



























 First published in 2022 by
J.A.Allen Ltd
Ramsbury, Marlborough
Wiltshire SN8 2HR

J.A. Allen is an imprint of The Crowood Press

enquiries@crowood.com

www.crowood.com

This e-book first published in 2022

© Kate Sandel 2022

All rights reserved. This e-book is copyright material and must not be copied, reproduced, transferred, distributed, leased, licensed or publicly performed or used in any way except as specifically permitted in writing by the publishers, as allowed under the terms and conditions under which it was purchased or as strictly permitted by applicable copyright law. Any unauthorised distribution or use of this text may be a direct infringement of the author’s and publisher’s rights, and those responsible may be liable in law accordingly.

British Library Cataloguing-in-Publication Data
A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

ISBN 978 1 90880 995 7

Cover design: Sergey Tsvetkov


Foreword

There comes a point in horsemanship where the final piece of the jigsaw is revealed. It doesn’t mean that you can finish the jigsaw, but it does mean that now, at last, you can see the picture that you are working on.

Very early on in my horsemanship I worked out that if I am using force, then I haven’t trained my horse. I was naturally drawn towards trainers who were thinking along the same lines. I liked this one trainer called Mark Rashid. I’d heard him say a few times that when he rides his horse, sometimes he feels as if he’s sitting on a ball, and even the slightest change of balance will move that ball in the direction he wants it to go. It sounded good to me, but I really had no idea how I was going to get things to that point, and for some reason I never asked.

My wife, Sarah, reads lots of books, and one day she started reading passages out loud to me from a book by an author called Racinet. Suddenly it felt as if the door was opening. Then she came up with a book by a man called Philippe Karl. We would sit in bed in the morning, drinking tea, and she would be reading this book out loud. And then we would go out and get the horses, and practise what we had just read. That was the beginning of our search for balance.

The beautiful thing about the search for balance is that every part of what you do has to be right. Your horse has to understand what is going on, and you have to understand it too. You cannot use force to achieve balance. If you don’t believe me, try standing a coin on edge, or try building a house of cards. As soon as you introduce force the game is up.

Around this time we were running a lot of horsemanship clinics. We were good at what we did and our clinics were quite popular. But things were developing fast for us, and often we would be making changes in what we were doing from clinic to clinic. Sometimes we were even changing things half way through a session. I remember one clinic where I actually felt the need to be honest about what we were going through, and I launched into a lengthy explanation. That was a strange day, and definitely not the most professional thing I’ve ever done.

One weekend on a clinic here at home, we had stopped for lunch. It was a beautiful summer’s day and we were all eating out in the garden. This girl came up to us and just said straight out: ‘This all makes perfect sense to me, and I want to come and work with you guys.’ First I felt as if I needed to say something quick to make her go away, but I think I suggested she bring her horse over and we do a few sessions together. Anyway, to cut a long story short, the girl was Kate. She did come over, and she has been here pretty much ever since.

I have retired from horsemanship now, but I have watched Kate working over the years. I have watched her put in so many hours, always studying to increase her knowledge, and always practising to improve her skills. It feels really good to see the results of those early days of working together, when we were all so excited by each new discovery, or each new piece of knowledge that came our way.

Horses are beautiful creatures. They deserve our best efforts. And remember, the best part about all this is that there is a way of riding horses that sets them free.

Tom Widdicombe, January 2021


Preface

The purpose of this book is to give to anyone with a passion to understand their horse better a little knowledge, insight, and optimism about their capacity to be their horse’s best teacher. I am sharing what I perceive to be a beautiful synergy – between good horsemanship and French classical equitation. My aim is to make this information accessible to anyone who cares to learn, regardless of their background, their level of experience, or the ‘quality’ of their horse. All our horses are precious – that is enough.

I began writing this book some time ago, and have developed my ideas and practice during this time; I would do some things differently today than at the start of this process. I don’t think there is a way around this: learning means that we are constantly evolving.

About Me

My name is Kate and I live on Dartmoor in the UK. I was not raised in a horsey family – the love of them came upon me as a small child and has stayed with me ever since. I had half-hour lessons every fortnight, in which I learned to grip with my knees, having tried to find the hat in the tackroom that smelt the least bad. I had a terrible small pony for a while that used to escape from his field regularly, and which I attempted to jump over deckchairs in the back garden. I did not go to Pony Club activities. I did, however, spend a lot of time writing about, drawing and dreaming of horses.

