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Foreword


Jessica Jahiel’s writing is intelligent and thoughtful, generous and measured, sound and systematic, clever and entertaining, clear and consistent, honest yet tactful, helpful and encouraging. Jessica is an educated, respected, experienced, and qualified instructor and teacher, who is joyfully optimistic about horses and their people yet realistic and practical with her advice. Her horse training approach is the classic time-honored, thorough method. She is more interested that her readers and their horses have a safe, positive experience than quick results.


As she answers many specific common questions, Jessica explains the difference between being considerate of your horse and spoiling him, between discipline and abuse. She describes how much is too much, and when to look for another way. She provides excellent detailed information about tack and techniques but she shows us that the best solution to a problem usually comes from a combination of looking at ourselves and seeing things from the horse’s perspective.


She is a mirror of her horse training advice: “Be clear, consistent and kind.”


As you read this book, you’ll see that Jessica thoroughly enjoys horses, helping people, and writing. She makes us all feel that we and our horses are gold — worthy of all of the effort and time it takes to do our very best.


— Cherry Hill


Trainer, instructor, and author of 30 books and videos on horse training and care







Preface


The challenges and joys involved in horse training are similar whether that training takes place in Boston or Botswana. The same issues affect horses and their trainers no matter where they live and what riding discipline they follow. Because the cost of a healthy, sound, fully trained horse is often prohibitive, many riders find themselves training their horses because they have acquired young horses, rescue or rehabilitation projects, or ex-racehorses that they intend to retrain for new careers. Because fewer riders are brought up in a horse-rich environment, many of the riders who find themselves training horses are doing so for the first time. They have never had the opportunity to watch the full process of horse training, much less the opportunity to become the apprentice of an expert in horse training.




Since the inception of the Horse-Sense newsletter more than 10 years ago, horse owners and riders around the world have sent hundreds of questions about horse training, how horses learn, how horses should be taught, and how their owners and riders can learn to teach them. As with the previous books in this series, The Horse Behavior Problem Solver and The Rider’s Problem Solver, the people who ask these questions come from different backgrounds and different countries, follow different riding disciplines, own and ride different breeds of horses; and have different dreams and goals. And as with earlier books, all of the people who ask questions have three things in common. They share a passion for horses; they have open, questioning minds; and they wish very much to “do right” by the horses in their lives.




There are hundreds of books available on the subject of horse training. Many of these books are very helpful. But as so many readers have said over and over again, it’s one thing to understand the basic principles of training, but quite another to achieve the practical, personal application of those principles. What they want and need is personal help: specific advice that applies to their situations and their horses.




Every question in this book came from a person who wanted help with an individual horse in a specific situation. By bringing together this collection of questions from riders and horse owners all over the world, and answering each one in its own specific context, I hope I can help readers analyze their own situations and find solutions to some of the problems they may encounter.




The aim of this book is to help people analyze their horse training in terms of both the “big picture” (philosophy, principles, and practices of good horse training) and the all-important smaller details that are sometimes overlooked. I would like readers to be able to take the solid fundamentals recommended in so many horse books and use the information in this book to help them apply those good fundamentals to their own horses.




Every interaction is training in the sense that every interaction teaches the horse something about the person who is handling or riding it. But education is a two-way street. If we pay attention, every single interaction we have with our horses will teach us something, too. Horsemen around the world share certain qualities: a willingness to listen to their horses, a willingness to look at the world around them and ask questions, and above all, a willingness to give their horses the benefit of the doubt at all times.




That’s not all they share. When questions are about riding, nine — no, make that ten — out of ten situations are likely to require the rider to pay closer attention to her position and aids. When questions are about training, the common theme is once again the importance of the “basics,” in this case, the rider’s ability to observe her horse accurately, handle him kindly, and start at the beginning to develop the horse’s minds and emotions — that is, his understanding and trust — along with his body. True training must address all aspects of the horse.




If there’s a single “take-home message” in these pages, it is this: Listen, read, watch, learn, but don’t just memorize lists and memorize the “right” answers. Think about what you learn, discuss it with your friends, relate it to your past experiences, apply it to your daily interactions with your horse — make it part of you. Keep your interest and your curiosity, and take joy in discovery.




My goal is to help you figure things out for yourself and to help you understand your horse so that you can teach him, train him, educate him in a way that will let him figure things out for himself, too. Most problems between humans and horses are the result of human actions — sometimes those of a human involved in the current situation, sometimes those of a human who was involved with the horse in the past. Either way, the person who is in a position to figure out and fix whatever’s wrong is the current human in the horse’s life — you!


