


l.us h emerald green grass swayed in the breeze on a crisp , sunny, January afternoon. My horses grazed 

near me in an ope n field as I sprawled out on a lawn chair, I inhaled trle scent of tall pines mixed with the 

awesome sme ll of my horses and tho pastured horses nearby, Throuqn a set of head phones I listened to 

a CD of Native America n drumming and reflected on how I can live ethically in \j\jays which benefit others, 

r-efine my avvareness of my inner-self , and continue the cu ltivation of wisdom. I conjured up images of 

spend ing a few months vvith my horses on an Indian rese rvation where a mentor wou ld often join me in 

experiencing unity with horses and nature, One moment I was full of enthusiasm, and then I faced reality, 

Turmo il rapidly set in as I began doubting that I would ever have the op portunity for such an adventure, 

Within moments I started dwelling abou t my often humdrum life, Just before I spiraled into wh at would have 

surely become a depress ive state of mind , I was gladly interrupted , 

Chris Elliot, astride an imposing dapple In the past, Chris and I bantered on pleased when she stopped from my body 

gray mare in first level dressage training, horseback in the arena when she was seri­ language saying "whoa." Chris, on the 

approached me. We really didn't know ously training a horse for a career in dres­ other hand, rode an elegant bold 

much about each other. Chris is very lik­ sage and I was riding a few laps around draft/cross mare in a beautifully collected 

able, but as far as our interest in horses, the arena before I went out trail riding. frame at a nearly perfect cadenced walk 

we're polar opposites. I am a naturalist The last time we rode together I was actu­ and trot, with occasional side passing and 

who uses a bitless bridle, enjoy a close ally riding my mare naked (I was not other advanced moves. 

connection with each of my three hors es, naked - my horse wore no saddle, bridle, Anyway, back to the day when Chris 

and mostly ride trails. Chris has an or halter; she wore only a single loop of a rode up to me while I grew increasingly 

impeccable reputation as a trainer and lariat around her neck). I was just goofing frustrated at how my mood could so rap­

riding instructor, and has lofty accom­ off walking and trotting, glad my horse idly change. Of course, I didn't tell Chris 

plishments in the show ring. turned in the direction as asked, and that she had interrupted me feeling sorry 



ultrasound - a mas s was vis­ he had already won Ara b ian Hun ter 

ible. T he next step was a Ho rse o f the Yea r th ree times with her 

biopsy. ho rse. Pha rao, wh o was the glue in th e 

While eati ng din ner with mo ther/ daughter rel ati onship. Norma 

th ree ridi ng stude nts during Jea n \\ a " the d uo 's biggest chee rlea der. 

the Bluegrass horse show in Thev paid only S1000 (includ ing the sad ­

Lexin gton, Ken tucky, Chris's dle ) for the now re tired gelding, and th e 

cell pho ne ran g. Th e vege­ team consisten tly won in wo rking hunter 

tarian , non-sm ok er, non ­ and jumper. 

drin ker, who ho ped she'd be Chri chose to not tell her rid ing stu­

ju st fine because of her dent the bad new s, but later th at night 

health y lifestyle, received the she brok down cr yin g in th e sho wer at 

for myse lf. By the time Chris rode off, I ph one call th at would br in g an yone to her hotel room . After wipin g away her 

was ashamed of wha t I let m yself th ink their knees. The biop sy revealed the d iag­ tea r . he vowed to fight the dise ase and 

was wor thy of feeling like life wasn' t fair nosis of br east cance r. Chris d idn 't tell the \\ _iven the will to go th rou gh what ever 

(beca use I was unl ikely to have the ad ven ­ teens o r anyo ne else at the show - she did­ it took 0 that she and Gri ngo could win 

tures o n ho rseback th at I had longed for ). n't want a cloud over their experie nce at Arab-ian Dressage Horse o f the Year. 

Her sto ry reso na ted with me and she the Kentucky Horse Park. Chr is and her On ~Iay 2, 2002, he r fiance's birthday, 

enco uraged me to sha re it with o ther students brought a client's Ara b ian geld­ Chri had a bi -lat er al ma stect om y. Mike 

eq uine en -thusiasts. Chris is a breast can ­ in g, Gr ingo, to th e Blue g rass show, his aid . - "'h at be tte r birthday pr esent th an 

cer su rvivor. Sure, lots o f women get first sho w, to see what he was capa ble o f. to get rid o f yo ur ca nce r." Life afte r th e 

breas t cancer, but Chris had an even scari­ Chris had met Gri ngo (ow ned by Ch ris urzerv became a living n ightmar e. T he 

er scena r io th an m any painful d rain tu bes 

wo men . He r mother and th e pr ocess o f 
" ' .. IT \V t\ S L I K E " !\V I N , T II E Rue PUL L r o ..., Ul died from cancer. In cha rting how much 

