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What do Alexander the Great, George Washington, and Ronald Reagan have in 
common? They were charismatic leaders, men whose spoken and written words 
weren’t nearly as impressive as their ability to captivate, motivate and inspire vast, 
seemingly disparate populations through that inexplicable, extra-special “something 
else” we like to call “leadership presence.”  
 
Leadership presence is notoriously hard to define. People know it when they see it, but 
it’s nearly impossible to break it down or pin it down. Executive coaches recognize its 
importance and struggle endlessly to foster it in their clients. But exceptional leadership 
is difficult to outline in a book and methodically teach to others, primarily because it’s a 
multi-faceted, nonverbal phenomenon.   
 
While great military and business strategy requires intelligence, the brain isn’t the only 
element, perhaps not even the primary element, involved in leadership development. It’s 
now commonly recognized that only around ten percent of human communication is 
verbal. And yet in our culture, we’ve virtually become mesmerized by words as our 
social and educational systems teach us to dissociate from the body, the environment, 
and the subtle nuances of nonverbal communication. In his book, The Other 90%: How 
to Unlock your Vast Potential for Leadership and Life, Robert K. Cooper predicts that 
the “dinosaurs of the future will be those who keep trying to live and work from their 
heads alone. Much of human brilliance is driven less by the brain in your head than by 
newly discovered intelligence centers---now called ‘brain two and brain three’---in the 
gut and the heart. The highest reasoning and brightest ingenuity involve all three of 
those brains working together.” 
 
Physiologists now know that sixty percent of the heart’s cells are neural, and there are 
more neural cells in the gut than in the entire spinal column. As a result, both areas can 
act independently of the brain in gathering information and adapting to the environment. 
“Gut feelings” are real, as both the intestinal track and the heart have been shown to 
generate neuropeptides, molecules carrying emotional information. In this way, the body 
serves as a magnificent tuner, receiver and amplifier for all kinds of information. It feels, 
learns and has definite opinions that sometimes contradict the brain. As author and 
researcher Candace Pert, Ph.D. asserts, your body is your subconscious mind. Imagine 
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the edge, the power and insight, the sheer genius available to those who make it 
conscious! 
 
While science is finally embracing this concept, we already have a term for people who 
tap the wonders of those other two corporeal intelligence centers: we say they have 
“horse sense.” The expression, dating back to the 1800s, refers to sound practical 
wisdom, a combination of finely-tuned awareness, common sense and gumption. 
People with horse sense pay attention to that “other 90 percent.” They “listen to their 
gut” as well as their mind when making decisions and really “put their heart into it” once 
they commit to action. There’s also an element of intuition involved, as in “She’s got too 
much horse sense to believe his story.”  
 
The body, in essence, is the horse that your mind rides around on. It’s a sentient being 
with its own ability to learn and process information, often in surprisingly innovative 
ways. Like any horse, you can form a mutually respectful partnership with it, or you can 
rein it in and spur it on, refusing to listen to it, only to have it throw you during stressful 
situations and head for the hills when you need it’s cooperation most. Developing horse 
sense, that “other 90 percent,” however, is challenging precisely because it’s nonverbal; 
you can’t sit around talking about it or study it over the internet. Much of it has to be 
learned experientially. 
 
The Missing Link 
 
You can develop horse sense at any age, most efficiently through actually working with 
horses. In fact, it was a proud and feisty ex-racehorse who taught me to stand up for 
myself and read the true intentions of others. I was in my 30s at the time, dealing with 
an aggressive yet secretive supervisor at work. I bought my first horse in the early 
1990s as a stress-relieving hobby. Yet as I learned to motivate and set boundaries with 
a 1,000-pound being at the barn, my 200-pound boss suddenly seemed less 
intimidating. I not only found that I could effectively challenge unreasonable demands, I 
was able to gain greater cooperation and respect as a result. 
 
