
PR
ES

S 
KI

T
TR

A
FA

LG
A

R 
SQ

UA
RE

 B
O

O
KS

 | 
H

O
RS

EA
N

D
RI

D
ER

BO
O

KS
.C

O
M

http://www.horseandriderbooks.com/product/COBO.html


ABOUT THE BOOK

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Codependency, a compulsive 
behavior sometimes known as 
“relationship addiction,” is often 

characterized by a dysfunctional, one-
sided relationship that is emotionally 
destructive—even abusive. For years 
Susan Conley found herself trapped, 
married to an addict whose health, 
welfare, and safety she valued far 
above her own. Over time she watched 
as she lost contact with her own needs, 
desires, and sense of self. But then at 
forty-two, after yet another crisis came 
to an anticlimactic resolution that left 
nothing healed and little to hope for, 
she decided, having never so much 

as touched a horse, to take up riding. 
Here, with humor and honesty, Conley 
chronicles her experiences, sharing 
how her pledge to rediscover herself 
following her divorce was aided, 
abetted, and challenged by the horses 
in her life. 

Many Brave Fools explores how the 
process of making herself into a rider 
also helped Conley become the person 
she most wanted to be: not the “ex-
wife of an addict,” but a responsive, 
confident, even courageous woman, 
entering the prime of her life.

Susan E. Conley has a Master of 
Philosophy in Irish Theatre Studies 
from the Samuel Beckett Centre, 

Trinity College, an Honours Degree in 
Psychology, and a diploma in Equine 

Assisted Therapy and Learning. Conley 
is the author of three books: Drama 
Queen, The Fidelity Project, and That 
Magic Mischief. She lives in Dublin.

“Horses were as large a 
part of my recovery as 

were any of the self-help 
books I read, personal 

development workshops I 
did, and 12-step meetings 

I attended. The struggle 
to heal the wounds of a 

dysfunctional marriage was 
actually made easier via 

the real wounds received 
by horseback riding.”
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“Horses can sense emotions that lurk beneath the surface of our awareness  
and mirror them back to us, showing us what we have been avoiding.  

And like Rogerian therapists, horses are honest and present, responding  
openly without pretense. You know where you stand with a horse.”
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CLICK TO PLAY

Photo by Kathy Russell

ALL KING EDWARD’S 
HORSES CARRY  

MANY BRAVE FOOLS
Mnemonic for the letters used at strategic areas in the  

riding arena (pictured) for dressage tests.
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“When I started riding horses, the only 
expectation I had was that I would learn 

how not to fall off. I expected to learn how to 
avoid breaking any of my bones. My heart was 
already broken; I didn’t have it in me to deal 
with anything else. It sounded melodramatic 

to describe it that way, but whenever I thought 
about the situation (Should I find a lawyer?  

Would my ex ever pay back the money he owed 
me? Did he have a job? Was he okay? Was he 

alive?) I felt a physical pain in my chest. I found, 
though, that I didn’t think about any of that,  
any of those worries, when I was at the barn.  

And all I thought about when I was up  
on a horse was staying up there.”

MANY BRAVE FOOLS 



Q&A WITH SUSAN CONLEY
This interview is free to use, in part or whole, in print and online publications

In your memoir Many Brave Fools you 
give us a glimpse into the chaos of your 
marriage to an addict as well as detail-

ing your growing understanding of your 
own struggle with codependency. What 
is “codependency” and how did you first 
come to realize it is a word that plays a 
role in your life? 

I quote Melody Beattie in the book and I 
think hers is the best definition of the con-
dition I’ve come across: “A codependent 
person is one who has let another per-
son’s behavior affect him or her, and who 
is obsessed with controlling that person’s 
behavior.” 

I resisted identifying as a codependent 

with every fiber of my being; the term 
would crop up in any number of the self- 
help books I read, and I’d cringe and skip 
over the text. I was hoping that my issues 
were more exotic, maybe, less jargon-y, 
and nothing at all that was best served by 
12-step meetings. 