Jessica Jahiel


Summerwood Farm





Part I




Basic Training






	Thoughts on Training


	Training from the Ground


	Training from the Saddle: Whoa and Go


	Training at the Walk


	Training at the Trot


	Training at the Canter


	Training over Fences












Chapter 1




Thoughts on Training


Training your own horse is one of the most enjoyable projects you can ever undertake. Dealing with the problems that arise is just part of the training process. No training program is ever going to proceed in a perfectly smooth, linear fashion, but by thinking clearly about your horse, your training methods, and your goals, you can achieve steady progress.


 There will be times when your horse will not be sure that he can do something, and you will need to insist, pleasantly and politely. Most of the time, the magic words in training are “please” and “thank you”; occasionally the magic words are “now” and “thank you.” If you are understanding, honest, fair, and appreciative, your horse will enjoy being trained by you.
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Timetables, Watches, and Egos


Q You once gave a lecture at a conference called “Egos and Watches” or “No Time for Egos” or something like that. I’ve been asked to give a presentation on horse training at our local junior college, and I would love to borrow some of your material. That was the best lecture I ever heard on horse training, and I know these students could learn a lot from the ideas you presented.


A The lecture was called “Timetables, Watches, and Egos,” but I must say that I like your “No Time for Egos” title just as much. Timetables, watches, and egos are three things that trainers must leave outside the stable door. The trainer’s focus must be on the horse and in the moment, with total awareness of the “now” — but with perception, not with pressure. Good trainers understand that there are no shortcuts, that training is not a formula, a trick, or magic. It’s not instant — it’s a process that requires knowledge, understanding, patience, persistence, and time.


Good trainers know that things take time. If you take the time to train correctly, you won’t need to invest additional time and money and effort later to correct your mistakes and fill the holes in the horse’s training. Every horseman’s motto should be festina lente — “make haste slowly.” If you go slowly, you get there faster. More importantly, if you go slowly, you get there. If you’re in a hurry, you won’t get there at all.
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A good trainer will let the horse’s progress determine the training schedule.







Here are the keys to good training:


  The better the trainer, the easier the training process will be, and the less training time will be wasted on misunderstandings and miscommunications.


  A good trainer has long-term training goals in mind, understands how the short-term goals fit into the overall training plan, breaks down the short-term goals into tiny steps, and ensures that the horse masters each step before being asked to take the next one.




	Self-discipline before discipline: Good trainers use appropriate equipment for training; they don’t use equipment to substitute for training. They know that riding and training effectively require hard work and self-discipline on the part of the human.


	Horses reflect their riders and even more so their trainers. If you want to change something about your horse, look closely at yourself and make the change in yourself first. Often, that’s all you will have to do — the horse will reflect that change.


	Good trainers are always learning, always improving, and always aware that they don’t (and can’t) know it all.







A good trainer’s goals for a horse must encompass more than a specific level of performance. If a trainer is exclusively preoccupied with developing a horse’s obedience and mechanical skills, the horse will never become all that he could be. Goal setting must depend on the individual trainer and horse. If the horse is lucky, the trainer will have realistic expectations and the horse will not be hurt, frightened, or confused as he makes continual progress toward the trainer’s goals.


Certain ongoing goals should shape and inform every training session and every trainer-horse interaction. One such goal is for a horse in training to develop and maintain a cheerful, enthusiastic attitude toward training and riding. Another ongoing goal is the improvement of the horse’s appearance — over the course of training, a horse should become steadily more beautiful as his body develops correctly. The horse should also become steadily more enthusiastic and confident as his mind and understanding and trust develop correctly.


Trainers need to know their horses — not just what they see in front of them in the arena, but everything about their horses. If someone asks you to longe an unfamiliar horse, the horse’s appearance and demeanor will give you some information about his conformation, condition, fitness, and training. His responses to your signals will give you much more information. But to be really effective, you need to know still more. Where does this horse live? Is he alone or does he have companions? Does he spend his time in a stall or a dirt enclosure or a field? How large is the field, what is the terrain like, how is the footing? How is he fed, what sort of hoof care does he receive, what sort of attention do his teeth receive? What has his life been up until now? What sort of work is he being asked to do? Can he do it? Will he be able to make progress at it? Does he enjoy it?


Good trainers realize that they, like the horses they train, are forever works in progress. They work hard to develop their powers of observation and analysis and their communication skills. They read and learn, watch others and learn, work and learn, study horses and learn, and strive to become the best trainers they can be.





Could I Train My Own Horse?


Q I am trying to decide whether it is feasible for me to keep a five-year-old gelding or if it would be better to find him a new home. I am very fond of him and want to do what is best for him as well as what is realistic for me. I am 43 years old, work full-time, and have all the usual family, work, and social life commitments. I am a green rider living in a sparsely populated area. As far as I know, the closest trainer is several hours away. The horse has had 30 days of basic training. I also took several lessons on him in an indoor arena.