As I became more adept at motivating my horse, focusing her attention, and gaining her 
respect, relationships at home and work continued to improve. People commented on 
the change, yet no one could pinpoint what had shifted. I also noticed nonverbal 
dynamics at play in myself and others that were reinforcing dysfunctional patterns on 
both sides of the employer/employee relationship, though at first, I had no idea how to 
change the situation. It was like someone had suddenly turned a spotlight on 
interactions we’d been trying to maneuver in the shadows. I realized that no matter how 
eloquently we humans advocated for change, how diligently we debated the issues, 
how zealously we strategized, what we couldn’t talk about was a much more powerful 
motivator of behavior than anything we could discuss.  
 
Horses even held the key to dealing with emotion effectively, and it didn’t involve 
suppression or expression. In watching their surprisingly consistent and constructive 
responses to feelings like fear, anger, and frustration within the herd, I realized these 
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intensely social animals were modeling a four-point method for using emotion as 
information, a valuable skill that gave me a significant edge in dealing effectively with 
people at home and at work. I could act horse-like in all kinds of perplexing human 
situations and completely change the outcome for the better. Working with horses 
quickly became much more than a diversion. It was the missing link in my education. 
 
It’s taken me a good 15 years to translate horse wisdom into spoken and written 
language, and yes, I can even inject significant logic into the discussion. Much of the 
now-standard emotional intelligence research allowing me to do this didn’t exist when I 
started this journey in 1993. Over the years, through much experimentation, I also 
developed ways of teaching these same skills to others. Yet while there is much I can 
now offer in conference rooms and lecture halls, my horses remain the true masters at 
transforming human behavior, illuminating ineffective habits and hidden strengths, 
teaching awareness and eventually mastery of that “other 90 percent” with remarkable 
ease and efficiency.  
 
And, as I discovered over time, you don’t have to ride a spirited horse to learn these 
skills. Simple yet profound exercises on the ground with mature, well-schooled horses 
are remarkably effective in teaching people how to motivate others without dominating 
or micromanaging, how to calm and center those who are agitated or panicking, how to 
set and respect boundaries through nonverbal cues, and how to bring the body and the 
mind into alignment, engaging embodied reason and embodied intuition for optimal 
performance. 
  
In this respect, it’s absolutely no accident that the most effective historical leaders---
from Alexander the Great to George Washington, Andrew Jackson, Winston Churchill 
and Ronald Reagan---were skillful horsemen, equestrians who had close relationships 
with talented, arguably heroic horses. Regardless of policy and agenda, these men 
were highly influential in motivating large groups of people to face incredible odds and 
create innovative, highly ambitious empires. In tense situations, these men exhibited 
exceptional poise under pressure, clarity of intention, courage, and conviction. Their 
mounts were not mindless machines: They required---and continued to foster---an 
almost supernatural level of leadership presence that translated to human situations. 
That Alexander the Great and George Washington rode the same horses into battle 
year after year also demonstrates the ability to cultivate relationship as a source of 
power: to tap resources without taxing them, even under the most dangerous and 
desperate circumstances. Their horses returned the favor, saving their lives on more 
than one occasion.  
 
In addition to scientific research and practical applications, I explore this historical 
perspective on the nonverbal elements of leadership presence in my fourth book, The 
Power of the Herd: Building Social Intelligence, Visionary Leadership, and Authentic 
Community through the Way of the Horse, due to be published by New World Library in 
fall 2012. In the meantime, here’s a taste of what some of our most accomplished 
leaders learned, straight from the horse’s mouth:  
 



THE POWER OF THE HERD WEB SYMPOSIUM 
www.PowerOftheHerd.com 

 

© Copyright 2011 by Linda Kohanov. No portion of this text may be reproduced 
without the express written permission of the author. 

