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endless memories

IT HAD BEGUN AS A GETAWAY, later became our full-time residence, and now, in a handful of days, Birgit and I were obliged to pack up the remaining belongings within our beloved Vermont farmhouse—and home of nearly forty years.

I never grew tired of the view from our log and stone home. Here at the top of the mountain, the trees stand close together and the foliage changes from gloriously green to scarlet and then yellow, only to leave the branches twisting and skeletal for the winter, before the cycle of life once again begins the following spring. The gusting of wind is only interrupted by the sound of birdsong and the vocalizations of game found in the area. The horizon is endless.

There, just outside the front door, stood the stack of wood I had chopped up year after year. This was a chore I truly enjoyed, along with felling crooked and half-dead trees that would not survive anyway. There was a deep satisfaction in chopping them up and placing the pieces in a perfect stack of firewood. It is useful work, and I like the fact that I can easily see how far I have come. I would take a step back and look at the result, often flooded with memories of helping my grandfather Otto Andersen, who did exactly the same thing. I learned the technique from him and I still use it today. I like to think he would be proud of me.

Christmas Tree Farm Road…Birgit and I had both smiled at the charm of the name that had led us to the property, raw and undeveloped, all those years ago. Indeed, it had been a Christmas tree farm, an enormous 700 acres (of which we purchased the most usable portion of 245), although whatever was left had been completely overgrown when we first arrived. We had been looking for an “escape hatch,” of sorts—a get-away haven in which to decompress after our busy schedules of teaching, training, and competing. And as we wound our way up the half-mile of twisting, rutted dirt road to the top, nothing could prepare us for the view as we stepped out of our realtor’s car and drank in the seemingly endless panorama that encircled us.

It was little wonder that the town of Chester had denied planning permission to a developer who had ideas about carving up the entire 700-acre parcel and turning it into an upscale ski resort. It would be a sin, really, to do anything other than farm with this bounteous landscape.

As with horses, sometimes people choose with their hearts over their heads—after all, Birgit had always done our books, and had voiced concern over whether we could afford a second home, as we were still relatively new to America with an uncertain future. Yet after one look, she threw caution to the wind, looked at me, and said, “I think we should take it.” 

I immediately agreed with a resounding, “Yes!” And just as some experience with horses, our collective heads had a bit of a shock afterwards when we learned that there would be a hefty additional expense: it would be necessary for us to spend thousands just to bring electricity to the top of the hill where we planned to build our cabin. But what is money when one is in love? At least, that is what we told ourselves!

Glancing around one last time, I took in the stone walls—many had been overgrown upon our first viewing—and my eyes fell upon the creek, where further stones had been collected to add to what had been our solely timber home. Our builder, a fellow Scandinavian, had assured us he would realize our desire to be in by Christmas, and what a Christmas it was!

There had been four of us embarking on that jolly journey in 1981: Birgit; myself; our working student and friend, Lena; and another good friend, Peter. Of course, southern Vermont greeted us with a massive snowstorm, and halfway up our drive, my station wagon—German-made, but no four-wheel drive, and useless once snow topped its hubcaps—became well and truly stuck. Too filled with festive spirit to be deterred, we became pack mules of sorts, carrying everything four people would consider imperative to a proper Christmas: food, gifts, clothes…it took several trips slogging through the deep snow, but our mission was accomplished.

We were very good friends, but even friendship has its limits of intimacy; we entered the house to learn there were no interior doors, including the bathroom! We had been warned that the doors might not be delivered by Christmas, but somehow this had been forgotten amid all the excitement. As it was a small dwelling of 1100 square feet, it wasn’t as though there were vast rooms in which to discreetly disappear and give anyone using the bathroom some privacy. And so out into the frozen night three of us would go whenever anyone needed to relieve themselves—which, considering how much red wine had been consumed, was often.

It was lovely to warm up again before the coziness of the all-important stone fireplace (we had insisted this be built using stones found on our property) as well as the good-sized Norwegian Jøtul wood burner near the dining room. We feasted Christmas Eve on typical Danish fare: duck, served with small potatoes, red cabbage, and lashings of gravy, washed down with more of the obligatory red wine.

