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  For the horses


  When I bestride him, I soar, I am a hawk: he trots the air; the earth sings when he touches it; the basest hom of his hoof is more musical than the pipe of Hermes.


  —William Shakespeare, Henry V
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  Throughout history human beings have used horses in their attempts to survive, to move society forward, to achieve greatness, and to entertain themselves. It can be said that without the horse, human society would not be what it is today. Ever since prehistoric man put chalk to cave wall and scratched out a crude image of this swift­footed creature, humans have been writing down their horse stories. Tales of the mingled fates of horses and humans offer valuable lessons about our humanity, clear insights about our view of the world, and fascinating reflections about human history and experience. Here are twelve of the most incredible of these tales.


  We begin with two selections from The Age of Fable, the first volume in Bulfinch’s Mythology. The story of “Phaeton” reveals the tragic fall of a man who, a victim of his own hubris, employs horses in his attempt to be godlike. In this story, Phaeton tries to control the magical horses that pull the chariot of the Sun. When, during a moment of fear, Phaeton drops the reins, the horses seize control. The result is chaos.


  In “Monsters,” the second story from Bulfinch, we read about another mythological horse too wild and powerful for mortals to tame. When a fierce monster, the Chimaera, begins terrorizing the people of Lycia, the hero Bellerophon is sent to destroy it. For the purpose of this battle, he captures the winged horse Pegasus. But like Phaeton, Bellerophon also succumbs to hubris. The power


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  BONES


  from Conversations with a Prince
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  Helen Husher


  When we tell our stories about horses, they answer by telling us the truth, which can make for an unsettling transaction. Even though all animals are generically honest—they can’t be otherwise—they really do vary in how much they play along with the human urge to shape events into fiction. Dogs, for example, often accommodate us with great sensitivity, sometimes accepting a leading role in the family melodrama; most of us know of households where Fido is the object of endless and often quite uninteresting discussion. Even cats can contribute to the domestic narrative, though far more obliquely, but as we have seen these companion animals have a high level of in-doorsy affectation that horses simply do not have. This isn’t an equine moral posture, but a result of simply being horses. Of course horses can be wrong in their truthfulness—they may report a tiger in the laundry basket or a brace of dragons flying overhead—but this wrongness isn’t deception. Horses do not lie.


  This leads to more problems than you’d think, mostly because we humans claim superior knowledge and access to the truth. To complicate matters, we are ourselves skilled and elaborate liars. It can be argued, cogently I think, that one of the big things that sets humans apart from other animals is our passion for dissembling. This passion goes by other, nicer names—metaphor, storytelling, myth­making, poetics—but it often yanks us away from understanding plain animal utterances.


  I learned this lesson the hard way from Bones. Because she fidgeted and had a lot of unwarranted opinions, I slid easily into the posture of the tolerant mother, which meant I often ignored any response I didn’t approve of. This approach seemed humane and neutral and reflected well on me; it also meant, on some deeper and lazier level, that I had less static in my life, less information to process, and less to do. She would still sometimes twirl in the cross ties, bump me, rush ahead, lag behind, and make rude faces at me behind my back; once I got on, she was mostly obedient, but she always reserved the right to bounce up and down in one place and paw at the ground when I asked her to stand still. My planned ignoring of her outbursts was meant to be soothing and nonreinforcing, but it didn’t work; she never got bored with her behavior, and it took me a long time to realize that there was something about it that was intrinsically gratifying. Every time she bumped me out of balance, every time I yielded, she was manufacturing her own reward. She would lift her head in triumph: I win.


  But here’s the thing: By this time she was winning, in at least two conflicting senses of the word, since during this same time she was also improving incrementally in her ring work, on the trails, and over fences. As I adapted, coaxed, ignored, and made allowances, I found I could now finesse her around a course of jumps at a local show and, because she was so talented, win a goodly share of prizes. I could even enter a hack class where, if there were no explosions, I could exploit her forwardness and her flashy style. Her coloring was decidedly unfashionable, but she was also impossible to miss among the bays and chestnuts. If a hack class has forty horses in it, it helps to be memorable.


  This sounds like progress, and at the time it felt like progress, but it wasn’t solid because it was partially grounded in deceit. By pretending that her attempts to dominate me didn’t really matter, I was actually keeping the domination conversation alive. I wasn’t really smart enough to know this, but, like the business with the bridle and the Necco wafer, I was smart enough to know when something bothered me, despite having other evidence—in this case, ribbons in various colors—that things were fine.