4 

Why Alexander was Great 
 
As a boy, Alexander the Great demonstrated an empowered yet thoughtful leadership 
style in gentling the unruly stallion Bucephelus---when no other warrior in the kingdom 
was capable of getting near the animal. Alexander’s courageous yet compassionate 
interactions with the black horse not only demonstrated his innate nonverbal leadership 
abilities, impressing his father and countless historians to come, it can be argued that 
his talent was further honed and seasoned through forming a partnership with a horse 
of exceptional spirit. Bucephalus effectively exercised Alexander’s “other two brains,” 
those elusive intelligence centers in the heart and the gut, expanding his nonverbal 
communication, fear management skills, and leadership presence.  After all, jumping on 
a feisty stallion in front of your dad’s friends and gaining the animal’s cooperation under 
the mind-bending stress of battle are two entirely different things. Alexander rode 
Bucephelus in numerous campaigns for years to come. The horse was such a valued 
colleague that, according to Plutarch, “in Uxia, once, Alexander lost him, and issued an 
edict that he would kill every man in the country unless he was brought back---as he 
promptly was.” 
 
Buccephalus died at age thirty, a long life for a horse even by today’s standards. (In 
human years, he was 90!) “During the final battle in India,” observed Lawrence Scanlan 
in Wild About Horses, “the horse took spears in his neck and flank but still managed to 
turn and bring the king to safety before dying. Alexander was overcome with grief, and 
later named a city after Bucephalus.” The legendary king relied on his mount’s courage, 
energy, quick wits, and subtle warnings to help him survive many a battle, suggesting 
that Bucephalus may have initially seemed so profoundly uncooperative because he 
was an unusually intelligent and sensitive horse who blossomed under the kindness of a 
man otherwise known to be ruthless in war. To ride such a horse successfully for so 
long, Alexander obviously knew how to multi-task under stress, paying attention to his 
troops and the surrounding enemy as he also balanced on the fast moving, four-legged 
warrior beneath him, reading and adapting to the signals his horse was sending him in 
the midst of utter chaos.  
 
The Secret to Washington’s Success 
 
While brief, eye-witness accounts of George Washington’s impressive riding skills were 
commonplace, historians past and present have failed to recognize the importance of 
his distinction as one of the finest horse trainers on either side of the Atlantic. To be 
sure, Thomas Jefferson characterized him as “the best horseman of his age, and the 
most graceful figure that could be seen on horseback.” Yet few politicians and writers at 
that time understood the equestrian arts well enough to fathom the General’s true 
genius in that arena. Our only glimpse comes from the Marquis de Chastellux, a French 
nobleman, military officer, and philosopher who served as liaison between Washington 
and French forces that ultimately helped defeat the British during the Siege of Yorktown 
in 1781. Chastellux published his complete recollections of the American War of 
Independence five years later, including his subsequent travels through the newly 
formed United States. Because of his literary talent and acute sense of observation, he 
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captured what are still considered the most vivid descriptions of George Washington as 
an effective yet profoundly human leader in wartime. A peacetime visit to Mount Vernon 
gave Chastellux a still deeper understanding of his former comrade in arms.   
 
Two crucial aspects of Washington’s life and personality made it difficult for anyone to 
know him intimately, let alone write about him effectively: his preference for silence over 
casual conversation and the vast amount of time he spent in the saddle, for business as 
well as pleasure. As an accomplished equestrian himself, Chastellux was simply able to 
go where few men had gone before---riding with the Revolutionary War hero, on one of 
his immaculately trained horses no less. 
 
“The weather being fair,” Chastellux wrote, “I got on horseback, after breakfasting with 
the General. He was so attentive as to give me the horse he rode on the day of my 
arrival, which I had greatly commended. I found him as good as he is handsome, but 
above all well broke and well trained having a good mouth, easy in hand, and stopping 
short in a gallop without bearing on the bit. I mention these minute particulars, because 
it is the General himself who breaks all his own horses, and he is a very excellent and 
bold horseman, leaping the highest fences, and going extremely quick, without standing 
upon his stirrups, bearing on the bridle, or letting his horse run wild.” 
 
Washington could not have used abusive dominance techniques to create a mount of 
this caliber. In equestrian terms, he taught the horse to “carry himself” with the utmost 
grace and responsiveness. The General rode with a light yet persuasive touch, creating 
an agile, thoughtful partner rather than dissociative, machine-like mode of 
transportation. And Chastellux, a man who’d visited the stables of European royalty, 
was impressed.  
 