In those days, wine could often bring inspiration, and so it did with us—although I think the idea was manifested by me. We decided that come Christmas morning, we would take the red plastic toboggan down the long, steep hill in front of the house for a trial run. The fact that it was only technically Christmas morning—1:30 a.m, to be exact—seemed a trivial matter, and off blasted Peter, with Lena in front. None of us realized, of course, that a hard, frozen crust had formed on top of the snow, making the going rival that of a luge track.

Careening down the hill before the rapidly approaching woods, Peter knew he had to do something before the certain crash that would befall them, and so he stuck out his leg, with the same spontaneous conviction a mother uses when she throws her arm across the passenger seat to shield a child when braking suddenly. A human leg is no match for frozen snow while traveling at Mach III, and Peter did incur injury—but miraculously, no break, and as we helped him back indoors, he assured us that had he truly broken his leg, he would have told all and sundry that it had happened during a Vermont skiing trip while negotiating a black diamond slope.

So many memories…endless memories. Our first breathless arrival upon the closing of the farm at the office of Sarah Vail, who would become a lifelong friend in August of 1981. Living out of a parked RV, teetering at the very top, while exploring what we had purchased and working to clear the land together with both chainsaw and scythe. Wintering in Florida and spending summers in Vermont. My wonderfully understanding clients, particularly Ellin Dixon Miller, who appreciated why it was terribly important that we indeed compete at a dressage show in Woodstock, Vermont…

However, life comes with changes, and Birgit and I now had a farm in Denmark and had purchased a home in Tryon, North Carolina. We were spending less time in Vermont, and the upkeep—particularly in the winter when snow plows were required to clear the driveway—was a bit taxing. It was the autumn that we lived for with enthusiastic delight: the spectacular color of the sugar maples, and regular sightings of bobcats, moose, and bears.

That last morning, as we packed up our remaining belongings and walked through the house for the final inspection to ensure that its new owners would find all as it should be, we wondered whether it was purely coincidence that we were saying goodbye during a particularly splendid autumn. We took parting photographs of the sugar maples, looking as if they were in flames. And as we wound our way down that long, beautiful driveway for the last time, we were full of sentimentality, but no tears, for we both knew life has chapters—we were simply moving on, and in no way was this the end of our adventures.

Indeed, they seemed as stepping stones to a life I could have hardly imagined from the very first dream I held as a child in Denmark.


CHAPTER
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ever humble

IN 1960, AT THE AGE OF THIRTEEN, I wrote in my diary, “Is there anything more beautiful than horses? Oh, how I love my horse Johnny.”

Yet I was not born into a “horsey” family, nor did I come out of the womb half-halting between contractions and begging for a pony as soon as I could speak. My childhood was mostly a happy one, with parents who were intent on giving me the well-rounded foundation that was expected for any child of that era. This included dancing lessons (excruciating), piano lessons (less so), and scouting. However, when my interest in horses began to blossom, they attempted to distract me with something much smaller and far less expensive: budgies and homing pigeons. My father even built me a beautiful bird house for the pigeons, and for a while, this pursuit was interesting, as I would cycle miles away, a pigeon accompanying me in a small canvas bag, then release the bird and see how long it took to return home.

However, this could only placate me briefly, as I longed to be at the local riding academy where my friends were hanging out—mostly, in the beginning, to meet girls, but then to learn to ride. It was difficult not to feel left out and somewhat resentful, knowing everyone else was riding while I was tripping over my feet waltzing with a scowling young girl, and soon I rebelled, skipping my dancing lessons—still wearing the required dancing attire of white shirt and patent leather shoes—and cycling to the stable. I would return home to the ire of my mother, shoes scuffed and dusty, with the unmistakable odor of horses clinging to my hair and clothes.

However, if I were to pinpoint the exact moment I encountered my first horse, it would actually have been with my father, Eduard Østergaard. Born into a farming family with long and proud traditions, he grew up alongside the workhorses that would be driven to and from the fields, gathering the day’s harvest.