  Then one spring I was allowed to move her temporarily to a local teaching barn where I could get more instruction and where, for the first time in her rather long life, she was expected to live in a box stall. She hated it, and deteriorated into pacing and sulking, and the obvious fix was to simply let her live outdoors again. She genuinely and absolutely preferred it—most horses do—and there happened to be a large turnout yard and shed behind the main barn where a dozen or so reliable school horses loafed and rolled and grimaced at each other in what appeared to be largely symbolic, recreational confrontations. So Bones, despite being a paying, box-stall boarder, was deposited into this good-natured, somewhat blue-collar neighborhood, which she organized with amazing speed and assurance into a tight, delinquent band of troublemakers. I was awestruck—she had always been the second-stringer at home, accepting instruction and correction from my sister’s Standardbred, a horse blessed with deep reserves of poise and rectitude. Freed from Baby’s tyranny, Bones became a thug. Within three days, she had all the horses taking cues from her, refusing to be caught, and moving as one across the half acre of grubby, broken ground. By the end of the week, she was in complete, undisputed charge of all hay piles, watering stations, and rules of proximity. No child could wander innocently into this equine Mafia to catch Spotty or Smoky or Bruce; no amount of gentle bribery could divide or conquer.


  Bones’s new criminal status was embarrassing and disruptive, but two good things came of it. First, I realized that my scatty, troubled mare was not the basket case I had always assumed her to be, and that I’d badly misjudged her. But second, I felt compelled to hang over the rail and watch as this herd went about its business, something I’d never had an opportunity to do before. Once I got accustomed to its swirly logic, I began to grasp that horse society is a profound matriarchy. I hadn’t understood this before—I had a bunch of squishy, rather sexist ideas, derived mostly from horse stories, that stallions were somehow in charge of things. If no stallion was in the offing, I went on to assume, unthinkingly, that the geldings would be in charge.


  Not true. I learned later that stallions are, quite literally, peripheral presences; a young stud horse in the wild will wander alone or in a bachelor group until a band of mares and their young offspring consent to his presence, provided he behaves. This last point is important, since, when it comes to mares, their standards are high and their decisions are final. Jane Smiley, that consummate observer of equine behavior, describes this dynamic in her novel Horse Heaven. A recently gelded, unusually aggressive specimen named Epic Steam has discovered that he can jump out of his isolated pasture and engage in an extended meet-and-greet with other horses on the farm. Eventually he finds himself “just where he wanted to be for so very long, in a paddock with four mares. Something this exciting for the four mares hadn’t happened in years, so they stood stock-still, ears pricked, tails up, staring at him.”


  He took this as encouragement, and lifted his own tail, arched his neck, and progressed in a beautiful passage around the perimeter of the pasture, picking his feet up as quick and high as if the ground were strewn with hot coals. All the horses in every other pasture looked on and occasionally whinnied encouragement. After displaying himself to his own satisfaction, Epic Steam lowered his head and snaked it toward one of the mares, a little bay. He approached her. She moved away, toward the other mares, and he paused, but then approached again. Manners do not come naturally to a young stallion, and did not come naturally to Epic Steam in any event. Her retreat aroused some of his inherent aggression, and he went after her. He thought he might bite her. Intent upon this thought, he did not pay attention to his position relative to the other mares, and so he did not realize until it was already happening that they were kicking the stuffing out of him.


  The reader cheers—this particular horse has been in need of a comeuppance for some time now—but the deeper point is that this scene is a counternarrative to the established tale of the proud, wily stallion who dominates his mares and assumes the role of chief executive. This alternate version isn’t feminism run amok; it actually happens to be true. An alpha mare is a formidable and profoundly social creature, and leaning over the fence watching Bones run everything I began to understand that her endless bumps and challenges, her squirminess, and her willingness to crowd me were something I should no longer deceive myself about or studiously ignore. She would not stop out of boredom, because it didn’t bore her; instead it was primal and compelling. And hard to bring to closure—it took two skilled handlers most of an afternoon to settle the herd, siphon off the school horses, catch her, and then seduce her back into her old dominance pattern with me, which must have seemed pretty insipid after seven days of the real thing.


