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   DISCOVERING NATURAL HORSEMANSHIP chronicles one man’s obsession to get better with horses in a gentle way. Author Tom Moates’s life and work were on a horse­less path until serendipity brought Niji, a sorrel gelding, into his life. Nothing has been the same since.


  In his candid and plainspoken style, Moates shares the honest highs and lows that come with the territory of starting out in what he calls the Better Way with horses. Along the road, he works hard to follow the wise ways of many well-known clinicians—including Harry Whitney, Buck Brannaman, Pat and Linda Parelli, Bill Scott, and Ray Hunt—and shares his personal experiences while attempting to implement them.


  Sometimes humorous, often inspiring, and always resonating with authenticity, DISCOVERING NATURAL HORSEMANSHIP is for anyone who loves a great true story, whether horses have knocked youfrom the regular orbit of your life, or not ... yet.
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  FOREWORD


  IT’S BEEN LESS THAN A YEAR since my first call from Tom Moates. I’d been warned by a mutual friend that he might call. The reason for his call was to get my comments for a magazine article. It didn’t take long to realize Tom was a beginner in this horsemanship journey. I was impressed with his honesty about how much of a beginner he was. But then I was even more impressed with his eagerness to learn more.


  In the communication Tom and I had over the next several months it came out that he was writing a book. Another book on horsemanship, I thought. The stores are full of books and videos on the subject. I wasn’t so sure we needed another one. As my understanding of Tom’s mission with this book grew so did my curiosity. I have just finished reading the book you hold in your hands, and no, it’s not just another book on horsemanship. Tom has done a great job of giving us a glimpse of his journey in this quest for better horsemanship. No advice—no “how-to.” Just a good, honest account of a beginner’s journey.


  It is easy to lose track of our “beginnings” at anything as it unfolds deeper and becomes part of our way of life. Sometimes the experience and the language become so much a part of us we fail to realize why anyone else doesn’t understand. And yet those at the beginning certainly struggle.


  Having now met Tom face to face and spent a little time getting to know him, I have an idea of what makes him such a good writer. I believe it is his great desire to share with others what he has come to understand is involved in this journey—which makes me thankful for his passion to keep learning so he can continue to share more of his journey with the rest of us.


  I personally thank Tom for sharing his experiences as a beginner. Tom gives other beginners in this quest plenty to relate to, but he also takes those of us who have never known a life without horses back to revisit some of the perils, struggles, and lifechanging discoveries that horses present all of us.


  Harry Whitney


  June 2006
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  INTRODUCTION


  WRITING AND FARMING are all I’ve ever really wanted to do for a living. Since childhood I’ve worked at both. A thousand-acre dairy farm was my home growing up, so I got in plenty of farming experience. By the time I was an adolescent, I had set my sights on the most brilliant, most inebriated writer role models and worked hard to follow in their footsteps. Managing somehow to survive to the ripe old age of eighteen, I ended up in treatment for my pursuits, got sober, stayed sober, and went to college to get a degree in writing.


  Throughout the time since college, I’ve worked as a professional stagehand, a traditional building specialist, and as a renewable energy specialist. I’ll spare the details of the insanity it takes to dovetail all that into a life of work. Suffice it to say that the writing always held the highest career priority, but the other work afforded me time enough to continue serious writing. The by-product of this situation was that I ended up a leading writer in the subjects of renewable energy and homestead living and building. But, while I passionately pursued writing (getting up before dawn to work on whatever I had going at any given moment, including stabs at fiction and children’s books), the subjects I could get published often felt less exciting to me than the work of writing. Something was missing. As time went on, and I had covered every angle of the regular fare multiple times, rehashing the topics over and over again became like wading around in really smelly waist-deep mud.


  When my wife’s gelding Niji came into my life and my dormant passion for horses began to surface, an overwhelming desire to combine writing with this new infatuation gripped me. There was a problem, though. Even though I could claim an impressive writing resume, I lacked any expertise on the subject of horses. This alone could easily thwart my attempts to break into the equine magazine market. So, with years of practice trying to bust into different magazines, and the enormous heap of rejection and acceptance letters to prove it, I began to develop article ideas that didn’t require me being an expert, ones that were based on research, interviews, or my personal experience as a beginner with horses, and query various magazines.


  I’m a pretty tenacious writer. One might say I’m unrealistically hopeful when it comes to seeing my future in this field. With confidence I can tell you if I were looking at this profession simply as a job like I do stage work or electrical work, I never would have made it this far. It’s too rough a roller coaster and can make you sick.