The penny finally dropped when I married 
a substance misuser, and there was no 
other way to begin to cope with the cha-
os than to admit that I was codependent, 
an enabler, obsessed by my partner’s be-
havior, convinced that if he changed then 
our lives would be perfect. Only when I 
fully accepted my tendencies (and for-
gave myself for them) was I able to begin 
to move past the label and paradoxically, 

accept it as it applied to me.

You initially struggled to find solu-
tions in self-help books and at 12-
step meetings. What didn’t work 
about these approaches? What fi-
nally did? Do you still depend on 
either today?

The primary thing that didn’t 
work was not the fault of the 
books, nor the early meetings 
I attended, but my perception 
of them. I wanted every book 
I read to be the last, to be the 
one with the answers, to be the 
one that would sort out all my 

problems if I dutifully did the activities 
and journaled sufficiently. Small chang-
es would be made, but they weren’t 
comprehensive enough, so back to the 
bookshop I would go.

Then, I went to 12-step meetings, des-
perately wanting someone to tell me 
how to make the addict in my life stop 
being addicted. Only when I realized I 
had to keep the focus on myself, on my 
own behavior and my own addiction to 
control and perfection did the program 
start to work for me. Or rather, I started 
to work the program!

Ultimately, what worked for me in the 
end was the culmination of all the 
knowledge I gained and the efforts I 
made on my own behalf, of the activity 
sheets and the affirmations and the dai-
ly inspiration guides, of the steps and 
the slogans and the meetings until I 
decided I had done enough—that I was 
enough. The wisdom of those books 
and of the rooms is with me everyday. 
I’ve taken what I liked, and left the rest.

When you decided to “ride horses,” you 
were 42 and had never been around 
horses in your life. How did you come 
to choose “horses” as a path to healing?

I had no idea horses would have this ef-
fect on me. Deciding I wanted to know 
about them, much less ride them, was 
a bolt out of the blue. I had never read 
Black Beauty, had never seen National 
Velvet, never pined for a pony, nothing — 
and then one day the idea seemed to 
descend upon me. I wanted to learn 

everything I could about them and that 
was that. Any plans to seek out a barn 
were shoved to the side as my marriage 
imploded; three months to the day I left 
for good and all, I traveled an hour and 
a half on two buses to an equestrian 
center and had my first riding lesson.

I didn’t even know I was getting better 
in ways I’d always yearned to, and yet as 
the years passed, it became clear I was 
slowly but surely undergoing a mind/
body/spirit overhaul. The minute I set 
foot near the stable, everything else fell 
away, and it showed me I could keep 
the focus on myself; I became more 
grounded in my body and released a 
lot of grief and sadness through phys-
ical exertion; and I gained so much 
pleasure and joy from learning some-
thing new, it elevated my mood even 
when I wasn’t on the horse. As I be-
came aware of these breakthroughs, 
I was able to incorporate touchstones 
into my everyday life by reminding my-
self to stay in the present moment, by 
cultivating strength and good health, 
and by growing in my familiarity with 
and confidence around these amazing, 
powerful creatures.

In your book you follow your evolution 
from green horse girl to competitive 
rider, often focusing on the frustrations 
and the falls along the way. What is im-
portant about recognizing your per-
ceived failures as you set yourself this 
new set of challenges? 

Unlike the rest of my life, whether it 
be in relationships or in work, when it 



Q&A WITH SUSAN CONLEY
came to riding, I had no expectations 
other than hoping I would not break my 
bones. I learned it from zero and had to 
take it a lesson at a time. I was so busy 
concentrating on myself and the horse, 
I wasn’t distracted by anything that any-
one else in the lesson was doing. It was 
liberating! Added to this, the expec-
tations my instructors had of me were 
reasonable and grew appropriately as I 
continued to learn.

Horseback riding also seems infinite in 
a way that nothing else in my life has: 
if I have a bad hour or jump a poor 
round, I’ll be back in a day or two to try 
again, and not going clear in one leg 
in a league is not the end of the world. 
There’s always a chance to try again. 

Something about dealing with an enor-
mous animal puts things into perspec-
tive as well, and having a partner in 
the horse mitigates any of the harsh-
ness that might have figured into my 
self-perception. I’m not alone in the 
pursuit, and most importantly, as an-
noyed and frustrated as I can get with a 
mount on any given day, I never take it 
out on them—and I learned the value of 
treating myself with as much patience 
and kindness as I treated the horse! 