My degree is in American literature and my early years of employment were in environmental conservation and young people’s charities. I would have loved to have worked with horses, but it seemed that such a path was not available to me. Also, I wasn’t quite sure what you actually taught anyone, as most lessons left me none the wiser. My first ‘all of my own’ horse, Megan, was a mare of great grace and much intelligence, who took the responsibility for the two of us on her bay shoulders.

It was a series of life-shattering bereavements that led to me being ‘taken in’ by Tom and Sarah Widdicombe – two extraordinary horse people. They showed me things about being with horses that I had no idea were possible. I rode for them, and over time started to teach alongside them. We also set up a great project working with young people, where they could ‘hang out’ with horses and get in contact with the land and other people. I will be forever grateful for the gracious way the Widdicombes shared their knowledge and lives.

I realized the horses of my childhood dreams were Iberians – who knew! I travelled to Portugal several times to have a ‘go’ at working equitation, and by mistake bought a Lusitano called Desaforo. I didn’t need a new horse, and really he wasn’t a good option – a four-year-old palomino stallion that no one would buy due to some very silly behaviour. I got a bank loan, and somehow he arrived here in Devon. After several weeks of much careful preparation I turned him out; he promptly sailed over a five-bar gate at the top of a very steep hill, which set the tone for everything that followed. He’s been here for many years now, and he’s still a very silly horse, but one of the most important presences in my life.

The other thing the Widdicombes did was introduce me to Philippe Karl, whose videos and books we pored over together. Sarah and I spectated on the first instructor training course, and I applied for the second intake. By now I was teaching a lot, but primarily horsemanship – I was no dressage rider. What I knew about dressage – well, it wasn’t much.

The week before the audition for the course I took Des to a clinic with Mark Rashid. Mark helped iron out some of the things I had been studiously avoiding, and I think Philippe Karl might have seen some of the benefits of that. Who knows? – anyway he accepted me, and I have been training with him ever since. I have learned more about training horses in the École de Légèreté than I ever thought possible, and my passion is to share that as widely as possible. I would like all riders to realize that with a bit of thought and insight, they too can help their horses feel better physically and mentally. And if they want to train flying changes – well, they can do that, too. I thank Mr Karl for taking a punt on an unkempt happy hacker, and treating me as if I was someone who could ride.

Years ago another trainer described me as an ‘ordinary rider’ – they were trying to be unkind, but I decided to take it as a compliment. I hope this book helps other ‘ordinary riders’ – those who care about how things are between them and their horses – to understand a bit more about what it takes to train a horse. It isn’t magic, or rocket science, or talent: it is available to anyone who commits to understanding more about humans and horses, both of whom need to be treated with love, compassion and respect.
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CHAPTER 1

 

French Classical Equitation and a Horsemanship Tradition




This is a thinking person’s game.

Buck Branamman, The Faraway Horses



The purpose of this book is to give every rider, with any kind of horse, access to the highest level of equestrian art – should they want that. And alongside this, to provide guidance on developing a safe, relaxed and functional partnership. It doesn’t matter what you intend to ‘do’ with your horse: the philosophies, training approaches and techniques are relevant to anyone who wants to study the horse and develop what could be described as feel, or equestrian tact.




Edit Kappel, Légèreté licensed instructor from Hungary, riding Lipizzan stallion Favory XXVIII-5 Faktor, in passade.



This chapter provides a context for the equestrian cultures or traditions that form the backdrop for this book – French classical equitation as shared via the École de Légèreté (EdL) and feel-based horsemanship – often attributed to the teachings of the Dorrance brothers.

Both the proponents of the French classical school and the purveyors of good horsemanship are as interested in working with the horse’s brain as they are with his body, and place the responsibility on the trainer to make any adaptations necessary. It is never the fault of the horse.

The full detail and history of these traditions cannot be contained in a few hundred pages, and I do not put myself forward as any kind of master of this subject – rather I am an eternal student and dedicated interpreter of information. The industrious and passionate horseman or woman must search much further than this book. And fortunately there are many, many texts over which to pore. I would suggest that you do – for we are standing upon the shoulders of giants. By understanding what the respective masters in both these traditions learned, we can improve what we do today.

The synergy between good horsemanship and the French tradition has been recognized by plenty of people other than me. It is not by chance that a significant percentage of those teachers training in the EdL originate from a horsemanship background. The roots of good horsemanship – developed and honed in the vaquero and buckaroo traditions of the USA, and now shared internationally – can be found in the equestrian culture of Europe. What goes around comes around.

