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A young Kenra Willis loved riding, but was very modest about her achievements. After Kenra died, her mother discovered dozens of ribbons she was unaware her daughter had won. (FPinfomart: Restricted, Canada.com: Restricted)

 Dennis Leung, The Ottawa Citizen

An 11-year-old Kenra Willis wrote and illustrated a complete lesson plan for a first-time rider. Her mother has published the contents of the notebook as a riding primer. (FPinfomart: Allowed, Canada.com: Allowed)

A tattered notebook reveals a lifelong passion: A grieving mother turns a riding lesson penned by 11-year-old into a book, writes Marci Surkes.
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It was just after Val Willis sold Willaway, the Almonte farm and riding school owned by her daughter, Kenra, that she discovered the box of belongings that would grant a whole new insight into the daughter she thought she knew so well.

"I opened it, and there in my hands was something that was, well, magic," said the active 83-year-old mother whose daughter lost her battle with colon cancer last year at 49. Inside the box were journals and souvenirs of Kenra's childhood.

There were also notebooks, lots of them, filled with etchings and anecdotes about horseback riding.

In a notebook entry dating from when Kenra was just 11, Mrs. Willis uncovered an outline for a first riding lesson, complete with illustrations detailing how to grip reins, and how to select an appropriate saddle. Kenra explains how to safely mount a horse, and how balance is a phenomenon that can be learned only through dedication and practice.

While recounting her daughter's struggle with "that most insidious of diseases," Mrs. Willis brushes away tears and says, "but she was so strong, and so I will be. No crying."

Kenra was the head riding instructor at Willaway, where she shared her lifelong passion for horses with dozens of young students. She had been riding and grooming horses from age three, and spent her adolescence as a riding instructor at her parents' outdoor education centre in Magog, Que.

She was an accomplished show jumper, collecting ribbons at competitions in Quebec, Ontario, and as far away as Florida. But Kenra was humble about her achievements.

"In the stuff I pulled from her basement, she had boxes full of ribbons -- around 100 ribbons that I had never seen from competitions I didn't even know she'd won.

"She was so private, so modest. I would have been so proud of her, and would have told her to hang the ribbons in her stable, but Kenra just wasn't like that."

Ribbons were but some of what Mrs. Willis uncovered when she sifted though Kenra's belongings.

Mrs. Willis, a retired school teacher, knew instantly the riding lesson was unique, and that it displayed a maturity that far exceeded Kenra's 11 years. She felt that the lesson plan laid out on the pages of the tattered notebook could hold wide appeal for young riders.

"It's almost as though she wrote this to be published, as though she knew this would be shared with others, so I decided that it was how she would keep teaching about her greatest love," says Mrs. Willis.

Mrs. Willis consulted riding coaches to determine whether the primer would be useful for beginners, and the response was positive.

Beth Underhill, a Canadian Equestrian Team member who rode at the 1992 Olympics, is impressed the primer was written by an 11-year-old.

"It's probably a good read for the five- to 10-year-old set," she said, "but it is a little simple. Still, the diagrams are really cute, and I've never seen anything quite like this in stores."

Mrs. Willis proofread the work and only added photographs chronicling Kenra's life, a poem in Kenra's honour, and a title, My Horse, My Passion.

"The title is perfect, I love it. Horse people will love it. It speaks to Kenra's life," she said.

The first 1,000 copies of the book are to arrive this week from the printer, just in time for the private book launch, to which 200 of Mrs. Willis' and Kenra's friends have been invited. The next step will be to hire a literary agent to help get the books onto store shelves.

Mrs. Willis has priced the books at $15, but every dollar raised will be donated to the Canadian Cancer Society, to aid with colon cancer research.

In the meantime, Mrs. Willis has handed out some free copies, too.

"It makes people smile," she said as she handed one out to a server at her golf club. "And I love seeing people smile. So did Kenra. We're sort of kindred spirits that way."
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