
people or facilitate them through things, but be aware that 
you have tools: your energy, your body, your physical sensa-
tions. Listen to those and be willing to give them weight.”

Back home, I replay over and over the deliciousness of  
Allie’s soft breath on my shoulder during join-up. I scheme 
about opportunities to “speak horse” again. But I also start 
seeing leadership—mine within my family, on the job, on  
various committees—in a new way. Every relationship has  
to pass Koelle Simpson’s Criteria for Human Join-Up. If I 
don’t get honesty and vulnerability, I can “send” the mis
creants from my herd. And through it all, I listen, really  
listen, to my breath, my 
body, and will myself to 
be the calm, serene Ma-
triarchal Mare. And that’s 
the real Gift of Equus.

Freelance writer and Sky 
contributor Elizabeth 
Rapoport eagerly awaits 
her next invitation for 
Join-Up with Koelle  
Simpson from her home  
in White Plains, New 
York. In the meantime, 
she’s developed a passion 
for oats.
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make her go in the other direction,” Simpson orders. “Step  
in front of her.” I take a single step forward, so that I’m lined 
up ahead of her shoulder. Astonishingly, Allie rears in place, 
spraying dirt everywhere, and immediately begins galloping 
in the opposite direction. Cool!

Now that Allie sees me as a leader, will she want to rejoin 
my herd? I watch for the four signs of “join-up” in the “lan-
guage of equus.” Here comes the first sign: As she’s galloping 
like fury around me in the pen, Allie’s inside ear locks on me. 
Translation: “I’m giving you attention and respect. ” And now 
the second sign: Allie begins a tighter orbit around me. 

c o r p o r a t e  h o r s e  w h i s p e r e r
l e a r n i n g  c u r v e s

 

The matriarchal mare rules  
the herd. Horses are prey  
animals; it’s essential to their  
survival to know who’s in  
charge at any given moment.

Translation: “I’d like to get closer to you.” The third sign: My 
horse makes licking and chewing motions. “I’m not afraid of 
you anymore. Hey, we could have lunch together.” Finally, Al-
lie begins to bow her head as she gallops. “If we could have a 
meeting to renegotiate this deal, I’d let you be the chairman.”

Allie’s clearly telling me to give join-up a shot.  
I make brief eye contact, then drop my gaze so she 
doesn’t feel attacked. I approach her firmly but 
calmly, angling my body to hers, then moving in  
J-shaped arcs from one of her shoulders to the 
other. As I draw near, I dip my own shoulder and 
flick my eyes coquettishly behind me. Advance, re-
treat. Advance, retreat. After a minute or two of 
this dance, I walk away, head down, eyes straining 
to glance behind me. Soon I can feel the soft puffs 
of sweet breath from Allie’s nostrils. Allie follows 
me all around the ring like a very massive, very 
magnificent pull toy with an invisible string. When 
I turn to stroke her neck, the hair stands up on my 
own and I have to fight back tears. This is love. Is it 
just my imagination, or is Allie as grateful as I am 

that I can speak a few words of her mother tongue?
Annette’s horse, Monty, plays hooky like an unruly 

schoolboy. “Do you by any chance have boundary issues?” 
Simpson probes. Annette laughs, busted. “Take charge,” 
Simpson insists, and when Annette does, Monty falls into 
line. In minutes they’re nose to nose, in deep join-up. John is 

too laid-back with his horse, Blondie. “Your horse doesn’t 
feel safe if there’s no leader,” Simpson reminds him. John  
assumes more confident body language, and soon he and 
Blondie are as one. As each of us completes join-up and sits 
back down under the tent, we’re wiping away tears of joy.

We spend the afternoon with Simpson and life coach  
Martha Beck decanting our experiences. It’s astonishing  
how closely our new equine soul mates have held up mirrors 
to our personal issues—and how astutely Simpson draws the 
connections and advises us. John’s been less than assertive 
with some clients. “This is all about stepping into your own 
leadership,” Simpson tells him. “See what happened when 
you took charge of your horse? He was relieved!”

She then tells me, “You need to be more assertive, less 
worried about how you’ll look. Your desire to be perfect gets 
in the way of your connecting.” She reminds Annette that  
she needs to stand her ground with humans as well as horses. 
“Placating or being aggressive just creates more aggression. 
Can you disengage from that, be calm yet assertive?”

Simpson then asks us, “What are the qualities we need for 
human join-up?” Lack of honesty and inability to be vulnera-
ble are deal-breakers, we decide. “People are afraid to tell the 
truth because we’re afraid to be vulnerable,” Simpson says. 
“Who’s going to dominate whom becomes what we think 
leadership is. But it doesn’t come close to what true leader-
ship is. We’re looking for good, calm, assertive leadership.”

She reminds us, “You’re not going to be able to save all 

The Gift of Equus (www.giftofequus 
.com) will conduct Leadership Work-
shops at the following locations:
The Crossings Austin, Texas;  
August 17–19
The Bishop’s Lodge Ranch  
Resort & Spa Santa Fe, New  
Mexico; September 8–10
The Resort at Paws Up Missoula, 
Montana; October 19–21

Neigh-Sayers


