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

a8

erspective

near me in an open field as | sprawled out on a lawn chair. | inhaled the scent of tall pines mixed with the

awesome smell of my horses and the pastured horses nearby. Through a set of head phones | listened to

a CD of Native American drumming and reflected on how | can live ethically in ways which benefit others,

refine my awareness of my inner-self, and continue the cultivation of wisdom. | conjured up images of

spending a few months with my horses on an Indian reservation where a mentor would often join me in

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

Turmoll rapidly set in as | began doubting that | would ever have the cpportunity for such an adventure.

Within moments | started dwelling about my often humdrum life. Just before | spiraled into what would have

surely become a depressive state of mind, | was gladly interrupted.

Chris Elliot, astride an imposing dapple
gray mare in first level dressage training,
approached me. We really didn’t know
much about each other. Chris is very lik-
able, but as far as our interest in horses,
we’re polar opposites. I am a naturalist
who uses a bitless bridle, enjoy a close
connection with each of my three horses,
and mostly ride trails. Chris has an
impeccable reputation as a trainer and
riding instructor, and has lofty accom-

plishments in the show ring.

In the past, Chris and [ bantered on
horseback in the arena when she was seri-
ously training a horse for a career in dres-
sage and 1 was riding a few laps around
the arena before I went out trail riding.
The last time we rode together I was actu-
ally riding my mare naked (I was not
naked — my horse wore no saddle, bridle,
or halter; she wore only a single loop of a
lariat around her neck). I was just goofing
off walking and trotting, glad my horse
turned in the direction as asked, and

pleased when she stopped from my body
language saying “whoa” Chris, on the
other hand, rode an elegant bold
draft/cross mare in a beautifully collected
frame at a nearly perfect cadenced walk
and trot, with occasional side passing and
other advanced moves.

Anyway, back to the day when Chris
rode up to me while I grew increasingly
frustrated at how my mood could so rap-
idly change. Of course, I didn’t tell Chris
that she had interrupted me feeling sorry
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for myself. By the time Chris rode off, I
was ashamed of what [ let myself think
was worthy of feeling like life wasn’t fair

(because I was unlikely to have the adven-
tures on horseback that I had longed for).
Her story resonated with me and she
encouraged me to share it with other
equine en-thusiasts. Chris is a breast can-
cer survivor. Sure, lots of women get
breast cancer, but Chris had an even scari-
er scenario than many
Her
died from cancer.

women. mother
In
fact, her mother went in
and out of remission for
twenty years, the cancer
had spread throughout
her body, and she died
in October of 2001 from
a brain tumor. The day
after her mother died, Chris kept her rou-
tine OB/GYN appointment that had been
scheduled six months earlier. Based on
her family history, the doctor scheduled
her for a mammogram. The mammo-
gram was clear, but less than three months
later in January of 2002, during a self-
exam, she felt a lump the size of a pecan.
After rushing to her doctor and having a
second mammogram where nothing
showed up, her doctor sent her for an

Chris Elliot
riding high on

“...IT WAS LIKE
FROM UNDER ME WHEN | SAW HOW
| COULD TURN TO WHEN | WAS SICK
THAT MADE ME
HORSES AND: INDEPENDENCE.
THE HORSES DIDN'I

Gringo.

ultrasound — a mass was vis-
ible. The next step was a
biopsy.

While eating dinner with
three riding students during
the Bluegrass horse show in
Lexington, Kentucky, Chris’s
cell phone rang. The vege-
\F tarian, non-smoker, non-
R drinker, who hoped she’d be

= just fine because of her
‘ healthy lifestyle, received the
phone call that would bring anyone to
their knees. The biopsy revealed the diag-
nosis of breast cancer. Chris didn’t tell the
teens or anyone else at the show — she did-
n’t want a cloud over their experience at
the Kentucky Horse Park. Chris and her
students brought a client’s Arabian geld-
ing, Gringo, to the Bluegrass show, his
first show, to see what he was capable of.
Chris had met Gringo (owned by Chris
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Hoffman)
Norma Jean, died.

right before her mother,

Norma Jean had encouraged Chris to
train and show in dressage because it
scared her to have her daughter up in the
air on a jumping horse. Chris committed
to learn dressage when at the USEF Head-
quarters she saw the trophy for the
Arabian Dressage Horse of the Year. Then,
after her diagnosis, she wanted the award
for herself, Gringo, and for her mother.
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She had alr;ay won

Arabian Hunter
Horse of the Year three times with her
horse, Pharao, who was the glue in the
mother/daughter relationship. Norma
Jean was the duo’s biggest cheerleader.
They paid only $1000 (including the sad-
dle) for the now retired gelding, and the
team consistently won in working hunter
and jumper.