I must have been six or seven when I was hoisted onto the back of one of the horses on my grandparents’ farm. Broad-backed and eager to return to its stall after a day’s work, the horse broke into a trot; I remember my father running alongside the animal, as if teaching a child to ride a bicycle for the first time without training wheels, and holding onto the horse as tightly as he was holding onto me. My head jounced up and down as my small body absorbed every shock of the jack-hammer, clattering trot. It was an exceedingly uncomfortable experience, and could not have been said to have ignited any sort of “horse fever” within me! I would, however, be exposed throughout those years to the sort of work ethic that would carry me through my entire riding career.

My father was the youngest of five children. In those days, it was traditional for the eldest to inherit the family farm. The next in line inherited money to buy his own farm. The next two in line—both girls—and my father inherited a mere 8 acres of forest to share. Looking back on the distribution, it was certainly not fair. Especially not for the younger ones. Yet feelings of inequality can sometimes trigger a competitive streak, and I believe this was true of Eduard Østergaard.

My father worked on various farms for three years and had thus received his agricultural training, but without a farm he had little use for his experience. He had to find something else to do, and he made the bold decision to move about nine miles away to the town of Haderslev, where he landed a job as a driver in a trucking company.

He found himself right at home, despite his rural background. When the elderly couple who owned the haulage company decided to retire, my father saw his opportunity and stepped in. He managed to buy the company and it proved to be a wise investment. In fact, he became more successful than either of his older brothers who had, respectively, inherited the family farm and inherited the money to buy a farm. I remember my father lending them money to help them through hard times more than once.

Eduard met my mother Betty, who had also grown up on a farm with dreams of expanded horizons, and they were married in 1944. In May of 1946, I was born, as part of the great generation of post-World War II children. I entered the world in Haderslev, which is only 31 miles from the German border. Haderslev had been part of Germany from 1864 to 1920, and during World War II, Denmark was occupied by Germany; the inhabitants of Haderslev included many people who were both German and Danish. It is difficult to imagine the overall feeling of those transitions, before and after the war, for the Danes.

My parents were hard-working people. Looking back, it is amazing to me that my father not only managed his small trucking company, but also “mucked in,” driving the trucks, and loading and unloading them as well. My mother did the books, and every afternoon customers called for freight between Haderslev, Sønderborg, and Fredericia for the next day’s run. My father’s company drove between the three cities with two trucks that were always full of exciting things: machines, furniture, pianos, and even coffee and oranges, which were rare to see at the time because of the recent war.

My classmates were impressed by the big trucks and their contents. And so, I suppose, was I. When I wasn’t at school, I went to work with my dad. It was his way of getting the next generation ready to take over.

My grandparents all had small farms just outside Haderslev. And although my father, who was a trained farmer, now owned a small trucking company, his interest in farming never left him, nor has it left me. There is a crystal-clear moment from my childhood that I can recall; I was sitting in the back of the car while my parents chatted about someone they knew who had become quite successful and had acquired large amounts of land in the area. The way in which they spoke of him, with respect bordering on reverence, created within me, that very moment, a certainty that owning land would be a wonderful thing. It represented security and a sense of fulfillment. And so, years later in Vermont, I engaged part of our property in sustainable farming, and later I made a respectable income from leasing 75 acres of hunting land I had purchased in Georgia, where cotton and peanuts were also grown. To this day, I find investing in real estate to be both enjoyable and exciting—particularly when it becomes a seller’s market!

But in the years of my childhood, while my father could be quite frugal with things such as household expenses—which could spark sharp disagreements with my mother about how much she was allowed to spend on grocery shopping, or clothes for a growing boy—he could also be surprisingly generous. One of the most cherished memories of my youth, which still renders me emotional to recall, is the kindness my father extended to the residents of a local children’s home.

These were children who had been either orphaned or removed by social services from abusive or neglectful households. I came to learn of them when, as a very young child, one of the first questions I can remember my mother asking my father was, “Are we going to see Didde and all the children today?”

Didde was a cousin of my father’s and the manager of this children’s home. An enormous woman whose size was only bested by her enormous heart, she ran a strict home with firm boundaries for children who had probably never experienced them, and yet there was a palpable feeling of warmth and joy when we visited, and I happily interacted with all the children—probably 20 to 25 of them.

It was an impressive red-brick building, set upon approximately 3 acres in a park-like setting, with swings and roundabouts on which the children could play. Having lost my younger sister at a very young age and feeling rather like an only child, these frequent visits were excitedly anticipated by me and were only trumped by the annual trip to the seaside.

