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Taking   the reins
Tanya Smale wants to boost 
her confidence and have 
more control over her life. 
Could equine therapy help 
her overcome her fears?

working with horses is because they are 
intuitive, non-judgemental and react 
authentically. They reflect our emotional 
state, so if we learn to change some of  
our behaviours, the horses will respond 
accordingly, providing instant feedback. 
After selecting the horses we’ll be working 
with, Cat explains that she’ll be keeping an 
eye on our safety and overseeing the 
welfare of the animals, too. 

We start by walking round in a circle, like 
ponies in a riding school, and Ronni asks us 
to say what kind of horse we metaphorically 
rode to Little Dunks Farm that morning. I feel 
agitated after a stressful drive, so I announce 
that I arrived on a horse called Jittery. Playful  
and Curious were some of the other 
imaginary horses in the group. 

Then we sit down for some art therapy, 
and we each draw what our idea of 
empowerment looks like. Ronni explains 
that it’s best to sketch what comes instantly 
to mind and not to worry about our artistic 
talents. I draw an old woman clutching a cup 
of knowledge and some crystals and add the 
moon and a family photo featuring several 
generations in the background. 

‘I think knowledge and experience are 
empowering, so I’ve drawn a wise older 
woman,’ I explain to the group. 

Next, Cat spreads out cards from Way Of 
The Horse, a deck of equine archetypes,  
and invites us each to pick one. Each card  
is beautifully illustrated, and we’re told we’ll 
be subconsciously drawn to the one that’s 
appropriate for us. Cat asks us to make a note 
of what we think the card suggests – we’ll 
hear the book’s official interpretation later. 
My card is a white horse with wings, and it 
looks as if there’s a beam of light entering its 
crown, so I write down ‘Spiritual awakening’.

Then it’s finally time to venture outside 
and meet our four-legged therapists in 
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A
s a teenager, I was never one of those 
girls who spent their weekends 
hanging out at the local riding stables. 
Secretly, though, I was fascinated by 

the power and grace of horses, and I always 
dreamed of entering the equestrian world when 
I was older. So when I got the chance recently to 
attend a Women, Horses and Empowerment 
workshop, I was chomping at the bit. 

After pulling on my wellies one bright and 
breezy Saturday morning, I head to Little Dunks 
Farm in Kent, where I’m greeted by Catherine 
Bray, an equine specialist and founder of  
Equine Affinity, the company running the 
workshop. Cat ushers me into a milking parlour 
where I help myself to tea and biscuits before 
settling down with the rest of the group on  
a blanket-covered haystack. 

A psychotherapist, Veronica Wilson – Ronni –  
will be working with Cat today, and after she has 
introduced herself, it’s our turn. There are eight 
of us attending the workshop, ranging in age 
from 20-something to middle-aged. Most of the 
women spent their youth with horses or own 
one now, so I’m relieved to find out there’s 
another woman here with hardly any horsey 
experience, like me. We’re asked to give our 
reasons for attending the workshop, and I say 
I’m hoping it will rid me of my fear of public 
speaking. I sometimes feel overwhelmed  
when addressing groups, which is frustrating 
because I teach yoga classes. 

Cat explains that the reason we will be 
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person. Before entering 
the arena, we are paired 
up with another member 
of the group, and we 
begin by observing the 
relationship between  
the two horses that we’re 
going to be working with. 
Simon is a cute-looking 
brown horse, who playfully nuzzles  
Piper, a white Irish horse that towers  
over him. Cat tells us that each couple  
has 10 minutes to build a mini equestrian 
course, using jumps and posts, before 
leading the horses around it without any 
guidance from her or Ronni. The horses 
wear head collars, and there are lead ropes 
we can use to help. 

We have to choose which horse we 
would like to work with. I feel quite  

overwhelmed by Piper’s size, so I pick 
harmless-looking little Simon. Surely it 
won’t be too hard to lead him around? After 
erecting a low jump, I tentatively approach 
Simon, who eyes me curiously. 

‘Hello, gorgeous,’ I say nervously, reaching 
out to stroke his nose. Luckily, he doesn’t 
seem to mind. Feeling braver, I clip my lead 
on to the side of his collar. I’m not sure if this 
is the right place, but a quick glance towards 
Cat confirms that I’m on my own – she isn’t 

going to give me any tips.  
‘Good boy, Simon. Come with me,’ I coo. 

Amazingly, he begins to trot along beside me, 
but the feeling of success vanishes quickly 
as Simon suddenly comes to a halt. It’s as if 
his hooves are dug in, and no amount of 
tugging can persuade him to move. 

‘Come on, Simon. Please move,’ I beg, 
aware that my time is nearly up. But no 
amount of pleading works, and I feel as if 
Simon can sense my desperation. He looks 
at me coolly as he starts to chew on his lead. 