Chris chose to not tell her riding stu-
dents the bad news, but later that night
she broke down crying in the shower at
her hotel room. After wiping away her
tears, she vowed to fight the disease and
was given the will to go through whatever
it took so that she and Gringo could win
Arab-ian Dressage Horse of the Year.

On May 2, 2002, her fiancé’s birthday,
Chris had a bi-lateral mastectomy. Mike
said. “What better birthday present than
to get rid of your cancer.” Life after the
surgery became a living nightmare. The

painful drain tubes

i and the process of

W PEOPLE

charting how much
fluid came out lasted
only a few weeks,
but seemed like for-
ever. During the six
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WAS.” rounds of chemo-
therapy (one round
every three weeks)

she lost all of her hair and was sick on the

couch a full week after each chemo ses-
sion — an extremely depressing situ-ation
for someone who lived her life outdoors
and active with horses. The chemo mag-
nified her sense of hearing, smell, and
taste, plus she was constantly vomiting
and having digestion problems. Chris told
me, “Even the hair that [ didn’t have
would hurt. Everything my body was
going through made me want to die.
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at’s enough. I don’t want
anymore.” For months her new

couch after chemo, 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
up to doing. “He pulled me along and
made me try harder. He would bump me
up a notch when he thought [ could handle
it. I think because he was an Arab he was
more in tune to pick things up like that,”
Chris said.

When 1 asked her if she had a lot of
supportive people around her I was
shocked by her response. “You really find
out who your friends are going through
this. 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 independence. The horses didn’t care
how sick I was. Gringo was who I turned
to most. He was put into my life right
when I needed him. My own horse,
Pharao, was retired after winning the
Reserve Championship at the Canadian
Nationals because I could tell he wasn’t up
to doing the 3'6" jumps anymore. He was
22 and he gave it his all, but he started get-
ting sticky on the jumps. He had nothing
else to prove.”

Apparently, Chris still had something
to prove — that she could fight off cancer
and its ravaging effects and that she could
win on another horse in another riding
discipline.

[ 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, holding back her
tears. “Gringo had that way of letting me

“ LGRINGO HAD THAT WAY
OF LETTING ME KNOW
HE'LL TAKE CARE OF ME

WHEN | NEEDED IT MOST,
HE SHOWED ME EVERYTHING
WOULD BE OKAY..."

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. Once, someone at the rail said he
knew who was getting the prize for the
biggest smile. Gringo lets me enjoy myself
and gives me so much confidence.”

It’s recommended that people take
the drug Tamoxifen for five years after
chemo, but Chris went off it for a year to
show Gringo without being reminded of
the cancer. In January 2005 Chris and
Gringo received the Arabian Dressage
Horse of the Year award and now she’s
back on Tamoxifen, her latest goal
accomplished and her body, spirit, and
mind healthy and looking forward to a
wondrous future. Now, she wants 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
community to talk to who had cancer,
except for one woman who actually died
while Chris was receiving treatment.
“Having the cancer changed my base of
support and all of my friends,” Chris
said in closing about the subject.

After Chris rode off I couldn’t believe
that I had the audacity to feel depressed
and sorry for myself because I don’t have
the adventurous life with my horses that I
dream of experiencing. As a writer and a
horsewoman I want people to know how
rewarding a relationship with horses can
be. By Chris sharing her experience with
cancer and how Gringo gave 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 touch
one person, it matters. Go out and let your
horse touch your heart. Then, touch
another person in a way that will help you
feel connected to all living things.

Cali Canberra is an equine fiction writer
and lifelong horsewoman with three treas-
ured Polish Arabians. For information
about her books, go to www.calicanberra
.com or call toll free: 866-314-1952.
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