My father—and it goes without saying that this was probably illegal—would bring his big, flex-freight truck with its tall metal framing and tarp covering to the home. Herding all of us within, he gave the strict warning that we must remain as quiet as church mice for the 45-minute drive to the borrowed beach house which awaited us. As was his custom, once we were no more than 10 minutes from the beach on the smaller roads leading to the house, he would honk his horn, giving us all permission to go wild.

Joining in giddily and feeling not only grateful to be a part of this happy group, but also hugely proud of my father’s generosity, I helped rock that truck with the excited cheers of children as all of us—including me—blasted out the song, “We are the Children of Sun and Summer.” Those trips meant the world to us, and it would be at that very same spot on the beach, decades later in 1978, where I would ask Birgit to marry me.

It was another one of these startling gestures of generosity from my father that brought my first horse, Johnny, the breathless topic of my diary entry, into my life. However, it must be said that while it was an enormous thing for a boy of 13 to be given a horse, I was most assuredly not to become the spoiled, privileged kid chauffeured to and fro from the riding academy. I had to cycle—everyone cycled—and was somewhat mortified to wear, day after day, the only pair of breeches I owned: a traditional dark brown pair I had received for Christmas, which ballooned out on either side of my thighs. As I was growing rapidly, it was not considered a wise investment to buy me a pair of properly fitted riding boots; instead, I could only hope no one would notice I was wearing my mother’s mid-calf “scooter boots”—not unlike the American “go-go” boots of the 1960s.

All of this could have been forgiven had I not also been given a bicycle that I “would grow into,” which was so ridiculously tall that my father attached wooden blocks to the pedals so I could reach them. It’s a bit embarrassing to need a mounting block in order to get on a bike; why the girls at the barn didn’t go wild for me, I’ll never know! But anyone involved with horses learns quickly that they teach us to be ever humble, and this was certainly a way to swallow an early dose of humility. Evidently, that one dose wasn’t quite enough, as nothing had prepared me for the horror I would experience when introduced to sing at the southern Jutland Coffee Table.

To explain: this “coffee table” was less a piece of
   furniture in front of a sofa and more an actual event, held at the
   farms of relatives—which certainly included a table, laden with
   cakes and endless cups of coffee—that was the weekend destination
   for my parents. Taking up much of the afternoon, it was a
   torturous requirement for which there was no means of escape, and
   I could only think about how all my other friends were at the
   barn, having great fun together, while I sat sorrowfully squashed
   between my aunts with crumbs of Drømmekage (traditional Danish “dream cake”) around my mouth.

My parents, both graced with remarkable singing voices, were obliged to attend and genuinely enjoyed performing, and for me, it was non-negotiable. I was expected to join in this otherwise adults-only affair, and while it might have sounded enticing for a child to find himself before a sea of cake stands and try a sugary slice of everything, by the eighth cake, my belly was groaning and my belt too tight. Yet declining when one of the adults insisted, “Ah, go on, you must try this,” was simply unacceptable. It is amazing to me that my teeth didn’t fall out, and I didn’t wind up needing a crane to be lifted onto my horse.

And, of course, there were no real conversations in which I could join these grown-ups, as the men gathered in one room, and the women withdrew to a smaller room with their knitting and homey topics that my mother, who was a bit more cosmopolitan than her relatives, abhorred. She wasn’t the least bit interested in knitting or chatting about concerns of the hearth and home. In fact, she was the only woman in this group who went to the trouble to wear make-up and arrange her hair in the latest fashion. At one point, after doing the books for my father’s business for years, my mother was approached by a friend about working part-time in a dress shop—for my mother, this was the gateway to sophistication. She adored it. And I suspect she may have been perceived as something rather exotic, or perhaps vaguely threatening; on one occasion I remember, while wearing a low-cut blouse, she was asked by my father’s sister, with thinly veiled concern and a tight smile, “Betty, are you not freezing around your neck?”