Very often, your relationship with a par-
ticular horse paralleled the path of your 
human relationship(s). How did horses 

help you identify areas needing self-im-
provement while at the same time in-
stilling self-worth? 

The tendency of the horse to adjust 
to the quality of your presence is key. 
Horses are herd animals, and a herd is 
only as strong as its equilibrium, and a 
horse will do what needs doing to cre-
ate that state. I remember, early on, be-
ing out of sorts and bringing that into a 
lesson. Argo, my first horse, responded 
to this mood by mirroring it back to me. 
He wouldn’t go, then he wouldn’t stop, 
he was by turns agitated and lethargic. 
We were jumping and he wasn’t go-
ing well, and I remember scolding him 
soundly after we’d taken a jump poorly. 
By the time I got home, I felt absolutely 
awful: I had had a part to play in the sit-
uation, and I blamed it all on him. 

Until I took responsibility for my part in 
the equation, this lesson would repeat 
itself. And even then, nobody’s perfect: 
I finally accept that perfection is not a 
reasonable or desirable goal, and ev-
ery now and again I backslide. The dif-
ference is that I am aware of it almost 
immediately, I don’t berate myself for it, 
and I get on with it. For example, when 
I’m nervous before a competition, I do 
the best I can to be chill, and inevitably 
once I get up in the saddle I start warm-
ing up and get out of my mind and into 
my body.



Q&A WITH SUSAN CONLEYThe title of the book Many Brave Fools is 
based on a mnemonic taught to riders 
in order to remember letter markers in a 
dressage ring. What does this title mean 
to you and how does it capture the heart 
of your memoir?

This memoir had started out to be some-
thing very different in that I’d planned 
to take posts from my blog and cobble 
together a light-hearted story about be-
ing a fortysomething pony girl looking 
to buy her first horse. As the proposal 
failed to get traction and I wrote myself 
into a corner, I got another one of those 
bolts from the blue: I had to write about 
what had led to me taking my first les-
son, the huge life change that brought 
me to that pass. The previous title, which 
is not worth mentioning, and the pro-
posal and chapters I had written were 
consigned to the bin. 

Soon after I made the decision to start 
over, someone was complaining during 
a lesson about the randomness of the 
dressage letters on the arena walls— 
why weren’t they alphabetical, for cry-
ing out loud? Our instructor reminded 
us that “All King Edward’s Horses Carry 
Many Brave Fools,” and I nearly fell off 
the horse I was on. “Many Brave Fools” 
suited the work well.

The title encompasses not only the 
horse world, but also the world I once 
inhabited, in which I took on someone 
else’s addiction every day, bravely, while 
foolishly believing that I could make a 
difference. The “many” is one of the gifts 
of 12-step: I wasn’t the only one. I wasn’t 

the only brave fool who thought she 
could defeat addiction, that control was 
love, that I was responsible for someone 
else’s well-being, that it was all my fault. 
The “terminal uniqueness” I suffered bit 
the dust, and in being one of many, I 
could take that bravery and apply it to 
myself and my own needs.

Much of Many Brave Fools takes place in 
Ireland, although you are originally from 
outside New York City. How did the set-
ting play a part in your marriage and in 
your recovery from it? How has being in 
Ireland played a role in your develop-
ment as an equestrian? 

Something that often comes up in meet-
ings is how “doing a geographical” may 
change one’s physical surroundings but 
doesn’t really do much to change one’s 
emotional circumstances. I agree with 
that to a point, but I found that being 
outside my culture allowed me the free-
dom to do things differently. My adjust-
ments to life abroad were made easier 
by how open I was to the newness of it. 
I added journalism to my career path, I 
started writing novels, I took up horse-
back riding. I embraced the challenges, 
the discomfort, the setbacks; my part-
ner did not. Had we both been on home 
ground, who knows how things might 
have gone, for better or worse? 