In my estimation, as well as that of the trainer and my riding instructor, he is basically a good horse with potential but is still green, a bit spirited though not really hot, curious (and easily bored at times), can be willing and cooperative but needs a firm hand. He has bucked four people off, including me. I don’t know the circumstances in the other cases; in my case I felt that it was a combination of his desperately not wanting to leave his pasture mate and my inexperience. It has taken me several months to come to terms with that incident. After looking into many options, I have come down to these:




	
A.Search diligently for a good home where he will get lots of time and attention and not be mistreated. I am willing to lose money if I could find the right person who is happy to bring along a green horse. The advantages are more time for me; less expense; less responsibility. The disadvantages are missing the horse and possibly missing out on the experience of solving the problem.


	
B.Take him back to the boarding facility with the indoor arena and keep him there for a few months, take more lessons on him, and hope that we gain confidence in each other. That situation was okay before, though I was a bit bored with going around and around the arena. Also, the facility is about 45 minutes away. Advantage: experienced people helping me every step of the way. Disadvantages: heavy cost in both time and money; somewhat boring after awhile; horse gains no experience on the trail where I plan to do most of my riding.


	
C.Keep him at home and try to work with him myself. I would have to have some major work done to create a riding arena. I would have to try to educate myself on horse training through books and videos. Advantages: a riding arena for future use; easier to spend time with him both in training and in just hanging out; could be a richly rewarding experience. Disadvantages: cost in time and money; my lack of experience could make everything worse; could be a horribly demoralizing experience.
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Before you embark on a horse-training project, evaluate your own experience, knowledge, and skill.





Can you help me paint a realistic picture of training him myself? In your opinion, is it even possible for a green rider to do such a thing? I tend to believe that I need experts to do everything for me, whether it is building a rock wall or making a dress. Maybe that is not necessarily true. After all, people have been training their horses for hundreds of years without professional trainers; surely they couldn’t have all been disasters?


If you could comment on the joys and frustrations of the training process, including the time involved, and give your opinion on inexperienced people attempting this — also if there are particular qualities that you see in people who are good with training — I would be most appreciative.


A You’ve obviously put a lot of thought into this question. I hope you will not be disappointed that my advice is to go with your first scenario, in which you find a suitable home for this horse and look for the sort of horse you need now: a quiet, kind horse that enjoys trails and can help a novice rider learn in comfort and safety. You’ve described a horse that might possibly be a good second horse for you, and would probably be a good third horse, but is not a suitable first horse. Let me take your points one by one:




	
1. You want what’s best for him: that would be consistent handling and training. This gelding is only five and has had very little training. Your instructor and the trainer say that he needs a “firm hand,” and with only 30 days of training, he has already learned to buck people off. Assuming that this horse is a sound animal that is comfortable in his tack, this behavior indicates he has been pushed too hard and handled inconsistently. Bucking ought not to be part of the training process.


	
2. You want what’s realistic for you: that would be an experienced, well-trained, kind, comfortable trail horse, probably 8 to 15 years old. You are a green rider with many demands on your time. You’re in an isolated area without easy access to regular help. None of this will interfere much with your enjoyment of an older, quieter, well-trained horse, but all of it will interfere with your enjoyment, your progress, and your safety if you are trying to work alone with a young and green animal in your spare time.


	
3. When you were bucked off, you were shaken by the experience and needed several months to come to terms with it. That’s nothing to be ashamed of — you’re a novice, after all — but it means that you really do need to acquire that mileage before you take on a young horse.


	
4. Although you are a beginning rider, you were bored by what you were doing and thought that your horse was bored, too. This is usually a warning sign of poor instruction. Even if your entire lesson takes place at a walk, it should be interesting to both you and the horse, and it should be a pleasant experience for both of you. You need to know more than what to do, you need to know how, and why, and when, and for how long, and how to reward the horse.


	
5. Learning to ride is complicated and time-consuming enough; focus on that for a while, without adding the host of complications that arise when you also try to train a horse. Learn to ride, and learn about horses. And realize that many very competent, experienced riders never do “start” a young horse — it’s not for everyone.


	
6. Good help matters. Even when you have an experienced horse, you will need some assistance and guidance. A green rider working alone with a green horse is a burning formula for disaster. Even when the horse and human are both good-hearted, misunderstanding will pile upon misunderstanding until utter mutual frustration sets in or until an injury occurs to one or both of the individuals.


	
7. Training a horse is like educating a child, requiring experience, knowledge, and skill. Because horses are large and powerful, and also surprisingly delicate in some ways, you have to factor in the physical risks to both student and teacher.









