Chapter 11 - How to Tame a Tortoise – Projection and Empathy

[image: Image Result]My father was a keen naturalist, fisherman and gardener. I loved going on fishing trips with him because I would be free of my highly anxious mother who was always terrified for my safety. My father on the other hand, would set me up with my fishing pole and wander off himself to find his own spot to fish. I was left to my own devices until I got my lines snarled up or had a fish on the hook that was too big for me to handle. When I got tired of fishing, I wandered through the bushveld exploring and discovering plants, animals, reptiles, and bugs. Every trip included bringing home some creature that I had found. One of the  easiest to capture and bring home was the leopard tortoise. (Stigmochelys pardalis) and the Speke’s Hinge-backed Tortoise.  It is very likely you will see the leopard tortoise in Botswana.

[image: Retracted fore legs of adult female leopard tortoise]My Dad had a fenced-off half acre of land where I could keep all my animals. It was my joy to “tame” them and keep them for pets. 

In the beginning, a wild tortoise in its new home, would take off at a rapid tortoise pace if it saw me coming. However, when I got close to it, it would retract its head and feet into its shell and try to wait me out. This is where I learned patience. I also  learned that tortoises adore strawberries - and so I would crouch down on my haunches and hold the strawberry in front of its shell where its head was hidden.  

If I kept very still and quiet, it would believe I was gone and cautiously stick it’s head out and when it saw me, it would turn 90 degrees away from me and waddle off at a fast tortoise pace. I would go after it, and it would schloop into its shell and I would wait it out with the strawberry again. It took several weeks but the glorious day would arrive when it would gradually and warily poke it’s head out and with its horny, beaky mouth lunge at the strawberry and take a bite out it. From that day on it would be tame and would come marching as quickly as it could on its elevated clawy, scaly feet, with his strange tortoise wobble, to get whatever treat I had found for the day.  

What did I learn. Tortoise taught me about how to be loving. I learned that tapping on its shell, and being loud and jerky with my movements terrified it and made it withdraw tighter and tighter into his shell - control never works. I learnt to sit quietly and still and just offer to meet its’ needs. I learned that relationships and connection can take a great deal of time. I learned to observe carefully. I learned that my shadow was frightening to it, and so had to position myself so that it did not see me. I learned that all sentient beings have the same fight/flight responses in different ways. I learnt that food is a powerful motivator. I learned that the tortoise was mirroring me and my responses to threat too – that the tortoise and I were the same. The qualities of patience, still presence, attentiveness, non-anxious presence, acceptance and empathy, are directly transferable to people who are not much different to the tortoise. This was one of my first lessons in being a therapist!

Only as I contemplated this experience of childhood this week did I realize something else. I was, in an unconscious, unaware way projecting empathy on to the tortoise. In my first years of school, and younger, I was highly anxious and could not eat. I vomited with nerves all the time. The school nurse contacted my mother in first grade because I was considered a child suffering from malnutrition and was as skinny as a rake.  My mother was so ashamed and her remedy for her shame would be force raw egg “milkshakes” down my throat. I had to have a tablespoon full of malt and cod-liver oil every Friday (I saw this dreaded substance on our trip to Iceland a couple of weeks ago and had a visceral memory reaction of instant nausea!) and if I did not eat my breakfast and retreated into my shell, it was served up at lunch, and if I did not eat it at lunch time I got it for dinner. She was furious and controlling in trying to get me to eat with no question or interest into why I might be a nervous wreck. She just experienced me as stubborn and deliberately trying to make her look like a bad mother. When I got my tortoises, I was projecting gentle, loving patience on to the creature and slowly healing the child I was from the hurt and shame of her control over me. I chose the nicest foods for my tortoises and was nothing but loving to them. I polished their dry shells and scaly feet with oil, thinking how bad it must feel to have dry scaly feet (again me) and they slowly became tame and trusting. I was projecting  qualities of my true self on to the tortoise, which I have had to learn to take back and give to the starving and frightened child inside of me, around the issue of food. 

Our natural self is loving, but we do not know that as children. As adults, we must now practice giving  to ourselves what we have been so willing to give to others, including our pets. How have you lived in the paradigm of power and control over yourself internally? How have you offered yourself presence, patience, understanding, empathy and awareness from your heart? Consider your relationship to animals throughout your life. What have they taught you about yourself:


How did you learn in life that trying to control someone else, or yourself, never works?

Can you identify all the ways you have prodded and poked at someone to connect with you? What was the result?

Can you identify fear and anxiety within yourself? Can you sit quietly and patiently with the feelings?

How have you learned to sit still and wait patiently with yourself and with others? 

Draw an eco-spiritual timeline of your life including all the significant nature lessons you learnt.

Describe first lessons you learnt from nature?

Were they life bringing and joyous or frightening?

What did you learn about yourself? About others? About relationships? About our interconnectedness?

Do you continue to learn from nature?



“All things in this creation exist within you, and all things in you exist in creation; there is no border between you and the closest things, and there is no distance between you and the farthest things, and all things, from the lowest to the loftiest, from the smallest to the greatest, are within you as equal things. In one atom are found all the elements of the earth; in one motion of the mind are found the motions of all the laws of existence; in one drop of water are found the secrets of all the endless oceans; in one aspect of you are found all the aspects of existence... Thus, your life has no end, and you shall live forevermore.”   ~Kahlil Gibran
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