As far as my equestrianism is con-
cerned, I was watching an internation-
al show jumping competition being 
held in an American venue, and an Irish 
rider came out and just...attacked the 

course, just flung himself at the thing, 
and the commentator said, “Those Irish 
are scrappy riders,” and I identified with 
that completely! I feel like I’ve been giv-
en the confidence to take on anything, 
that nudges me out of my comfort zone 
without being too crazy. I think. I mean, 
I keep saying that I’m too scared to go 
hunting, and I am, but I suspect I’ll give 
it a try one day...

What advice would you offer those who 
may be struggling with their own code-
pendent relationships?

Become one of the many of us and find 
a program. There’s nothing like relin-
quishing one’s terminal uniqueness 
and ending the isolation that often 
accompanies the shame of codepen-
dency. This shame comes from feeling 
like a failure for being unable to make 
someone else better. When we be-
come better for ourselves, only then 
can we effectively address the issues 
in our relationships. The serenity that 
results from treating yourself with the 
importance that you’ve given away to 
someone else is priceless, and I wish it 
for everyone who is suffering.

What advice would you offer others 
who may want to start riding horses at 
midlife? 

Do it! Take your time, shop around, go 
watch lessons, try out several places, 
don’t give up! In the program it’s said 
that new members should attend six 
meetings before deciding whether it 
is for them or not, and I’d say the same 
applies here. I’ll be envious if a reader 
finds the perfect horse straightaway (but 
contact me at manybravefools.com and 
tell me all about it!) The likelihood is that 
you may need to try a few until you get 
your perfect “first horse.” And always re-
member: it’s supposed to be fun!

What is one thing you hope readers take 
away from your book?

That learning isn’t something confined 
to schools. That it is possible and may-
be even imperative to keep learning. 
Horses may not be your cup of tea, 
but surely there is something for every 
reader, something that lifts you above 
your problems and challenges and fo-
cuses your mind on the task to the de-
gree that it becomes the gateway to 
self-knowledge, self-acceptance, and 
personal growth.

MANYBRAVEFOOLS.COM 

https://manybravefools.com


EXCERPT  
FROM MANY BRAVE FOOLS

This excerpt is free to use, in part or whole, in print and online publications

The wee girls circled round and 
round, their legs pounding the 
sides of their ponies, and I was 

feeling breathless.

As excited as I was to take my first prop-
er riding lesson, I realized I would ac-
tually have to be on a horse to take it, 
and God, they were big, weren’t they? 
I watched those kids flying around the 
ring and felt increasingly fluttery and 
anxious. As little as I knew about horses, 
I knew this anxiety was a bad thing. I was 
already feeling under the weather: I had 
a headache as well as a scratchy throat, 
which was exacerbated by the unex-
pected heat of the autumnal day that 
had turned the Number 63 bus into a 
trundling sun trap…I could always come 
back another time.

No, I couldn’t come back another time. 
I’d spent the entire week, in the run-up 
to this day, talking about it to the girls 
at work. The day I’d finally Googled 
“equestrian centers in Dublin,” I saw: 
horse statues on a house on the coast 
road that I’d never seen before; a horse 
trailer; an actual horse; and on the way 
home from work, my iPod opened the 
evening’s commute with “Land” from 
Patti Smith’s Horses.

Okay, okay. I got it.

So, I’d made it to the horse place. I 
walked up a long, long road to a steep, 
steep hill. I didn’t know where anything 
was, I didn’t know who to make myself 
known to—I needed a helmet, I knew 
that much. I wandered around the are-
nas and paddocks; I was an hour early, 
thanks to the bus. I was intimidated by 
the thoughtless ease with which a clutch 
of girls in hard hats inhabited the en-
trance to what was surely the main barn. 
I couldn’t go near them; I felt like I didn’t 
have the right.

I drifted over to the door of the inside 
ring. There were eight girls riding ponies 
and one woman standing in the middle, 
yelling. Dirt flew from beneath hooves 
as the last girl stopped going fast (Were 
they “cantering”? I wondered) and the 
woman in the middle told them all to 
line up at “K,” one of the random letters 
nailed to the walls. Parents hung out in 
front of the halfdoors, chatting amongst 
themselves and happily complimenting 
their daughters as they sped past. These 
kids were now leaping over obstacles. 
Jesus God. I drifted away.