  There is, however, sometimes in people a drive to do something that propels them forward even when no clear path is cut through life’s wilderness to show the way. There is no guarantee that there even really is a way, or a place to get to. It is all a hunch, and the only compass reading the direction to it is the one in your gut. Joe Campbell called it “following your bliss.” Some call it foolish. I feel a desire to pursue writing so strongly that I fear what my life would be like without it—that I might just die. Without warning, I found myself feeling this same crazy intensity about getting better with horses. The two combined verged on overwhelming. It was the brink of obsession overload. Then came misfortune.


  My mare’s foal Whipper Snapper had a terrible accident, and the events that followed took a toll on me. I lost twenty pounds that month; it would take a year to gain it back. Being present from the beginning of this beautiful, perfectly healthy colt’s life, witnessing the injury, spending the next month with a crazy barn schedule, and worrying about his health chipped away at my serenity. Once the worst of the danger was past, I began to relax and felt the need to share the story with other horse folk who might understand the intensity of my experience. So, I spent a few weeks getting it all down, even returning to speak with the resident surgeon, Dr. Graham Keys, DVM, at Virginia Tech, to get all the technical details correct, and sent it to Christine Barakat at Equus.


  It’s funny how so many aspects of horses in my life are doors flinging open to new opportunities. Serendipity came riding into my life on Niji’s back and has chosen to stay awhile. Fresh air and sunlight of this new world entered the dank, stagnant areas of my life, long in need of spring cleaning. When I finally heard from Christine for the first time, she was very pleased with the piece, as were the other editors. The article was accepted right away, and, to my exhilaration, she asked if she could assign me another case report. As a freelancer, getting an assignment from an awesome magazine is the coup de grace—they give you an idea and the contacts, sometimes cover the expenses of working on the piece, and it’s a sure thing. It had only happened to me a couple of times before in my whole career. This was a very good sign.


  These two case reports immediately snowballed in the next few months into two features, an essay, several more case reports, and a “True Tale.” After writing for Equus for about a year, I even received the title of contributing writer with my own spot in the masthead. Not only has Equus been a perfect fit for my aspirations as a professional writer in the equine area, but the work I do for them has broadened my knowledge base on the subject of horses in a tremendous way. No part of this has been more pro-found than my conversations with the medical editor, Dr. Matthew Mackay-Smith, DVM. Every time we speak my brain creaks with the stretching caused by new information being packed in. The man is an encyclopedia on two legs and a fantastic resource to have on your side if you are an equine writer. Whipper’s accident may be the best example I’ve ever experienced of a seriously horrible unfortunate event leading to a series of miraculously brilliant events providing a tremendous opportunity for a positive outcome.


  Equine writing became so prominent in my life so quickly that in the first four months after writing that case report on Whipper Snapper, I placed and wrote more horse articles than I usually can get together in all other subjects combined in two or three years! It was nothing less than an explosion. It became so incredible that editors I’d never heard of from national horse magazines I’d never contacted were contacting me out of the blue to assign me articles. My brother puts my equine writing success pretty accurately when he says, “You’re an overnight sensation, Bro ... it only took you twenty years!”


  This book was well underway by this time. Enough experiences had piled up even early on in my adventures with horses and the Better Way to begin to form in my mind a book about the honest plight of the beginner. And this snowball has rolled steadily ever since. Becoming a regular contributor to many horse publications has allowed me to focus on horses without the sidetracking of energy necessary to break into new markets. Most importantly, I have an outlet to pour my heart into like never before. This is really where the success comes from. That passion I possess for both horses and writing, along with a lot of writing experience, just comes through in between the lines. I haven’t written an article on horses yet where I didn’t learn lessons. Getting the opportunity to share these personal lessons with others feels like a great gift in my life rather than work. I find myself wishing I didn’t require sleep so I could keep writing about horses, or riding horses for that matter.


  It’s a strange thing to find such an overwhelming infatuation in life as I did with horses at thirty-five. It seemed to me quite late for a passion like this to take hold; I would have guessed, with horses in particular, the average person would have it gripping his heart at about age nine. However, I learn with each clinic I attend that I am hardly alone. The truth is that quite a few people are coming to horses and natural horsemanship later in life. I know a few that started in their fifties. Regardless of age, a sincerity and joy can come to people through working in a good way with horses; it transcends age because it is about personal growth, and I don’t think a horse cares how old a person is.


  Horses have so much to offer people. I’m always amazed at how unconditionally they are willing to share with us. Especially when we try to work with them with kindness and see things “from the horse’s point of view,” as clinician Harry Whitney says. We must open up and try to uncover the layers that allow us to approach horses in a way that not only produces positive results from the viewpoint of training and what the horse mechanically does with his body, but brings our horses to a better place inside themselves as well. I’m still getting better at this, and with every achievement, I clearly see a new set of challenges. The journey of natural horsemanship ultimately is about changing the human. The horse remains a horse, doing what he has been capable of doing all along. We, however, can learn to change in ways that allow our horses to become less bothered. We can present requests in ways that horses understand, and that clarity helps them in our relationship to one another. We can make it better for them in this human-dominated world.