  It was only after this encounter that I began to develop an enduring love for watching horses in groups at liberty, since this is when they wear their truthfulness—their wishes and decisions—on their metaphorical sleeves. At East Hill, where horses are turned out with an almost obsessive regularity, in all but the most horrible weather, the opportunities to do this are ongoing—horse society there is allowed to operate in clusters of twos and threes, and even the unredeemably rowdy ones, who really have to be kept by themselves, still have an opportunity to gossip over the fence. This is healthy, even though it means the animals are often dirty; I have visited and briefly worked in barns where the horses were almost never at liberty, and they spent most of their time spanking clean but going quietly (or not so quietly) insane.


  All this fence hanging has taught me that what often matters to a horse is something as basic as whether he can get another horse to move. Like the talent for mapping, this is essentially a spatial behavior, and space, for horses, is packed with meaning. Where they are, where they stand in relationship to each other, what they do about it, and what happened when all were assembled here the last time are the important social verbs that drive what will happen now; now is the construct that horses pay attention to, and it sometimes seems that their prodigious and detailed memories do not really exist for learning or reflection, but for refining and animating now. As a group of horses moves out to grass, in for feeding, or from one place in the pasture to another, they act out complex little dramas about leading, following, clustering, and standing ground, and the results of these transactions are often surprising. The best horse in the barn—well schooled, fun to be around, responsive, and even-tempered—is hardly ever the best horse in equine society, which is perhaps more proof that horses and people do not really agree on what’s important.


  With Bones back home in the pasture with Baby, I was able to see something that hadn’t registered before. Baby, unlike my big spotted mare, was never thuggish or punishing—watching them together, all I could see was equilibrium. They grazed close together and spent huge amounts of time doing what looked like nothing at all. Horses can be spectacularly idle, and the two of them loafed, scratched, swished away flies, snoozed, watched the wildlife, and made leisurely strolls of the perimeter. Every now and again, they would buck and play. If we needed to rotate the two of them from one pasture to another—a very common exercise in my foster mother’s grazing program—we would set the gates, pick up the water buckets, call to Baby, and the two of them would trot complacently up or down the long driveway, technically loose but completely under control. Baby came when she was called, and Bones followed Baby.


  The vast difference between this arrangement and the quarreling I had witnessed at the other barn was more than a little confusing, and it took me a while to find a name for what I was seeing. This wasn’t just the absence of discord; it seemed obvious that these two were friends. But friendship is a tricky term. Many of the people who study animals—including the primatologists who study our very closest relatives—sometimes call friendship the f-word, because it’s been so folded and smudged by human fingers. It’s hard to know, they say, what really goes on between two animals of the same species who hang around together. These creatures may not be, in the sense we mean, actual friends, although I have to add that this objection seems a little fussy, since there’s no question that many animals form social bonds that have nothing to do with reproduction or kinship or advancing their DNA. Why should we assume that, when humans do it, it’s somehow different and needs a distinctive name? It is also hard not to notice that these supposedly nonessential relationships are the very thing that makes both animals and people more interesting. Recreational bonds, whether we call them friendships or not, are well worth watching, and it was by watching that I learned that Baby was the undisputed alpha horse because she was completely sure of herself and utterly trustworthy, and Bones put faith in her in exactly the way I yearned for her to put faith in me. They were at peace together, a kind of equine binary star.


  This trustworthiness, this final confidence, is what riders like Ruth have and I do not. My greatest flaw as a rider, then and now, is that I am not always sure I know what I want to have happen. I’m not talking here about navigational things—I can almost always get to the jump, around the barrel, through the gate, across the pasture, or up the hill. But there are other things, subtler things—dressage things—and these are what really matter. There’s a way to travel and a way not to, and the difference has to do with intangibles like style and forwardness and way of going—these terms refer to the horse’s physical state and level of happiness with the proceedings, and mainly tell us that riding is more than the mere fact of arrival.


  These important intangibles have always eluded me. I know when things are going badly, but I have no clear picture in my mind of how I want them to go, and this has tended to make me tentative and blank and hopeful. This absence of mental aggression is what makes it hard for me to succeed with a horse like Railund, who relies absolutely on having a definite, controlling, rather bossy rider. But the upside to being vague is that horses with ideas—Abbott, Prince, Reba—would often fill up that blank space with their own material, and this gave me access to the very thing that attracted me to riding in the first place. I wanted to know, feel, and be able to think about horses in a firsthand way; I liked it when they did this, since it was a way for them to be present and truthful with me.


