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Terry Fox Run on record pace: Galloping book sales boost funds for cancer
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Like a powerful thoroughbred galloping free, sales of Kenra Willis' book, My Horse, My Passion, have taken off, and show no signs of slowing down.

But whereas the magnificent animals she loved are powered by an awesome strength, the driving force behind the unexpected success of the book is passion: for horses, for curing cancer, and for a beloved daughter, stolen away in her prime.

The book, penned by an 11-year-old Kenra nearly 40 years ago, was published this July -- 18 months after she died of colon cancer at the age of 49. All proceeds are going to the Canadian Cancer Society.

"We're well past $5,000 in sales, and we're getting very close to the $10,000 mark," said Val Willis, the author's 83-year-old mother.

After her daughter's death, Mrs. Willis found an old scribbler, packed away in a box of childhood mementos, which she had not known existed. Handwritten and illustrated by Kenra, it detailed various aspects of equitation and horsemanship, and right away Mrs. Willis realized she had come across something "magical."

By the time Kenra wrote the book, she was an accomplished rider, with a wisdom and understanding of horses that far exceeded her years.

So Mrs. Willis decided to have the book published as a way to remember her daughter, a riding instructor with her own stable, and to allow her passion to continue to inspire other riders -- and as a way to help fight the disease that took her daughter's life.

Mrs. Willis compared her daughter's ability with horses to that of the "horse whisperer" -- Buck Brannaman, a Wyoming trainer whose techniques depart from traditional horse-breaking methods and turn frightened animals into friends -- who inspired a movie and book.

"I think that's what people have responded to: her love and compassion for horses, but also her touching sense of humour -- it's a book that has really gripped people's hearts," Mrs. Willis said.

After editing and overseeing the book's publication, she celebrated its launch in July.

"It sold 200 copies in two hours, and the next day I gave the Canadian Cancer Society $3,150," said Mrs. Willis. "And it's been nothing short of miraculous ever since. Every day I get letters, phone calls and e-mails from people of all ages who have read the book and have been touched by it, as well as from others who want to order copies, or request re-orders."

With an original print run of 1,000 books, Mrs. Willis said she has already begun to contemplate a second printing. Her friend George Brimmell credits the 83-year-old's passion for much of the book's success, calling her "indefatigable."

"Val has singlehandedly got this thing going from coast to coast -- and now the book is even going to be promoted at the Royal Winter Fair," said Mr. Brimmell.

The book is available at most area equestrian supply stores, many local bookstores, and through the Canadian Cancer Society.
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