  This is the story of the very beginning of a journey, one that already is somewhere further along for me. This is, however, a book I wish I could have read when I started out. I think there are many points that can provide some clarity for the beginner, some I wish I hadn’t found out the hard way. It is also a story that probably resonates with anyone at any point along the natural horsemanship trail.


  The first sentence of the book reflects a moment that was like a seed sprouting. Before it, I was lying in the compost of life on a completely horseless path, minding my own business, trying to figure out my mid-thirties—after that moment, the seed sprouted, took root, and found plenty of nourishment from my past to grow vigorously. And everything changed, forever.
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  CHAPTER ONE
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  NIJI


  “QUARTER HORSE, AMISH TRAINED,” read the classified ad in the local paper one July a few years back. It caught Carol’s eye. Given my wife’s history, the fact that she even glanced at it, let alone connected with it, was serendipitous.


  “Amish trained” is what grabbed her. Knowing now her relationship with this gelding named Niji, it probably could have read “trained by crazed brute” and the two of them would have found one another anyway, so strong is the gravity of the connection that pulled them to each other across space and time. The key, though, to all that has since transpired with us and horses was foreshadowed in her understanding (or misunderstanding) of “Amish trained.”


  To Carol it meant trained in a gentle, kind, and respectful way. Really, we have no idea what it actually meant, even now after inquiring about it. Several things are certain, though. The ad drew Carol to the horse that has brought her tremendous healing. Carol had spent years in the mainstream horse world in her earlier life before we met. If horses were to return to her life now she was looking for a better way. “Amish” hinted at what she must have sensed lay ahead, because soon it was “natural horsemanship” that she and Niji discovered. And I suddenly veered off my horseless course in life and rather quickly became thirsty to get to know horses and this gentle way of building a positive relationship with them.


  Carol even thinking about looking at a horse spoke volumes. In a divorce years earlier, she had lost all of her horses—a herd of seven. These were mostly Paints, which, at the time, weren’t easy to come by in Virginia. She had worked for years breeding and selling Quarter Horses to be able to go out of state and buy a good Paint mare. Then she had spent several years building up her stock, which she was forced to leave behind. If that wasn’t enough to keep horses blocked from her psyche, a Paint foal that she hand-fed for weeks because the mare had no milk ran into a sharp branch from a recently limbed tree while playing in a pasture, pierced its chest, and bled to death. These were Grand Canyons cut across her heart by the runoff of torrential downpours of distress, unending sadness to be sorted out in the afterlife, if possible even then.


  Niji, however, chose to come sooner—much sooner. Carol, to my surprise, opened her heart to him. She started to share some positive stories from her past of working with horses, but she also began to express that she felt there must be a better way available to her than before. Carol wasn’t specific, and I never pried into this part of her life, but that “Amish trained” line from the ad definitely signified to her a different direction she now wanted to follow with horses.


  My brother and his wife came to visit on July 4th that year. Ken is in the Navy and usually comes out to the mountains to visit at least twice a year, but this was the first time Melissa had ventured down with him. So strong was the force pulling Carol to Niji that she worried in a fairly panicked way someone else might get the horse before we had the chance—a curious reaction from a person who had barely mentioned horses to me in over a decade of marriage and who had not been considering getting a horse. With some misgivings, we asked our freshly arrived guests if they would mind our going out for a little while to have a look at this gelding. They didn’t, and the whole out-of-the-blue event spun its own course.


  Carol’s nervousness and anticipation were uncharacteristic. I was always ready to add to the animal collection—goat, hogs, a 200-pound Mastiff, two 150-pound Mastiff/Ridgeback crosses. The bigger the better, as far as I was concerned. But for Carol, going to look at a horse, let alone one for sale, was big medicine.


  Winding through gravel Blue Ridge back roads, we finally came to a barren field with an aging barbed wire fence that held a fiery red horse, a color I soon learned was sorrel. We got out of the car, met the owner—a jolly single woman with two kids and two other horses pastured on another farm to care for
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  TOM MOATES is a professional writer who is driving most of the people in his life nuts as he obsessively tries to get better with horses. He is a contributing writer at Equus and writes regularly for Eclectic Horseman and Western Horseman, and his work has appeared in The American Quarter Horse Journal and Natural Horse. He lives in south-west Virginia with his wife Carol, four horses, and a mule.
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