
Continuing Conversations…
This season we have had the 
opportunity to discuss some aspects of 
our sport that may be overdue for 
change and talk about issues that need 
to be addressed. Are we doing enough 
to be inclusive to athletes of other 
colors, races, and gender identities? Are 
we doing enough to address bullying in 
our sport? What can we do on the local 
level to have influence in the USDF as a 
whole?

As I enter the final months of my time on 
the board, I am glad that I at least was 
able to mention these things – to bring 
some attention to them. And in some 
cases I caused a bit of a stir – and I’m 
ok with that. Bullying should have no 
place in our sport. Discrimination should 
absolutely have no place in our sport. 
We all work too hard and face too many 
obstacles to throw more down in front of 
others. And that brings to mind the last 
thing I want us all to think about: Mental 
health.

Over the last six years I feel like 
everyone has been able to learn a lot 
about me – I’m a trainer, I own a barn, I 
breed, I teach, I’m slightly sarcastic and 
very opinionated! But here you will learn 
one more thing about me: I suffer from 
mental health challenges and I am one 

of millions of people who do. I am also 
one of thousands of equine 
professionals who live with these 
challenges every day and find ways to 
survive – and thrive. I have sat on this 
issue of the newsletter for the last month 
in part dreading it going out because I 
would be “putting it out there” but also 
because I didn’t know how to put it all 
into words. How do you put a lifetime of 
these struggles into words and how will 
my community – my fellow Dressage 
enthusiasts, react?

But here we are. Here I am. And 
boy…I’m pretty proud of this issue. And 
of the previous newsletters. I hope you 
enjoy it and I hope you learn and think, 
which as always, is my goal.

-Allison
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Speaking Out: A 
Life-Saving 
Conversation
By Allison McKenzie

I think that so many professionals in our 
industry not only hesitate to admit that 
they struggle with mental health issues, 
but flat-out refuse to acknowledge them 
to even themselves. We are engaged in 
an industry where oftentimes being seen 
as the toughest and the most capable 
person out there when managing 1200 
lb. animals is carried as a badge of 
honor. But we also learn that it’s not the 
horses that cause us the deepest 
wounds at the end of the day – after all, 
broken bones and cuts heal. It’s the 
emotional and mental wounds – those 
oftentimes inflicted by humans – that 
cause us the most long-lasting and 
scarring harm.

When I was in my 30’s I first began to 
experience anxiety – the constant worry, 
feeling nervous, panic, and inability to 
shut off my brain at night. Soon after as 
the stress of running my own training, 
boarding, and lesson facility began to 
increase, so did the episodes of 
depression. However in my family these 
were things that were never talked 
about and never really understood. The 
idea of perfection – and the competition 
to be the perfect Irish-Catholic girl who 
was expected to grow up, be a mother, 
professional in heels and maintain the 
perfect home was ingrained into me 
early on by a grandmother who 
unwittingly pitted her granddaughters 
against one another until we became 
the original “Mean Girls.” From there 
competition – and judgement, became 
my life, as did feelings of anxiousness, 
depression, and inadequacy. The idea 
of talking to a doctor about these 
feelings was unheard of – in my family 
we sucked it up and got over it. So I 
struggled silently and decided that it was 
simply part of the job. I endured some 
heartbreaks with clients and horses that 
were devastating as well as some 
personal ones, including a long health 
struggle with my father but since I had a 
farm to run and a world of expectations 
on my shoulders I pushed through. 
Breaking was a sign of weakness and 
horse people don’t break. But when I 
actually started to think about suicide 