My piano lessons had given me a bit of ability to
   play and, of course, I had to learn to sing. A cold chill still
   runs down my spine at the recollection of being pushed out, at the
   age of 12, in front of this small gathering to perform. With my
   cousin Else accompanying me on the piano, I attempted to croak out
   the German song “Schlafe, mein Prinzchen, Schlafe Ein.” My actual pronunciation was far better than my singing voice, although, truth be told, no one that evening could understand a word of my German. I wanted the floor boards to open and swallow me. I was certain that I could hear neighboring hounds in the distance baying with each note I “sang.” Looking from face to face for some sign of encouragement, my desperate gaze only found the same confused expression that might be worn by dogs staring at a ceiling fan—utter perplexity. After what seemed an age, my mother deftly attempted to cover up my complete lack of talent by hastily explaining to all that I “certainly had a good voice,” I just “hadn’t yet learned how to hold a pitch.” Which is like saying someone is a good rider, they just haven’t yet learned how to get on a horse.

There was, however, a blessing attached to this
   experience. While my parents turned back to their adult
   conversations and my cousins were preoccupied with discussing
   Popular Mechanics, I took my chance and snuck out, unseen, to my uncle’s stable.

In the late afternoon light stood a brown colt with the prettiest little star placed right in the middle of his forehead. This young horse had a reputation for being difficult—even a little crazy. But now, there he stood in the warm stable, smelling sweetly of horse, hay, and straw. It took me an hour to get a bridle on him, and the feeling when I succeeded was incomparable. That I could gain the trust of a horse on which everyone else had given up—indescribable! Little did I know then that I would experience that feeling over and over again.

In everyone’s life, there are startling moments of clarity…epiphanies. And for me, as I turned to walk back toward the house that afternoon, there was a transformation—a deep knowledge within my very core that I had changed. That my love of horses had, as if someone had flicked on a switch, become all-encompassing.

I re-entered the house as a different person.


CHAPTER
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johnny

AFTER ONE OF MY FIRST LESSONS I nearly quit altogether.  At that time, the actual riding hall was a good half-mile    away from the stable, which was located at Haderslev Dam. This meant we had to—regardless of our level of experience—negotiate through streets and traffic on horseback until coming to the riding hall. Once I finally reached it, I was ordered back to the stable to retrieve a double bridle. Obviously, I had no idea what this was or what it looked like, and when I returned, carrying a leather strap I had grabbed at random and hoping for the best, I incurred the wrath of the instructor, and was told off in front of the other students. Things only got worse; then I proceeded to fall off on the very same discouraging day. Suddenly it didn’t matter how cute the girls were; I was fed up after this disaster of a day and, tail between my legs, I cycled home.

Upon entering the house, I declared to my father that I was “never going back there again!”

Sometimes life lessons are learned the hard way, and shortly afterwards, I thought this might be one of those times, as my father became uncharacteristically furious. 

“You can’t just give up after your first lesson!” he barked. “You must finish what you start—this is the way it is in life. You are to go right back to the stable and schedule your next lesson, do you understand me?!”

It wasn’t until years later that I learned the actual truth: my continuing to ride was far less about developing integrity and courage, and far more about economics. My money-conscious father had paid in advance for 10 riding lessons in order to get a discount, and had I quit, he wouldn’t have gotten his money back!

I persevered and rode as much as I was allowed. When fall had passed, I was an enthusiastic rider, and by the time Christmas arrived, I was over the moon to receive my first pair of riding pants. Yet, as was typical of my dad, there was a note pinned to them, saying, “Not to be worn until spring.” It was terrible for a child to have to wait that long—and perhaps the rule was compromised a little, for it wasn’t long before I was turned out in my natty, balloon-thighed breeches, my mother’s scooter boots, and mounted majestically upon my 17.2-hand bike, cycling madly to the barn.

Of course, nowadays I am indeed grateful that I did not bid goodbye to the equestrian world after that experience. And yes, it was an important lesson in not giving up. Although I certainly didn’t agree with my father at the time, that challenging day was pivotal for the rest of my life. I became more and more enthusiastic about riding as my skills developed—any other hobbies I had as a child simply couldn’t compare. Frustratingly, I wasn’t fortunate enough to be given the opportunity to ride several different horses at the school because my weekends were fully scheduled and outside of my control. Other students were able to take advantage of mucking out and doing other chores at the barn to earn extra riding lessons.