FROM U DCR M E WilE N I SAW I I ~ \\ rt w PC PL C fact, her mother went in fluid cam e o ut lasted 

and o ut o f remi ssion for o nly a few wee ks , I \JUl.D T UR TO WI I CN I \ \' t\ - .::- 1 

twen ty years, the cancer T i l /\ T ,\ \1\ D L M [ r LIP I r V [ N ,\ \ ~ I' [ I l) bu t seemed like fo r­

had spread th rou gh out I k " I\. SI ." 1\ I DI N I r p t. I I r \. r. ever. Du ri ng the six 

her body, and she di ed THE " ' I' C. D IDN'T R E II O W .- Il' " 1 \ \ ... ro unds of ch emo­

in October o f 200 I from ther ap y (o ne ro u nd 

a brain tumor. The day every th ree wee ks) 

after he r mother d ied, Chris kept her ro u­ Hoffma n ) right before he r mother, he 10 t all of her ha ir and was sick o n the 

tin e OB/GYN app o intment that had been No rma Jean , died. couch a full week after each ch ern o ses­

sched uled six months earlier. Based o n No rm a Jean had en couraged Ch r is to sion - an extremely depressing situ-a t ion 

her famil y hi story, th e do ctor sche d uled train and show in dressage becau se it for someo ne who lived her life o utdoo rs 

her fo r a mammogr am. T he mam mo­ scared her to have her da ug hter up in the and active wit h horses. The ch em o ma g­

gram was clear, but less tha n th ree months air o n a jum ping horse. Chris committed nifi ed her sense of hearing, smell, and 

later in Januar y o f 2002, during a self­ to learn dre ssage when at th e USEF Head­ taste, p lus she was co nst an tly vomit ing 

exam, she felt a lu m p th e size o f a peca n. quarter s she saw th e tr ophy for the and having diges tion problems. Chris told 

After ru shi ng to her doctor and havin g a Arabia n Dressage Horse of the Year. Th en , me, "Eve n the hair th at I d idn't have 

seco nd mammogr am wh er e noth ing after he r diagn osis, she wanted th e award would hu rt. Everyth ing m y bod y was 

showed up , her docto r sent her for an for hers elf, G ring o, and fo r her m other. go ing thro ugh made me wan t to di e. 
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•Jhat's enough. I don't want 

to do this anymore. " or months her new 

routine became spending a week on the 

cou h after cherno, then have about two 

weeks where she was able to be with 

Gringo and several other horses and do a 

few things. Gringo could read what she was 

lip to doin g. " He pulled me along and 

made me try harder. He would bum p me 

up a notch when he thought I could handle 

it. I think because he was an Arab he was 

more in tune to pick things up like that," 

Chris said. 

Whe n I asked her if she had a lo t of 

suppo rtive peo ple aro und her I was 

shocked by her response. "You really find 

out who your friend s are going th rou gh 

th is. It was like having the rug pulled out 

from under me when I saw how few peo­

ple I could turn to when I was sick. That 

made me turn even more toward horses 

and indep end ence. The horses didn 't care 

how sick I was. Gringo was who I turned 

to most. He was put int o my life righ t 

when I needed him. My own horse, 

Phar ao, was retired after winning the 

Reserve Cha mpionship at the Canadia n 

Nationals because I could tell he wasn't up 

to doi ng the 3'6" jumps anymore. He was 

22 and he gave it his all, but he star ted get­

ting sticky on the jumps. He had nothing 

else to prove." 

Apparent ly, Chris still had somethi ng 

to prove - that she could fight off cancer 

and its ravaging effects and that she could 

win on anoth er hor se in ano ther rid ing 

discipline. 

I asked Chris why she was so attached 

to Gringo, a horse she didn 't even own or 

live with. Her reply made sense when she 

described the gelding, holdin g back her 

tears. "Gringo had that way of lettin g me 

" ...GRINC,-"") II t\ D TI It\1 \ \1 Y 

. LCDI I'v\[ K I WI 

I IF'Ll. Ti\K L "1\1\[ 0 1- xu. 
Wll L:N I I '1T I m) IT ~,\ r, 

I n- - I I ' WED MCFVERn HINC.

'''I"")ULl) I\r OK AY... " 

know he'll take care of me. When I needed 

it most, he showed me everything would 

be okay. He made me want to ride again ­

he made me feel like a queen up on his 

back. O nce, someo ne at the rail said he 

knew who was gett ing the prize fo r the 

biggest smile. Gringo lets me enjoy myself 

and gives me so much confidence," 

It's reco mm ended that people take 

the drug Tarnoxife n for five years afte r 

chemo, bu t Chris went off it for a year to 

show Gringo witho ut being reminded of 

the ca ncer. In Januar y 2005 Chris and 

Gringo received the Ara bian Dressage 

Hor se of the Year award and now she's 

back on Tnrnox ifen, her lat est goa l 

acco mpl ished and her bod y, spirit , and 

mind health}' and lookin g forward to a 

wondrous future. Now, she want s people 

to know that they can survive a devastat­

ing diagnosis . When she got her diagno­

sis, she didn't have anyone in the horse 

com munity to talk to who had cancer, 

except for one woma n who actually died 

while Chris was recei ving t reatment. 

"Having the cancer changed my base of 

suppo rt and all o f my friends," Chris 

said in closing about the subje ct. 

"fter Chris rode off I couldn't believe 

that I had the audacit y to feel depressed 

and sor ry for myself because I don't have 

the adventuro us life with my horses that I 

dr 'am of experiencing. As a writer and a 

horsewoma n I want people to kno w how 

rewarding a relationship with horses can 

be. By Chris shar ing her exper ience with 

cancer and how Gringo gal'e her the will to 

live,she is making a difference the way that 

I want to make a difference. Can you make 

a difference also? Even if you only touc h 

one person, it mailers . Go out and let your 

horse touch your heart. Then, to uch 

another person in a way that will help you 

feel connected to all living things. 

Cali Canberra is all equine [iction writer 

lind lifelong horsewoman with three trcas­

ured Polish Arabians. For injornuu ion 

about her books, go to www.calicanbcrra 

.com or mil tollfree: 866-3 ]4- ]952. 
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