French Equitation

To understand the commonality between these traditions, we must first look to the conquering Spaniards, who claimed swathes of the world on the backs of their fine Iberian horses. These riders and horses were trained in the arts of war, bull fighting and cattle moving – both beautiful and functional.

When the Spaniards occupied Renaissance Italy, the Italians watched their oppressors on their mobile, athletic and compact steeds, and aimed to emulate what they saw. According to Jean Philippe Giacomini (de Braganca, 2005), it was the Italians who gave to dressage so many of the terms (then translated into French) still in use today, such as piaffe, passage and levade. They developed training approaches in an attempt to bring their own horses to the degree of collection they so admired in the horses of the Spanish invaders.




Sylvia Stössel, master teacher from Switzerland, with her PRE-Lusitano-mix mare Cayoosh (twenty-two years old) in trot half pass.



The French aristocrats studying in Italy then took this learning back to their home country, where it was woven into courtly and military education for centuries to come. Thus horsemanship was taught in the French academies, where equitation, music and art were studied by those with enough money and military prestige.

The School of Versailles is considered to have made the greatest contribution to the development of equitation during this time, and intimately linked to it (although apparently never truly based there) is François Robichon de la Guérinière (1688–1751). He is still considered to be one of the most important figures in classical riding, and claimed by many modern-day ‘classical schools’ to be their figurehead – even though what they practise is a long way from what he preached.

De la Guérinière wrote École de Cavalerie, considered to be the first text demonstrating a method of training that is progressive, logical and rational. He began to move firmly away from harsh and despotic devices and approaches, instead working with the nature of the horse. He is particularly remembered for his development and descriptions of the shoulder-in and the half halt.

The half halt, for which de la Guérinière is so well known, barely resembles the movement that is generally seen in practice now – most often, driving a horse forwards into a fixed hand. Instead it was a re-balance, asking the horse to shift his weight up and back. Alongside these ideas were his tenets of ‘la descente des mains’ and ‘la descente des jambes’: a lowering of the hand, and a cessation of the use of the rider’s legs. The hand is raised in order to change the horse’s balance, and then lowered, to enable him to maintain this balance for himself. It was an expression of refinement in the horse and gentleness in the rider, allowing the horse to maintain what has been asked of him without further interference from the rider.

His ideas of the ‘descente des mains’ and ‘des jambes’, the rebalancing half halt, a logical and progressive series of gymnastic exercises, lead us to the training principles expounded by François Baucher.

François Baucher and his Students

Writ large in the French school is the story of François Baucher (1796–1873). He was as notorious as he was famous (still true today): a darling to some, a devil to others. He was most likely a genius, and as much a victim of a class system as anything else.

As a young man he noted that many of the classical approaches taught in the military academies were really only suited to horses of the ‘Iberian’ type. What he developed so remarkably was a means of training that was just as suitable for thoroughbreds or draught horses. He developed methods of schooling horses that did not rely on a horse’s natural talent for collection.

He decided that existing principles for training horses were too vague, and missed the key challenge faced by riders, this primarily being how the horse organized his mass, or what could also be described as his balance. He set about training horses ‘piece by piece’, aiming to reduce resistances in halt or walk, in order to minimize the challenges of momentum. Having worked with the different ‘parts’ of the horse separately, he brought the whole horse into a state of ‘submission’ using the ‘effet d’ensemble’ (not easily translatable – the closest is probably ‘the combined effect’). Although he moved away from the use of this in his later teachings, it is still something he is known for.

This idea of working with the horse ‘piece by piece’ is interesting. In reality it is impossible to separate individual parts of a horse’s body and train them in isolation. However, teaching the horse clearly separated the aids, and focusing on how the rider relates to each corner of the horse, his front-to-back and side-to-side balance, proved to be revolutionary. Instead of using exercises with the intention of developing the whole horse, Baucher aimed to educate the horse in a specific and precise way. This was probably one of the principal reasons he could school untalented or physically challenged horses to such a high level.

Having published his first book and intending to share his message with a wider audience, Baucher travelled to Paris. Here he showcased his incredible abilities in the circus – the height of the social scene for the rich and famous. However, having to ‘make a living’, as Baucher did, was looked down upon by those who were privately funded to study horsemanship. This was (quite naturally) disturbing for Baucher, and only heightened his desire to prove the value of his training approaches.