All too soon, my time is up, and Simon has 
refused my jump. I feel like a failure and 
blink back tears. It’s hard not to take the 
rejection personally.

‘How do you feel?’ Ronni asks.
‘Frustrated,’ I say, biting my lip. 
‘What could you do to get the horse to 

follow you next time?’ 
‘Be more confident?’ I offer. 
Ronni tells us to write down what we feel 

is holding us back, and to keep this piece of 
paper. I write ‘Fear’ and ‘Lack of confidence’.

The rest of the group all have varying 
levels of success. Although we’re assured   

‘Horses reflect our 
emotional state, so if we 
learn to change some of 
our behaviours, they will 
respond accordingly’
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Tried & tested

that it’s not about achieving the task itself but 
processing the feelings that arise during it, 
the people who managed to lead the horses 
successfully around the course are elated, 
while everyone else is dejected. 

After a packed lunch in the milking 
parlour, we discuss assertiveness. Ronni 
introduces us to transactional analysis 
theory, which looks at how we come from 
different positions of confidence when 
relating to others, depending on our 
underlying sense of self. She explains that 
when we communicate with others, we 
adopt one of three basic personality types 
– passive, aggressive or assertive. Ideally, 
both parties should be genuinely assertive 
for a relationship to be positive and equally 
balanced. Assertive people have high 
self-esteem and are direct and personal, 
while remaining relaxed and confident. 

We practise embodying the three 
qualities in pairs by walking passively,  
with shoulders slumped and eyes down, 
then aggressively by strutting forcefully 
while staring our partner down. Finally,  
we embody assertiveness by walking in  

• Equine Affinity offers bespoke programmes and workshops for individuals  
and groups. Its next workshops are Turning Of The Wheel (Samhain) on 
3 November and Leading Your Life on 24 November. For information, call 
07950-690089 or visit www.equineaffinity.co.uk 
• The Way Of The Horse: Equine Archetypes For Self-Discovery book and  

card set by Linda Kohanov (New World Library) is available from www.amazon.co.uk, priced £25.99.
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a relaxed but confident manner with steady 
eye contact. It’s noticeable how much more 
likeable and trustworthy people seem after 
adopting this form of behaviour. 

We then meet our next pair of hairy 
helpers – India, a large black and white gypsy 
cob, and Lady, a British riding pony about 
the same size as Simon. By this point, I’ve 

realised that size doesn’t matter, so when 
India approaches and stands calmly while  
I stroke her nose, I feel more confident. But 
my partner has also taken a shine to India,  
so I offer to lead Lady instead. 

When we first entered the arena, Lady had 
stood back slightly, but now she lets me pat 
her neck, which I take to be a good sign. 
Ronni asks us to attach leads to the horses 
and walk them a short distance to where she 
stands. Remembering to appear confident, I 
manage to lead Lady over, slowly but surely. 

‘Now, close your eyes and embody 
assertiveness before leading your horses 
round the arena,’ Ronni says. I close my eyes 
and try to connect to Lady’s spirit. I can feel 
my heart opening as I lift my shoulders and 
relax my breath. 

Opening our eyes, we then lead the horses 
round. Lady trots happily along beside me, 

and it’s an 
incredible 
sensation.  
I feel neither 
aggressively 
forceful nor 
passively 
pleading. With 
me in assertive 
mode, Lady is 
trusting and 
walks willingly 
by my side. 
When we finish 
the exercise,  
we all spend a 
moment saying goodbye to the horses. 

‘Thank you, Lady,’ I whisper, feeling 
overcome. It has been a really special 
moment that I won’t forget.

Back at the milking parlour, we take turns 
to ceremonially burn the negative emotions 
we wrote down earlier (in my case the 
previously mentioned ‘Fear’ and ‘Lack of 
confidence’) in a candle flame. Ronni asks 
what horse we’re riding now, and I say that 
my mount is called Happy. 

She then gives us the official meaning  
for our Way Of The Horse cards. Mine is The 
Messenger and means I must embody  
the wisdom and power of the horse. This 
seems fitting. To override my fears, I’ve just 
learned that I have to open my heart and 
trust the person I’m communicating with,  
so it’s a two-way energy exchange. 

As I happily canter home, I make the 
decision to spend time at my local stables.  
I may not be a teenager, but we’re clearly 
never too old to learn from our noble and 
wise four-legged friends.  

‘I close my eyes and try  
to connect to Lady’s spirit. 
When she trots happily 
along beside me, it’s an 
incredible sensation’

Promoting 
positive thoughts

Tanya and Cat with 
India, a black and  
white gypsy cob

The ceremonial burning of negative emotions

Tanya makes a 
special connection 

with Lady