  The trouble with the truth is that it can be unattractive and uncomfortable—there were times, on Bones, when I felt like I was on a trampoline, and other times when I felt caught in a blender. This wasn’t just bad behavior, and I want to digress for a moment and say that the word just should be stricken forever from a rider’s vocabulary: “He’s just being a stinker,” “lie’s just trying to scare me,” “He’s just not listening,” are all sentences that dismiss the thing that matters with horses, which is now. By using this word, we lapse into telling ourselves a story that we hope will turn out differently tomorrow, which is a thing a horse never thinks about. One thing I continually appreciate about Kathie’s teaching is that I never hear this word. She sometimes says a problem doesn’t matter, but I think she means something different by this—when Prince drops unexpectedly out of his canter into a scrambling trot, or when Reba’s backlog of awkwardness catches up with her, she uses this phrase to indicate that, now notwithstanding, it is not possible to do everything at once.


  The problem of now certainly applied to my dominance struggle with the spotted mare—after the episode with the school horses, I saw for the first time that her boorishness wasn’t just bad behavior. She, like Epic Steam, could be a monumental troublemaker, and her need to win had more momentum than my need for a reasonable level of tranquillity. I also saw that if I entered into a direct war with her on the issue, she would love every minute of it, and she would also, most assuredly, defeat me—horses are very strong. All I really had on my side of the ledger was that she had already made many important concessions, that we had come to know and understand each other, and so something was at stake for both of us. Thinking about Baby, and about friendship, I concluded that it was my job to become not just a rider she mostly consented to carry, but a rider who was somehow trustworthy.


  So I began riding her alone. This was fairly new for both of us—except for the occasional schooling session in the ring, we tended, generally, to ride out in company of twos or threes, and sometimes as part of a congenial larger lump of other horses. Baby was almost always there, a soothing presence, and this happy scrum also meant the humans could chatter, making it a social event for everyone. But I decided that, for me to become trustworthy, Bones and I had to spend more time out in the woods and fields together.


  This decision made her horribly anxious, and when she was anxious she became noisy, shouting and weeping as she stomped through the woods, calling out endlessly for an acceptable companion. Her old reactiveness returned; there were tigers everywhere; when I finally turned her back toward the stable, she leaned into my hands, jigging and flailing in frustration that she couldn’t go faster. I became so accustomed to the lift and shiver of the saddle as she whinnied that I hardly paid attention, although the decibel level did embarrass me—as we thrashed our way down the trails and dirt roads around town, people stepped out on their porches to see what all the noise was about and perhaps to cheek up on me. I don’t blame them—it sounded as if I were extracting her teeth with rusty pliers. Bones would roll up into a tight, unhappy ball, bounce, squall, dribble, crimp her tail, and periodically vent her upset with a potent outburst of bucking. With her rolling eyes, her noise, and her splashy coloration, I think we made quite a spectacle, escapees from some demonic merry-go-round.


  It wasn’t much fun, but it sort of worked. With only me to fall back on, my mare discovered that her isolation really wasn’t absolute: I spoke, I made decisions, I directed her as best I could, and she always managed to come home uneaten, despite the many tigers. She realized she wasn’t going to die gradually, over the course of about a month—a difficult month, but one well worth getting through. She didn’t like this forced acceptance very much, but still gradually toned down the racket and even, at times, seemed to acquiesce without resentment, cocking her ears back toward me as I chose the safe route around the unacceptable puddle. Like with the business with the halter, hup, and ho, the ground between us shifted again, and again to my slight advantage. But I found the state of things coercive and disagreeable.


  Then my older brother, Allan, went to the pound and got a dog. This was a background, household sort of event, done on an impulse that didn’t involve me, although I liked the dog. His name was Ranger—a good name for a dog-pound animal—and he looked like a cross between some sort of husky and some sort of generic, big­headed hound. He had impenetrable fur that was layered and curiously short, a soaring and distinctive olla-olla call, and more skin than a dog his size was really entitled to. Despite his iffy, jailbird background, Ranger was free of any kennel neurosis and went at life with a healthy doggy vigor: He swam, hunted, womanized, and carried dis-graceful and smelly things around in his mouth, but above all these things nothing made him happier than an expedition. This is how, within a week or two of his arrival, Ranger became the third leg of a weird and unplanned three-legged stool, since he would not let me go out for a ride without him.