Then an older bunch of riders came back 
from somewhere, rode into the ring, 
and everyone slipped effortlessly out of 
their saddles to the ground. The horses 
were led out and taken to the barn, voic-

es were raised simply to be audible, and 
I backed away from the group—I really 
needed that helmet. I found a door la-
beled “Office” and entered. There was a 
guy sitting behind a desk who seemed 
to be in charge, so I told him my name, 
and he said, “You’re late.”

A helmet, stinking with hours and hours 
of strangers’ sweat, was jammed on my 
head, and I was instructed to go back to 
the indoor arena, and I did, and there 
the teacher asked me who I was and 
had I done much riding, and I told her 
my name, and said none, and she told 
me to get up on a black horse, and I did, 
and she showed me how to hold the 
reins, and I held them, and she told us 
all to walk on, and...

And the horse took one step, and I 
thought to myself, Fuck, and he took an-
other and I thought, Fucking hell get me 
the fuck offa this fucking—and another 
step and another, and then I was no lon-
ger a human woman but a sack of fro-
zen potatoes sporting a fetid black hat.

I didn’t even know the black horse’s 
name. How were we supposed to bond?

I could hear myself breathing, air whis-
tling in and out of my nose. I heard a 
voice shouting, but it wasn’t language: 
it sounded like short, sharp raps. There 
was a sensation that it was the same se-
ries of sounds over and over: rap rap 
rap. The other people on horses in the 
arena understood and were obviously 
responding to these sounds, because 

“I felt like every cell in my body had been shaken up 
in some way, energized to a degree I had never 

experienced before. I didn’t feel like “a woman who had 
a failed marriage”—I felt like I was alive. I felt like there 

was hope. I felt like I could learn something new.
I felt like all the pain I had endured emotionally was 

shifting, and though it had not been completely 
purged, it had at least been put to the side,  
somewhere neutral, for a couple of hours.”

MANY BRAVE FOOLS 
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one minute, we were going in one di-
rection, and then we weren’t: we were 
threading our way from one corner of 
the arena to the other and going the op-
posite way…and I’d yet to fall off.

And with maybe fifteen minutes to go 
(I didn’t dare glance at my watch, be-
cause if I moved my hands, or wavered 
in my unstinting regard of the back of 
the horse’s head, something bad would 
happen) it occurred to me to maybe re-
lax my stiffened legs a little, like, maybe 
even grip the sides of the horse, with my 
calves? Was this is a good idea? I did it, 
and I immediately stopped hyperventi-
lating. The teacher wasn’t bothered that 
I wouldn’t do anything but walk (“Sue, 
want to give the trot a go?” “No.”), and 
I sensed that my lessonmates were 
still where they were meant to be, on 
the backs of their horses, not writhing 
around on the ground clutching shat-
tered limbs…and I relaxed.

That relaxation, and the action of my 
calves tightening, as well as this intuitive 
(commonsensical!) decision, resulted in 
a somewhat straighter spine. I sat better, 
and that enabled me to hazard a look 
around, and to drop my elbows a little, 
although my arms were so tense you 
could have shattered concrete blocks 
on them, and my hands were so thor-

oughly clenched on the reins I was sure 
I’d broken all my finger bones.

Suddenly, the staccato rap-rap sounds 
became language: “Turn in and give 
them all a big pat…. Feet out of the stir-
rups…swing your leg around…drop 
down,” and I was back on the ground. I 
leaned against my soon-to-be-erstwhile 
trusty steed and noticed a nametag on 
the horse’s bridle.

“Mercury,” I whispered in his ear, “Mer-
cury! You are great!” 

Mercury snorted and dropped his 
head, stretched out his neck, and then 
brought his face back up, one eye look-
ing directly into mine.

I walked down the steep hill to the long 
road to the bus stop, my hair having  
fully absorbed, via the helmet, the hon-
est sweat of women like me—women 
who have ridden a horse. I no longer 
had even the smallest trace of flu, or 
headache, or sore throat, or a single 
critical thought about what I’d just done. 
Swaggering like a cowboy (there’s a  
reason they walk like that), all I thought 
was, I did it, I did it, I did it!

I’m fairly sure I’ve never been so delight-
ed in my entire life.
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