Bertrand Ravoux, master teacher from France, demonstrating piaffe.



It was Baucher who developed the ‘jaw flexions’ (as well as tempi changes and cantering backwards!), and with a systematic approach to improving a horse’s flexibility, he was able to train horses at a speed previously unheard of. Although he appeared to proceed slowly (training so much in walk, and even halt), he was said to be able to bring horses to passage, piaffe and airs above the ground in a matter of a few short months.


This is the spirit of the method. It uses a conventional language to apply to the body of the horse the gymnastic progression of a series of movements intended to develop his agility rather than his strength, and his suppleness rather than his power.

Decarpentry, Academic Equitation



Being such an extraordinary horseman, I wondered why was he so disregarded by so many of the luminaries of the French military whom he thirsted to educate. I asked my friend and scholar of French classical equitation, Derek Clark, to step in with the detail:


The first Écuyer en Chef (a rough translation is ‘Chief Squire’) at the cavalry school of Saumur (early 1800s) was Jean Baptiste Cordier, who had been educated at the School of Versailles and aimed to maintain its traditions. He and his assistants strongly resisted outside influences, and with only a few minor modifications, this is how things were taught until the early 1840s.

Baucher’s experimental trials (with military riders) started in March 1842 with the backing of the then Écuyer en Chef, Commandant de Novital. For thirty-nine days that year, twenty-two officers from eleven regiments based near Paris attended training with him and his son to learn how to apply his method to young horses and those thought to be ‘difficult’.

Despite early scepticism, and some outright opposition, after less than a month all twenty-two were won over to Baucher’s methods, and wanted them taught to their squadrons. The Ministry of War was seriously considering adopting his methods. At that stage his ideas were strongly supported by the Duc d’Orléans and the Commandant de Novital, who was then Écuyer en Chef.

Unfortunately the Duc was subsequently killed (he jumped from his carriage after it ran wild). The Duc’s brother – a devotee of d’Aure, who was no fan of Baucher – took over his place in the Ministry of War. After a good deal of politicizing, in 1845 the Ministry of War banned Baucher’s methods at the school. D’Aure was eventually installed as Écuyer en Chef and served until 1854, during which time his methods prevailed.

D’Aure was succeeded by Commandant Guérin, who attempted (not entirely successfully) to synthesize the two methods of d’Aure and Baucher.

L’Hotte had been a student officer at Saumur in 1850 while d’Aure was in charge, but he also took lessons with Baucher in private from 1849 onwards – so he understood both methods very well. He was eventually made Écuyer en Chef in 1864. His first decision was ‘to prohibit High School training (Baucher’s work – my note) for all except his own private horses’. Apparently you can get away with that sort of thing if you're in charge …

My feeling is that the requirements of war made it necessary to establish a clear doctrine of teaching that would meet the purpose, even if L’Hotte knew there was a better way for those who had sufficient capability.

There were still a number of instructors around at the time who had been involved with the Baucher experiment of 1842 – 43, and who also understood his methods well, having continued to take lessons with him privately even after he was officially banned. I can just imagine how they sneaked around ‘doing Baucher’ while no one was watching!

From time to time, and depending on the personal inclinations of the Écuyer en Chef of the time, the idea of attempting to re-synthesize Baucher and d'Aure has resurfaced. In the view of several French experts and former Écuyers en Chef, it is the attempt at a synthesis that has destroyed the tradition of true French riding. Philippe Karl’s mentor, Général Durand, said: ‘The French tradition of riding comprises the best ideas of Baucher grafted to a classical tree’ (meaning de la Guérinière).

Derek Clark, personal communication






Mira Semelka, licensed teacher from Germany, with KWPN mare Frida (seven years old) at the German EdL Open Day 2018, demonstrating the flexions.



The Principles of French Equitation

Today there are many who claim to be sharing the philosophy of French equitation, but I am interested in that of the École de Légèreté (EdL – School of Lightness), founded by Philippe Karl in 2004. Mr Karl created this school to preserve and share his remarkable knowledge and understanding of the French tradition. Since its inception, Mr Karl has been training teachers from across the globe in order that they can pass on this philosophy: ‘bringing together clear, effective and measurable equestrian concepts’ (see his website, www.philippe-karl.com).




Barbara Stübenrath, licensed teacher from Germany, with her Noriker gelding Moses in half pass.



