The Eyes Have It

Often when we learn something new, a “light bulb comes on”.  It was May 2006.  I was participating in a clinic called the “Way of the Horse”.

Individual participants were asked to approach a specific horse loose in a corral.  Spectators were asked to observe the horse’s reaction.  Sometimes a horse turned and ran.  Sometimes he welcomed or even approached the prospective handler.  The last horse was different.  He stood stone-faced, no reaction whatsoever.

“What going on here?” I asked.  The nationally renowned clinician whispered to me, “He’s dissociated.  It happens a lot with over trained or abusively trained horses.  They give up emotionally.  They don’t care any more.”

It was flashback time.  I recalled fifteen years ago when I first started giving horseback riding lessons fulltime.  After training my own personal horse for six years, I was – of course – very much attuned to his facial expressions.  “How can my horse become a lesson horse without losing his spark, his human connection, his personality?”

My concern, I’ve since learned, is not a universal one.  Some of the most visible trainers in all disciplines seem to like a “dead broke” look.  I remember attending a national breed championship show some years ago.  I observed “up close and personal” the work in the warm-up arena.  I was privileged to see some of the top trainers on the top horses of that breed in the nation.  To my apparently naïve surprise, the horses were treated like machines, not a pat or a kiss or a kind word to be seen.  But enough dead eyes to fill a mortuary!

Oh yes, I study horses’ eyes.  There is an Old English saying:  “Show me your horse and I will tell you who you are.”  Hmmmm…  The horse’s eyes tell a lot about the heart of the handler.  There are dead eyes, tortured eyes, angry eyes and wary eyes.  There are also content, affectionate and generous eyes.

In March 2007 I gave a presentation to the American Youth Horse Council.  I wanted to download some photos from the Internet to illustrate the eyes of dissociated horses.  Egads!  Those eyes are everywhere!  It seems that some internationally renowned trainers who espouse their own, albeit highly commercialized, version of gentleness seem – oddly enough – to produce some of the most vacant or wary eyes. 

During my search of photos I did find a category of horses with very joyful eyes. Surprisingly the eyes of the Grand Prix jumping horses had dedication, absorption and pride.  Jumping is not my specialty.  At my age it never will be.  Yet the eyes of these horses say they love their jobs!

One often hears someone say that horses are most blissful when they are free on the open range.  Well this is a romantic notion!  Would we humans be most joyful in loincloths, climbing trees and sleeping in caves?  Any takers for a lifestyle change?

I’ve learned over the years that horses that live in herds with little human contact have their own form of dissociated eyes.  The herd hierarchy; with its predictable patterns of eating, resting and moving; dictates the herd members’ lives.  What turns a horse on, what lights the fire in his eyes, is not living free.  It’s forming a relationship with a human being!

I’m not talking about “throwing hay at them” or feeding them treats.  I am talking about the progress made from a day-in-and-day-out physical training regimen – one that honors the horse as a thinking feeling creature.  It’s a program not based on fear or subjugation.  It’s one grounded in joy, love and mutual appreciation.

You’ve heard “learn to think like a horse”.  That’s only the very beginning.  One can’t stop there.  Warm “liquid” in-love eyes only come from consistent, respectful (human respecting horse, not just the other way around) communication.

Whenever I hear a person say, “I know how to ride”, I cringe.  In my experience I’ve come to know there is more to learn about riding horses than anyone could ever dare approach in one lifetime.  The more you know, the more you know you need to know.  It’s a journey, not a destination.  

Care to hop along for the ride?
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