  Relations between species are hard to categorize, and it’s important not to romanticize or misjudge what happens. This is especially the case when we talk about domestic animals, where our urge to make up a story can be almost irresistible. So I must be careful here, and simply tell what I think must be the truth, which is that Bones, at least some of the time, did not particularly care about Ranger, and Ranger, for his part, was probably more interested in horse excrement than he was in horses themselves. Yet there he was, a sudden presence in our daily doings, and his bumptious and smiling being radically transformed the proceedings.


  Dogs like to go scouting. Nothing pleases them more than the sort of outing where they are free to circle forward, let you slide by, cross you to leeward, and appear magically in the lead again—and Ranger took scouting to heart. As far as he was concerned, the entire point of existence was to secure the moving perimeter and verify that the landscape was operating smoothly, and, in an unusual intersection of desires, this was a task that my mare desperately wanted performed. Whatever residual worries she had about my ability to protect her simply vanished, and there is no question that they vanished only when Ranger was there.


  I agreed with Bones that Ranger was an excellent escort, and I got a huge amount of pleasure out of watching him do his job. While we stuck to the trail, he would break ground out ahead of us in a kind of huge fan, crossing and recrossing our line of travel, the white tip of his tail mostly visible above the scrubby undergrowth. He would then fall backward or off to the side to inspect holes, wet places, and evidence of animal life, and this sometimes involved the unexpected appearance of a rabbit or pheasant. Bones was interested in and sometimes startled by these animal materializations, but they didn’t seem to actually frighten her. Ranger would then fall behind—sometimes far behind—and when this happened he would race to catch up, his tongue hanging sideways and his expression at once joyful and businesslike. lie then began the entire scouting pattern all over again—he crashed ahead of us through the bushes, plunged into streams, and generally made an amazing racket, all of which my horse monitored with interest. Sometimes he would gallop right up on her heels—a fine excuse for an explosion—and she merely noted his return with satisfaction and composure. When we reached an open place—a cornfield or the local tree nursery with its potbellied arborvitae standing in unnatural rows—Ranger made a point of closing ranks and circling us rather tightly, and more than once he nearly tangled himself under the mare’s hard, pumping feet. She hopped to avoid stepping on him, he scooted, and we all continued on as if nothing exciting had happened, which it obviously hadn’t.


  Ranger brought to these long rides the confidence and knowledge that I lacked, since he obviously understood that tigers were out there and was determined to find and vanquish them. The result was that Bones traveled happily on a long rein, swinging her neck and back, and was perfectly fine about standing still while I checked my bearings or drank some water. She went uphill and down, into thick places and dark places and narrow places and queer places; she even stepped daintily through the puddles she’d once assumed to be a mile deep and requiring a prolonged detour. Better still, she stopped bumping and crowding, and, for the first time, began showing me some signs of routine affection—she ran her wiggly nose over my chest and neck when I brushed her face and sighed with pleasure when I rubbed stinky, soothing liniment on her hardworking legs. The transformation was quick, and quite impressive.


  I have a photograph of our triumvirate, Ranger in the foreground and horse and handler in the midground, that captures this odd arrangement. It must have been taken in either late fall or early spring, since I am cooling my horse with a rug thrown over her haunches and the front folded back and buckled over her withers so her chest is exposed. Her winter coat is either growing in or shedding out—it’s impossible to tell which—and the trees along the driveway look chilled and bare. A trick of elevation—I am walking on the high mound in the middle of road, while Bones is walking on the low dip made by passing tires—makes me look even taller than I actually am; my horse looks curiously medium-sized, as opposed to the very substantial horse she really was. Horse, dog, and human are all tired, damp, and dirty; Bones walks next to me, her shoulder exactly level with mine, her head lowered and her ears tuned backward toward me. She curls her head and neck around me very slightly, interested in my agenda, but her weather eye is glued on Ranger, who, even so close to home, is still taking his job seriously and breaking trail. Everything about her body language signals contentment, willingness, submission; everything about mine conveys a disheveled, unthinking happiness. My braids are coming loose, my hands are in my pockets, and I do not see a lead rope anywhere. Yet we are deeply tethered, the three of us, by a common, treasured enterprise. When I look at this picture, which I do often because it sits on my desk, I understand it captures a moment of peace and equilibrium. In it, I seem to loom over the horse who once dominated me, and who now chooses to walk freely and respectfully in my orbit. For my part, I am built around a smile, and the message in that smile is plain: I win.
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