teach her to bow and lie down, and even rear on command.
When you are a young teenager, a horse’s mane holds a thousand tears
and secrets. It was my mother's philosophy that dressage was like
obedience training for dogs: it just made a better animal, companion, and
friend.

In the meantime, life at home was getting rocky as my mother and
stepfather slid toward separation. | spent increasing amounts of time in the
barn or on my horse. If | was late after school, she would pace and whinny
until I got home. | needed this kind of dedicated love at this time in my life.
| was something of a misfit at school, and things were confusing at home. |
couldn’t get involved in after-school activities like other kids because of the
farm chores. | was very lonely, and had very low self-esteem. But with the
horses | was competent, ten feet tall and could run like the wind.
Practicing dressage every day after school gave me calm and focus, and |
think pulled me through. When the situation at home had spiraled to an all-
time low, my mother took us to Sunnybrook Park in Toronto, where | saw
my first Grand Prix dressage Kur. It was Christolot Hansen-Boylen, and to
this day | remember feeling as if | had just seen both poetry and history at
once.

| came home deciding my goal was to ride in the Olympics one day.
Thank heavens people do not tell children what is impossible all the time!
My mother wisely said nothing. The horses generously did their best under
my new, grueling drive. My goal got me up at four a.m. to ‘train’ two
horses. We did not have an indoor ring, so in wet and muddy weather |
walked the horses down the road to a stone-dust parking lot and worked
them there before all the employees came in with their cars.

Looking back, I think this focus helped me get through my mother’s affair
and separation from my stepfather. | just ignored it, because | was riding. |



did chores, went to school, came home, rode two more horses, did chores
again, finished my homework, went to bed, then got up and did it all over
again. | shudder when I think what patience the horses must have had to
put up with an impetuous fourteen-year-old, full of tension and anger from
the situation at home. Yet, the horses always whinnied to me and went
willingly, and we made some progress. Alone in morning in the mist before
the sun rose, | practiced lateral movements in a parking lot, and the
horses patiently supported my dreams, so out of sync with what | was
going through and the means that were available to me. With the horses, |
had hope.

We lost the farm shortly afterwards, and many of the horses. | left for
university, and my wonderful mare died tragically. Unspeakably saddened,
| couldn’t bear the pain of being near horses if | could not have one as my
best friend, and so | turned my back on them completely for nearly a
decade. | tried to fill the space with everything | could find that might be
intense enough to make me forget and not yearn for what | couldn’t get
back again. If you have horses in your blood, you know that the space is
actually bottomless, and there is little else that could fill it.

| didn’t realize horses were in my blood, and tried every other sport | could
with an intensity | hoped would prove | could do without them. I trained for
triathlon, took up rugby and fencing, and started bodybuilding six days a
week. The smell of hay or leather would bring tears to my eyes. | didn’t
even read about them or watch them on TV. It seemed to me that
everything was lost, and destiny had parted me from them. Yet little
lessons | had learned with the horses would crop up here and there in my
life and career, and give me strength and inspiration. Sometimes, | would
get a flash of realization and know that the lesson was coming to me from
my time with the horses: lessons of persistence, patience and doing the
most with what you have.

When | turned thirty, | finally got up the courage to ask someone | knew if |
could visit her horses one day. She actually got a saddle out and let me sit
on her very pregnant Hanoverian mare. We could only walk around the
paddock a few times, but my senses were overwhelmed by the smell,
sound, and feel of a horse again. | booked lessons the following week,
leased a horse two months later, and when he came up for sale for more
than | could afford, | bought my first horse as an adult. Today, | bemoan
the lost decade | could have had with a much suppler body!

Supple or not, my blood sings with a rhythm | can't live without. Of course,
my dreams and the things of which | am aware have matured over the
years. Because of my childhood horse, | had the notion | could break
horses, and the horse | bought was halter-broken only. I'm so glad no-one
dissuaded me: he has taught me from the ground up all over again.



Riding under my mother, who was herself ‘self-taught’ from books, left me
with all kinds of gaps and bad habits | didn’t even know | had, and now
had to unlearn. Luckily for me, | bought a smart horse with lots of
patience. He is now schooling Fourth Level/Prix St-Georges, but |
laughingly tell friends that it's a very good thing he’s smart and long-
suffering, because he’s had to learn and relearn things several times until |
finally got it right.

My horse is an Arabian - not that | intended it that way. | didn’t, but I'm
attracted to pure-blooded horses, and horses with spirit and a lot of heart.
| have something of an intense personality myself. While it's true that it is
better for a ‘hot’ horse to have a patient rider, | have to say my horse is
making me a patient rider, and a more patient person.