Philippe Karl is considered to be one of the greatest riders alive today, and a master in the application of French equitation. In 2016, keen to protect the true essence of ‘equitation in the French tradition’, and having witnessed its corruption even in what should be its cultural home (the Cadre Noir at Saumur), he wrote to Unesco, who have described it as of ‘intangible cultural value to mankind’.

Mr Karl asked Unesco to consider the principles they wish to protect, and whether these are clearly demonstrated in the most notable example of ‘riding in the French tradition’ (modern day Saumur). He explains that by looking at the lessons of the past, we can assess the reality of the present. The masters and authors he refers to include:


Labroue, Pluvinel, Fouquet de Beaurepaire, Imbotti de Beaumont, La Guérinière, Mottin de la Balme, du Paty de Clam, Montfaucon de Rogles, Baucher, Aubert, Wachter, Gerhardt, Faverot de Kerbrech, Duthil, Guérin, L’Hotte, Étienne Beudant, Decarpentry, Colonel Margot, Nuño Oliveira, Diogo de Braganza, Général Durand.



From their writings we can ascertain that there is:


Undeniably a collection of principles, methods and procedures that reveal a unique philosophy of dressage, and a culture that can be identified under the name of ‘riding in the French tradition’.

Karl, Equitation in the French Tradition



Over time the French masters demonstrated a clear progression, leaving behind dominance and brute authority, and moving towards a respectful, thoughtful and systematic education of the horse. Mr Karl describes the principles as follows:


•Departure from training in the pillars, to work on the lunge instead.

•Increasing simplicity of bits.

•The removal or loosening of nosebands.

•Dispensation of auxiliary reins for riding or lunging, and an education to the aids rather than ‘authoritarian gymnastics’.

•Primacy of an upward-acting rein aid.



Therefore, anyone riding ‘in the French tradition’ should be able to demonstrate that they understand these principles and their practical application.

A History of Good Horsemanship – Vaqueros and Buckaroos

Where, then, did this philosophy of horsemanship originate, and how and why does it complement the French tradition? This story also starts with the Spanish, but this time we meet them across the Atlantic, in the Americas. Once again, they brought their compact and mobile horses with them in their attempt to conquer the indigenous people of South America. These horses endured four months of horrific conditions aboard the Spanish fleet, then had to swim to shore to take their conquering riders into the rainforests and mountains. Those that made it were tough, brave and quick-footed.




Buck Branamman – one of Ray Hunt's most well known and accomplished students.



Again, the incredible talent of the Spanish on horseback, and the athleticism of their horses, were a wonder to behold, setting fear into the hearts of the invaded, or proving a powerful ally in battle. It is well documented that the horse was a critical player in the destruction of the Inca and Aztec cultures. As the Spaniards made their way through Mexico and up into the south-west states of North America (notably California and Oregon), their traditions of riding with finesse, and creating lightness and mobility in their horses, were shared with the people working there. Over the years this way of training and working became a culture in its own right, a blend of Spanish influence and the approach of the people who were adapting to the developing American way of life.

The original vaqueros and buckaroos were largely cattle hands – Mexicans, native Americans and later African Americans. They learned the craft of the Spanish invaders to work cattle and manage the land, and then took those skills where work was to be found. Much of the tack, equipment, clothing and traditions still used by modern buckaroos and vaqueros can be traced back to the Spanish conquistadors. To be a buckeroo and vaquero is as much a philosophy, lifestyle and art form, as a practical means of training working horses.

The word ‘buckaroo’ originates from the Spanish word ‘vaquero’ – someone who takes care of cattle. In Spanish, ‘V’ is often pronounced ‘B’, and originally the term ‘vaquero’ was used more frequently than buckaroo, gradually changing into ‘buckaroo’ as a result of this pronunciation. These days, the term ‘vaquero’ is specifically claimed by families originating from California, but many horsemen and women subscribe to the traditions of the buckaroo way of life.

The Dorrance Brothers and their Students

In the same way that Baucher stepped into the French tradition and added something remarkable, the Dorrance brothers, Tom and Bill, shared a whole new doctrine of how things could be between a person and a horse. These two reportedly intensely humble men were born in Oregon just after the turn of the twentieth century, and moved to California later in life.

Set against the background of the functional yet highly finessed tradition of the vaqueros, the two brothers are hailed as the most influential standard bearers for what has broadly become known as ‘natural horsemanship’. (Note that I don’t use this term in this book as it now has so many mixed and often negative connotations.) What is also clear is that they were not describing anything formulaic, nor something that can be turned into a system of training.