Between being force-fed like a goose with Danish cakes on Saturdays and attending the dreaded dance and piano lessons, I only had time for one riding lesson a week, and it was difficult to watch Flemming, Torben, Peter, and the others soar past my own abilities when I so desperately wanted to do nothing but ride. 

It was not long before my dream horse arrived. His
   name was Johnny, and he was an aged Knabstrupper, which, it must
   be said, had probably been sold to my father by the riding master
   with an overwhelming sense of relief. Johnny, with his inelegant
   head and traditional coloring—brown and black spots scattered over
   his white coat—had a well-earned reputation as utterly unsuitable
   as a school horse. He was far too spooky, and later on, it was
   only my fledgling skills as a dressage and jumper rider (we
   learned both in those days) that kept him manageable between seat
   and leg. In fact, we even went on to win a few shows, including three small combined winter competitions in low level dressage, earning us a heady mention in the local newspaper Dannevirke.

But in the unfailingly tight-fisted manner of my father, it was agreed that while Johnny would board at the riding school, my father would only pay for his stall. This meant weekly trips to my uncle’s farm, where we would load hay and straw bedding into one of my father’s trucks, to drive it back, unload it, and store it in the hayloft. I can well remember being at the barn and seeing that area roped off specifically for Johnny’s groceries.

My father had learned to ride in his youth, in that sort of ramrod straight, “up-down” way of posting: gripping with the knees, with one hand on the reins and the other hand free to hold his cigar. So we shared rides on Johnny, with my father sometimes hacking through the forests, but more often enjoying riding through the city. I believe there was a bit of vanity involved—he rather enjoyed being the object of admiration.

I still smile when I think of how he rode out along Aabenraavej (a street in town) one fateful Sunday morning. Looking like a fashion plate from Abercrombie and Fitch, my father was quite dapper in his cap, brown boots, riding whip, and, trustingly, the reins in his left hand, cigar in his right. A hack to the harbor in Haderslev was what he had in mind, but Johnny had other ideas. As a horse that tended to move sideways more often than straight, Johnny may have had some Viking blood coursing through his veins—and so did my father, it was clear. What possessed him to choose to ride between the harbor and railroad tracks that morning, I’ll never know, but off they went, with Johnny’s eyes out on stalks as soon as he took note of the ships on the water. His heart thumping through his ribcage, he began to jig, and then, at the worst possible moment, a train rumbled past—and Johnny exploded. Terrorized between horse-eating ships on one side and an iron, smoke-spewing monster on the other, he plunged forward, and for the first time in his life, didn’t go sideways, as he bolted and ran away with my father. Miraculously, they made it home in one piece, although my father lost his cap and cigar along the way.

During this time, I experienced my own sort of rodeo, but not on Johnny. As happens when one develops friendships with older kids, I rather hero-worshiped a boy named Flemming. He was only a couple of years older than me, at 15, yet he seemed worldly, brimming with confidence, and was wildly enthusiastic about riding because there were far more girls at the barn than boys. Come to think of it, that was one of the original motivations for my learning to ride, too, so I rarely hesitated to do his bidding.

During our cycling trips back and forth to the barn, we would pass a field not far from where we lived, which housed a grazing Fjord horse. Flemming had often talked about trying to ride it. “We should give it a go,” he urged.

“I don’t know,” I replied.

“What, are you scared?” This was his foolproof way to get me to do anything. “C’mon, Gunnar, don’t act like a little girl!”

With the typical reckless abandon of youth—we had no helmets, no idea how old this horse was, and we did not even know if he had ever been backed—we lured the pony to the fence and somehow managed to scramble on. It was Flemming’s idea that he sit in the front, while I took the back seat behind him, probably directly on top of the animal’s kidneys. The pony took a hesitant few steps before leaping forward with a succession of violent bucks, sending us flying through the air like rag dolls to land heavily on the ground. Shaking the dirt from our hair and ears, we had not a moment to lose as, to our horror, we saw the pony spin around, head lowered like a bull, and charge straight at us. We ran for our lives, and barely managed to scrape beneath the barbed wire fence, in the nick of time. 

As we cycled home, we came to the conclusion that it was better to stick to the school horses at the barn and my own Johnny.
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