Like unwelcome deja-vu, shortly after | bought my horse my own marriage
started spiraling downwards as my husband gave in to the violence he
had experienced as a child. People have asked me how | kept up riding
five or six days a week with all that going on. | am convinced that one of
the only reasons | stayed sane was because | was riding. Reflecting back
to when | was a teenager: a horse’s mane holds a thousand tears and
secrets. Through the violence, separation and divorce, my kind horse
taught me to keep my head up and my heart open. Sometimes a good ride
where we achieved an instant of harmony, or just breathing in his smell,
would remind me that life was still beautiful. 1 don’t know, of course, what
my horse thinks, but there were times when after a bad incident at home
he would be unaccountably nuzzly and affectionate.

The goal of lightness and harmony in dressage is like a piece of art that
states: life is beautiful. |1 compete, but lately | am more attracted to the
pursuit of horsemanship itself, and classical riding for the sake of the
ancient art.

Right now, | can take lessons only every several weeks, and have to keep
on top of myself in between. While it’s true that a really good instructor can
give you enough ‘homework’ to last several weeks, you have to be very
vigilant and watchful of yourself not to slip between lessons. | am lucky to
be naturally auto-didactic, or able to teach myself in most areas.

| tell my friends that | taught my horse everything he knows. In addition to
his dressage work, he bows, lies down, shakes hands, does the Spanish
walk and jumps handily. However, | hasten to explain what | know is true:
that my horse taught me everything | know about training. He is the one
who says with his body: “Yes, you can teach me to move there if you put
your leg here, but unless you shift your hips | will just keep trotting
octagons.” When | finally ‘get it’, he moves almost immediately into the
proper bend, flexion, or whatever it is we are working on. | find it amazing



that a horse can know what is correct, even if you have never taught him.
Like I said, | am the only one who has ever worked with my horse, either
in the saddle or on the ground, so his ability to immediately go correctly
when asked correctly always amazes me.

My horse also taught me that there is contentment in doing the most with
what you have. He has taught me that dressage is a way of being, like
yoga: not just a sport or something you do for so many minutes inside an
arena.

More than ever, | appreciate the paradoxes of dressage. It can be so
expensive as a sport that good riders and horses are parted as the horse
is sold to someone with more “resources” to compete properly. And yet,
dressage is so accessible to anyone. | have friends in their forties, fifties
and sixties who are timid riders, and who spend a year of lessons at the
walk, but they do it. | know folks with elderly horses, and horses that are
just not built for competitive dressage in the slightest way. Dressage
becomes physiotherapy for these horses, and makes them more supple
and better to ride.

Recently, | started yoga as a way to build core strength and flexibility for
my riding. My yoga teacher says things | realize my horse has been trying
to communicate for the past few years: if a movement is ‘not available’ to
you today, love yourself and be kind to yourself and you will get closer to it
tomorrow. If you are impatient and force things, you will have an argument
and both of you will have sore muscles.

My horse instantly responds with a sigh and pours on the effort if | scale
back on a difficult exercise, ask him something simpler that he does
understand, and then praise him for it. The next day, it really seems as
though he stood in his yard and thought about it, because we go toward
the movement and it's as if something ‘clicked’ and he is much closer to
being able to perform it.

It is okay to be where you are at, going at the pace you can, with the body
you have. And finally, | found words for what my horses have said to me
through the biggest periods of unexpected and unwanted turbulence: it
doesn’t matter what anyone else thinks. Be at peace with yourself. Give
yourself permission to be present in the moment. Everyone is happier that
way. Sometimes, | think they add, "Jesus only got a donkey. You've got
me! What have you got to be ungrateful for?"

Although it's hard to admit as an adult, | still have days | struggle with
pains from the past, or low self-esteem. | go straight to the barn for some
‘horse therapy'.



On days when | have calmness and can ‘hear’ my horse’s signals to me
while we are working, he will turn his head around when | have halted to
finish, and look me in the eye. When he has my attention, he will then
reach further and nuzzle my leg or grab the whip playfully. | laugh,
because | am sure he is ‘rewarding’ me for my better riding that day.

Today, my dreams have matured. | don’t get up at four a.m. except for the
odd horse show, but | do ride four or five days a week because a little
horse years ago taught me that size didn’t matter; that heart makes all the
difference; that there is no excuse for not learning the most you can and
doing the most you can with what you have; and that we can all achieve
moments of harmony and lightness that remind us of the beautiful. A
riding master | admire greatly, Frank Grello, has a saying that there are
moments with the horse that bring you close to God.

| don’t know where I'd be without my horses throughout my life: my patient
and gentle teachers.
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