What they were teaching was a way of working with horses based on feel, timing and balance. They were interested in shaping how a ridden horse carried himself, and performed the tasks asked of him, as a result of cognitive understanding and good feeling between him and his rider.

While they may have learned their craft through ranch roping, rawhide braiding, and starting and developing working horses, they were as concerned with their horse’s internal landscape as his practical ability. They recognized that a horse that is on the same side as his rider mentally, emotionally and spiritually was able to do his job infinitely better.

Both the Dorrance brothers and their immediate students were concerned with making the ‘right thing easy’ for a horse, recognizing the horse’s need to feel OK, and seeing the world from his perspective.


You need to learn to go with the horse so you can get the horse to come with you. If you just put it into a few words that’s all there is to horsemanship.

Tom Dorrance, True Unity



Tom Dorrance provided mentorship for many people, but his best known student was Ray Hunt, who went on to be regarded as the ambassador for Tom’s teaching. Ray was at the forefront of the wave of horsemanship clinics that gained popularity throughout the United States and then the rest of the world. Ray Hunt says of his first meeting with Tom:


Until I met Tom, I wasn’t working from the horse’s needs…I was working from my own needs. Tom’s whole emphasis was helping and supporting the horse.

A person need only know feel, timing and balance... As a rider grows in awareness and insight, so will the definition of these terms. Each person in the final analysis will write his or her own definition day by day.

Ray Hunt, Think Harmony with Horses



Bill Dorrance’s book, True Horsemanship Through Feel, is a work of great art and insight. I don’t think I will ever fail to get something useful from picking it up again and again. The book was co-authored by Leslie Desmond, a horsewoman who, by all accounts, has skill and ability the like of which most of us can’t even imagine.

Other current teachers of this school of horsemanship (who were taught directly by the Dorrances or Ray Hunt) include Joe Wolter, Buck Branamman, Harry Whitney, Martin Black and more.

The challenge for the rest of us is that it really is a philosophy, rather than a system of training:


The most difficult part for people to understand about this is that we are not speaking about anything that’s got a formula to it. …What we’re speaking about isn’t something you see someone do and just try to bring over to the next horse with no adjusting figured into things…That’s why some people call it more of an art, and it sure could be closer to that than a science, all right. But I call it feel.

Bill Dorrance, True Horsemanship Through Feel






Kathleen Lindley Beckham working a young horse from her saddle horse.



Bill Dorrance refers directly to the French masters, and the level of feel and ‘getting with a horse’ that he recognized in them. There are many echoes in his words and in those of the incredible French master Étienne Beudant. Beudant’s book, Horse Training: Outdoors and High School, is a remarkable description of training a myriad of horses with clear precision and absolute feel for the horse:


The understanding of the horseman comes from his heart, not from mathematical calculations.

Beudant, Horse Training



The moment someone attempts to make a structured system out of what these horsemen were trying to communicate (and very high profile trainers have), much of the essential essence is lost, and the harmony between horse and human becomes less important than doing ‘the thing’. However, this can leave some of us scratching our heads as to how we should practically implement these ideas concerning feel-based horsemanship when faced with an actual horse.

Shared Principles

At the heart of the French tradition (as practised in the École de Légèreté), and within the feel-based horsemanship shared by a few unassuming Western horsemen and women, is a core principle of absolute respect for the nature of the horse. A desire to work with him, not dominate him. To access his extraordinary brain, rather than use brute force and pain.


The sportive cooperation of the horse is the key to success.

Beudant, Horse Training



What I see the two cultures sharing includes the following:


•A respect for individuality. No two horses can be treated the same way, and it is the human who must do the adapting.

•Giving a horse time to understand cognitively, and develop physically.

•Creating a language of communication that makes sense to the horse from the ground up.

•Providing him with the mental and physical foundations required to feel really good about what’s being asked of him.

•A belief that fixed equipment such as side reins, tie downs, martingales and lungeing gadgets, have no value. The feel from the person down the reins or through their body, and the knowledge they have about how to ‘train’ a horse, is where investments should be made.






Philippe Karl on his Hanoverian High Noon in half pass.



The idea of equestrian ‘culture’ is an important one. What separates the French tradition and feel-based horsemanship from modern sports riding is that they are closer to an art than a sport. These cultures demand that the human look deep into themselves and recognize who they are, as well as what they would like to accomplish with their horse. The process is as important, if not more so, than the finished product. In fact there is no finished product – this is a lifelong exploration of detail tempered by functionality and fun.