In addition to a longstanding, vigorous devotion to horse breeding, racing, and fox 
hunting (an athletic equestrian sport that involves racing cross country and leaping over 
fences with packs of barking hounds in tow), Washington’s post-war and post-
presidency “retirement” routine at Mount Vernon involved rising with the sun, literally 
rousting many of his own workers. After providing meticulous instructions on a variety of 
farm tasks and repairs, he ate a light breakfast at 7 a.m., and then spent a good six 
hours in the saddle. In His Excellency: George Washington, Joseph P. Ellis describes 
him riding around the farm, “ordering drainage ditches to be widened, inspecting the 
operation of a new distillery he had recently commissioned on the premises, warning 
poachers that the deer on his property had become domesticated and must not be 
hunted, inquiring after a favored house slave who had recently been bitten by a dog.” 
What historians consistently fail to mention about his daily schedule (no doubt because 
Washington himself didn’t discuss it much) concerns when and how he trained his 
horses, who would have needed years of careful development to reach the level of 
expertise under saddle that Chastellux reported, let alone exhibit the courage under fire 
Washington’s favored war mounts possessed. The General trusted those horses with 
his life, and they proved worthy of his confidence in so many subtle yet remarkable 
ways. Returning to the mansion around two o’clock each afternoon, Ellis reveals, “no 
one needed to take the reins off his horse. Washington simply slapped him on the 
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backside and he trotted over to the barn on his own. (Horses like men, seemed 
disposed to acknowledge his authority.)” 
 
That authority rested to a great extent on Washington’s instinctual understanding of the 
leader’s role as a supportive yet disciplined educator rather than dictator. He cultivated 
trust, courage, and devotion as much as he commanded it. It’s a crying shame he didn’t 
write a book on horse training, but the art form, being almost exclusively nonverbal, 
probably eluded his efforts to describe it in the brief journal entries he had time to record 
at the end of the day. Washington was too busy building an agricultural empire at Mount 
Vernon, fighting a revolutionary war, and negotiating the parameters of the very first 
U.S. presidency. Still, his success in all of those realms was, without a doubt, tied to his 
profound mastery of the human-equine relationship. As Thomas Jefferson later 
complained when he and Washington became political rivals, the persistent image of 
the elder statesman on horseback always seemed to trump the most eloquent speeches 
and persuasive intellectual arguments anyone else devised in opposition. The man 
simply reeked of power.  
 
And there was no arguing with him. Not because he wouldn’t listen---Ellis describes a 
crucial element of his presidential style as “leading by listening.” He’d spend hours, 
even days, letting people speak their peace, sometimes to the chagrin of younger, more 
action-oriented members of his entourage. Once he considered the options and came to 
a strong conclusion, however, he had no problem herding large groups of people 
around with the infectious combination of poise, courage, energy, and conviction he 
exhibited launching his twelve-hundred pound war charger into a bloody battle with a 
thousand shoeless, half-dressed men running behind him.  
 
This frustrated intellectually-based idealists like Jefferson and James Madison to no 
end. The fact that Washington didn’t talk a whole lot made them even crazier. As Ellis 
observes, “he possessed a nearly preternatural ability to remain silent while everyone 
around him was squirming under the social pressure to fill the silence with chatty 
conversation. (John) Adams later claimed that this ‘gift of silence’ was Washington’s 
greatest political asset, which Adams himself so envied because he lacked the gift 
altogether.” 
 
In his biography Washington: A Life, author Ron Chernow could only explain 
Washington’s success, at Valley Forge in particular, by emphasizing that the 
Revolutionary War hero “projected leadership in nonverbal ways that are hard for 
posterity to re-create.” 
 
Even contemporaries found it difficult to convey the essence of his calm grandeur. “I 
cannot describe the impression that the first sight of that great man had on me,” said 
one Frenchman. “I could not keep my eyes from that imposing countenance: grave yet 
not severe; affable without familiarity. Its predominant expression was calm dignity, 
through which you could trace the strong feelings of the patriot and discern the father as 
well as the commander of his soldiers.” 
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Washington’s influence would forever remain a mystery to men with little horse sense, 
men who sat in chairs debating ideas while their colleague became “first in war and first 
in peace” literally riding through the richly nuanced, wholly nonverbal realms of that 
crucial “other 90 percent.” 
 
