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The premise of the new  documentary film Over the Hills and Far A way  is str aight from the handbook of the
American bourgeoisie: J ournalist father and professor mother tak e their y oung autistic son on a summer  v acation
to Mongolia w here they horseback ride across the country meeting w ith shamans Ð  all in an attempt to h elp cure
their son after W estern medicine has failed. B ut the film should not be w ritten off as a v anit y projec t conceiv ed b y
people w ith money to burn; it is actually a v ery heartfelt and realistic look at one familyÕ s struggle  to confront
their sonÕs autism in an uncon ventional w ay. Over the Hills and Far A way  premiered at this y ear's Sundance Film
Festiv al  in the U .S. Documentary Competition. A  companion book, The Horse B oy , w ill be published this S pring.

Rupert Isaacson and Kristin Neff w ere bona fide globetrotters (they met
in India) before ha ving their son R owan and settling in T exas. T hey w ere
living the A merican dream, until, at the age of tw o and a half , Rowan
completely w ithdrew  from his parents and stopped talking. He w as then
diagnosed w ith autism. Isaacson, w ho narr ates the film, lik ens the
diagnosis to Òbeing hit in the face w ith a baseball bat. Ó

For the next tw o y ears Isaacson and Neff consulted doctors w ho
prescribed con ventional autism medication, but R owanÕs endless
tantrums (sometimes lasting hours) and incontinence left them hopeless.
A short clip of an inconsolable R owan flailing, screaming, and crying on
the bathroom floor as his helpless parents try to comfort him w as almost
too much for me to w atch. I then understood w hy Isaacson and Neff
were w illing to try an ything, including tr aveling halfw ay around the w orld, to help their son.

Autism is a dev elopmental disabilit y that affects social inter action and communication, and y et no one  know s
definitiv ely w hat causes it. T he number of children diagnosed w ith autism is skyrock eting; some estima tes put the
number of A merican autism cases at four million in the next ten y ears. T he film does a nice job of bal ancing the
medical intricacies of autism w ith the more personal narr ativ e. Interview s w ith experts Ð  such as Dr . Simon
Baron-Cohen of Cambridge Univ ersit y and Dr . Temple Gr andin of Color ado S tate Univ ersit y, w ho is autist ic herself
Ð are interw oven w ith footage of the familyÕ s Mongolian adv enture and their pre-trip life at home.

Isaacson, a shaggy blond w ith a charming accent w ho also produced the
film, conceiv ed the idea for the Mongolia trip after w atching R owan
inter act w ith animals, especially horses. When R owan rides a horse w ith
his father , he is a completely different child: calm, articulate, and happ y.
This special connection is undeniable as animals are ex ceptionally docile
in R owanÕs presence. Isaacson had extensiv e experience w ith shamans
from his y ears of tr aveling and w riting about A frica, and at one point
tr ained horses professionally , so he w anted to find a place that combined
horses and shamanic healing. Mongolia w as the perfect destination Ð  its
state religion is shamanism and it is the birthplace of horseback riding.

The filmÕs multiple angles Ð  autism, alternativ e medicine, and tr avel Ð
create a complex story , w hile conceding that such a r adical approach is

not for ev ery one. Neff , a prett y California girl w ith a tooth y smile, isnÕ t ev en sure if her husbandÕ s plan is a good
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idea; she initially calls the trip Òabsurd, Ó especially because she doesnÕ t particularly lik e horses. And ev en w hen
they do mak e it to the land of Genghis Khan, Isaacson questions his decision during a particularly try ing da y w ith
Rowan, ÒDid I really ha ve his best interests at heart here? Ó

After meeting w ith a few  shamans, R owan does mak e some noticeable cognitiv e
adv ances, but he also has a few  meltdow ns. T he family tr aipses on, horseback riding
into the S iberian forest in search of an illusiv e and pow erful reindeer -riding shaman
called Ghoste. A long the w ay they ha ve fun singing ÒOv er the Hills and F ar A wayÓ
(the film tak es its name from the tr aditional English song) and joking about ÒCode
Brow n,Ó a nickname for R owanÕs incontinence. T he parents donÕ t believ e that the trip
will ÒcureÓ RowanÕs autism; r ather , they hope that it w ill alleviate some of his more
debilitating symptoms. F or instance, Neff w ants R owan to accept using a toilet.

Over the Hills and Far A way  w as made on a v ery limited budget. Director Michel
Orion S cott and tw o crew  members filmed w ith a handheld camer a, often on
horseback. B ut the camer a w ork is so steady , the sound so clear , and the panor amic
shots of the Mongolian countryside so breathtaking that it is hard to imagine that an
entire Hollyw ood crew  w as not follow ing along. T he pace of the 9 3 minute film is
very w ell done too; Editor R ita K. S anders maintains the adv entureÕs momentum as
the familyÕ s story organically dev elops and suspense builds about the lasting effect of
the trip on R owan.

Isaacson and Neff let it all hang out. In T exas their house is messy , and in Mongolia
theyÕre filmed at their emotional and ph ysical breaking point. In the age of realit y television, w ith its hea vily
staged and carefully edited dr ama, it is v ery refreshing to w atch real people confront genuinely diffi cult situations
in a r aw and truthful w ay. What mak es Isaacson and Neff so lik eable (and w hat really mak es the film so
endearing) is that they are w illing to do an ything for their son; at one point, both parents are gamel y w hipped b y
shamans, and then Neff is instructed to drop her pants and cleanse her crotch Ð  the crew  films this ri tual, and her
nak ed backside.

Over the Hills and Far A way  is billed as a documentary about autism, horses, and Mongolia. Y et that classification
doesnÕt really giv e the film its due, because at its heart, it is an extremely accessible and beautifu l story about a
family w orking together to o vercome a problem.

Jessica's review  is part of this month's focus on disability issues . - Ed.
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Abo ut  t he  Au t ho r
Je ssic a Mo sby  is a w riter and critic living in Oakland, California. In the r are moments w hen she's not tr aveling
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