What you are nurturing and developing is something that you and your horse will need to see the value in, as there are no external validations for it. There are no certificates, no levels, no rosettes. This is about how you and your horse feel about what you are doing together.


This is where the idea of presenting an understandable feel to a horse can stump someone who isn’t willing to experiment and really apply themselves to learning this with a wide open mind.

Bill Dorrance, True Horsemanship Through Feel 



What both these traditions benefit from is hundreds of years of training horses based on both academic and practical applications by remarkable scholars of the horse. What we do with that now – well, that is up to us.


Be observant, remember and compare. That is true in every walk of life.

Ray Hunt, Think Harmony with Horses





CHAPTER 2

 

Why Do Humans Like Working with Horses?




Remember when you sang, just for the love of it, any joy it would bring?

Hozier, To Noise Making



Although much of what is covered in this book is concerned with the practical aspects of training a horse, it is essential to keep in mind the principles that sit behind this. There are considerable emotional, psychological and – depending on your perspective – spiritual aspects of being with horses. Recognizing what we want to nurture between us will shape how we apply the training approaches themselves.

The Nature of Humans


No philosophers so thoroughly comprehend us as dogs and horses. They see through us at a glance.

Herman Melville, ‘Redburn’, quoted in Catherine Whitmire, Plain Living



When children first see horses, almost without fail they are enthralled – and possibly a little scared. They want to touch, smell and draw these creatures. Some of us also want to sit on them, but initially we just enjoy having our senses stimulated by them. It’s rare to meet someone who doesn’t think horses and hay smell good.

As Winston Churchill so famously said: ‘There’s something about the outside of a horse which is good for the inside of a man.’ Some horses are incredibly beautiful, and it is their mane-tossing, muscle-rippling, high-kneed strutting that has an impact upon us. There’s no doubt that the sight of a herd of horses thundering across the landscape is enough to create an impression on even the hardest of hearts (although when you’re responsible for the vets’ bills, your heart may be in your mouth).




Sam, aged thirty. Cantankerous and rather stinky, but very much loved.



However, some horses are old and smell rather like soggy carpet, and don’t do much in the way of prancing. But we still like the feel of their velvety muzzle, and the sound of them slowly munching hay. Even the least handsome of horses can calm our troubled mind when he lays his head on our shoulder. Therefore I would suggest that there is something about the inside of a horse that is good for us too. The essence of horse, if it could be bottled, could be used as an antidepressant.

Are Horses Our Therapists?


In (the process of) training a horse, a man also trains himself, and this training he will find vital in all walks of life. Professional psychologists, if they tried it, would be surprised at the things they would learn.

Gustav Le Bon, Lois psychologiques de l'évolution des peuples



I am cautious about promoting horses as counsellors for humans. It is not the responsibility of horses to ‘fix’ us. Highly sensitive to emotions, body language and the things that humans leave unspoken, horses don’t always like what we bring to them.




Me and Tycoon. A very good horse.






This horse, Luis, has made me re-evaluate my knowledge and my assumptions about horses many times over.



It is easy to believe that your horse ‘owes’ you a good time: ‘But I just want to go for a nice hack’; ‘I give him such a nice life, can’t he just jump/load/hack?’ We spend so much time, money and effort on our horses it’s easy to imagine they ‘should’ do something in return. But imagine applying this principle to cats! We are just grateful if a soggy-pawed, slightly cross feline sits on our lap. Yet we have this idea that horses should ‘do’ something for us in exchange for what we do for them.

Thankfully horses are hugely generous and usually try their absolute best to understand what we want and to carry this out. However, they don’t owe us this: they didn’t choose this life with us. It is the responsibility of the human to change who they are to meet their horse – not the other way round. What we can learn from ‘training ourselves’ is where the real magic lies.

Underlying both the French classical tradition and the lineage of good horsemanship described here is respect for the true nature of the horse. And, I believe, a respect for the true nature of a human. The philosophy behind both intends to maintain those things that first drew us to horses, rather than destroy or squash them. By working with horses according to these principles, we can become more resilient, patient, empathetic, gracious humans.


The reasoned training of a horse is a mental gymnastics, builds character in the rider, in a way that no theatrical institution can replace. It teaches him firmness, kindness and patience...
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