Reagan’s Hidden Advantage 
 
With modern education over-emphasizing intellectual and verbal arts, people who 
somehow manage to train all three of their “brains” become more influential, downright 
irresistible to populations who lack this full-bodied charisma. Take Ronald Reagan, 
whose firm yet congenial, focused, larger-than-life presence is, in fact, the mark of a 
rider capable of harnessing power and intelligence without repressing the spirit that 
brings it to life. He so swayed public opinion that the phenomenon of “Democrats for 
Reagan” was cited by Barack Obama as an inspiration for cultivating cross-party 
support.  
 
Photos of Reagan on horseback---heading across the range in any number of old 
Western movies, mounted on his regal gray Arabian at the ranch, and later, riding 
English-style with Queen Elizabeth---are plentiful on the Internet. Most people would 
consider this a colorful, perhaps elitist, pastime. Yet the fact that Reagan loved to ride 
speaks volumes about what kind of intricate, nonverbal training he received to become 
the noteworthy leader history has since proven him to be. To Reagan, ranching was no 
publicity stunt. He’d ride El Alamein, his feisty Arabian stallion, for hours through the 
high desert outback, leaping over fallen trees, so immersed in the experience that he’d 
rarely speak to his mounted secret service agents on the trail. 
 
If Reagan had simply wanted to relax, he wouldn’t have chosen a challenging horse like 
El Alamein. The president was accessing something in that relationship, something 
elusive yet essential. Trotting off into the desert on a horse ready to bolt at the drop of a 
hat or the rattle of a snake, gaining the animal’s trust and cooperation along the way, 
Reagan wasn’t just clearing his mind; he was literally exercising abilities that would 
prove useful in the international political arena. Not that there weren’t some close calls 
during the nearly ten years the president rode El Alamein. But Reagan’s poise and 
athleticism, combined with his love of a challenge, saved him on more than one 
occasion. Nonverbally, he could conjure up a calming presence under pressure that 
was simultaneously firm and reassuring, focused yet agile. It’s a skill that anyone who 
likes to ride a spirited horse develops through experience---or dies trying. 
 
In the election of 2000, I couldn’t help contrasting the former president’s engaging 
presence with the stiff, tentative, overly intellectual style of Al Gore. While he has since 
gone on the win the Nobel Prize, Gore’s demeanor was unduly skewed toward the brain 
in the head. The “other 90 percent” was missing, at least in his public appearances. 
Whether or not the election was rigged, the race itself was close. George W. Bush’s 
style of engaging with the public involved a bit more heart and gut, and that gave him a 
palpable edge in the nonverbal communication department. 
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Over time, however, the winner of that controversial vote did not demonstrate the level 
of horse sense that Reagan possessed. The most telling example was Bush’s response 
to the news that NYC’s Twin Towers were falling---caught on film while he was reading 
a story to some blissfully unaware school children. George W. had that deer in 
headlights look, which means he wasn’t actively creating a calming presence; he was 
dissociating. Had he slipped into a similarly disconnected state on the back of a 
panicking horse, he would have ended up on the ground temporarily unable to 
remember that he was the President of the United States.  
 
For thousands of years people explored the world on horseback, charting territory they 
would have struggled to traverse on foot, reveling in a primal experience of freedom, 
strength, and speed so exhilarating that we still measure our most sophisticated 
engines in units of horsepower. But as men like Reagan and Washington so aptly 
illustrate, there was something much more profound happening in those interspecies 
associations. Learning to form effective, working partnerships with horses provided the 
most elusive yet important education a human leader could acquire---that “other 90 
percent” exercised at a wholly nonverbal level. Now that the entire planet has been 
mapped, consciousness itself is the new frontier. Twenty-first-century pioneers are 
looking for ways to tap the vast resources of all three of their brains---those 
interconnected sensory/intelligence centers in the head, the heart and the gut. In this 
respect, horses, once again, provide the ultimate shortcut. 
 

#  #  # 
 