The trial-and-error method isn’t appropriate for horse training. A key difference between horse training and making that rock wall (or dress) is that mistakes in horse training will make the horse suffer and can put you in real danger. Such results are far less likely when you are dealing with inert substances such as rocks or fabric. If you become horribly frustrated with your work-in-progress wall or your dress, you can scream at it and then abandon it for several days or a week or a month — it will be there, in the same condition and utterly unaffected by your outburst, when you return. That’s not true of a horse. Horses are large and reactive and remember everything, and they will react to your behavior, not to your own belief in your good intentions.


Horses have reasons for the things they do. Once you understand horses thoroughly, you’ll know what is natural for them, why they react as they do, what causes them to react, and how to encourage or discourage particular actions and reactions. Just as you can’t evaluate a horse’s illness or injury without understanding what would be normal for the horse, you can’t evaluate a horse’s reactions or actions unless you know which behaviors and reactions are normal.


It’s not entirely true that people have been training horses without professional help for hundreds of years. There have been professional horse trainers for thousands of years. The goals of training may have been different (transportation, warfare, and agriculture rather than recreation and competition), and the equipment has changed over the centuries, but there have always been people who trained horses professionally, and the best trainers were in great demand. You’re correct that many people have trained their own horses, but not without help. Right now, you need to focus on your own education. You can be involved with horses for the rest of your life, and that gives you quite a lot of time to learn and to develop experience and even expertise.


Good communication skills will help you. So will sensitivity and sympathy: You’ll need both when you work with horses. These qualities are essential for trainers, but they must be accompanied by a good knowledge base. Horses must be dealt with as horses. Patience is vital — imagination perhaps less so, because unless you understand the nature of horses, your imagination may interfere rather than assist. Many kind, sensitive, imaginative humans are disasters as horse trainers, because they simply don’t know enough about horses. They deal with horses according to their imaginations rather than according to horse nature, horse behavior, and horse logic.






Training a horse requires experience, knowledge, and skill. Horses are large and reactive and remember everything, and they will react to your behavior, not to your own belief in your good intentions.







A sane, sound, well-brought-up young horse of four or five, just beginning his formal training under saddle, should be able to become a nice riding horse after two years of consistent, competent training. It might take longer. It might not take as long. In either case, the horse would not be a fully trained, experienced animal at the end of that time — he would be ready for more training. A horse that does not get the best early training will take much longer to train correctly, because those all-important early years create a pattern of learning and a set of expectations in that horse, for good or for ill. If you were to attempt to train a young horse through the trial-and-error method, then even if you both survived intact, you would need to spend a couple of years retraining him later, with help. Horses started by novices usually require a great deal of retraining and time. It’s better all around if you learn more before you begin.





Learn Your Horse, Then Train Your Horse


Q A friend of mine took her new mare to one of your clinics and you told her that she should learn her horse before she could train her horse. I loved that idea, and I have had it in the back of my head since then. Now I have a new horse that my instructor bought at an auction, and we don’t know anything about him except that his conformation is good and he seems to have fairly good movement. We’re basing this on watching him run in the arena, since nobody has yet been on his back.


My veterinarian thinks he is about eight years old. He was very thin at first, but now that he has been here for two months and gained a lot of weight, he still seems to have a nice quiet personality. My instructor thinks that he will be a good training project for me, and I am thrilled that she trusts me enough to let me try, but I know I need help. Given that we have just about no information about this horse, how can I “learn” him well enough to train him?
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Watching your horse is the first step on the road to training him.







A What a wonderful question, and what an exciting project for you! Learning your horse means getting to know him. The better you know a horse, the better you’ll be able to train him effectively. You’ve taken the first step just by watching him run in the arena. Watching a horse is an important part of training. You can learn about your horse by watching him when he’s loose, learn more by working him on the ground, learn even more by riding him — and then watch him again and learn still more. The secret is to watch carefully and make notes, asking yourself questions and watching until you have the answers. Everything you observe about your horse will help you understand him better once you’re on his back.


Turn him out in the field. What does he do when he is first turned out? Does he rear and buck, run to the far end of the field, race over to the other horses, or walk to the nearest patch of grass and begin grazing? When other horses are present, how does he interact with them? When he plays, does he spend most of his time rearing or running? When other horses are not present, does he whinny for them, trot the fence line, or graze calmly? How does he react to windy days? What does he do when it rains? How does he react to snow? Does he like to roll? Does he roll often? Does he roll all the way over? How many times?


Turn him loose in the arena. Does he stand still, race around the edge, criss-cross the arena, or play in the center of the arena? Does he run or buck or roll? If there is a jump or a bucket in the arena, does he approach and investigate it, or does he avoid it?


Watch his movement. Is his walk slow and shuffling, or does he appear to be going somewhere? At the trot, how far forward do his legs reach? Are his front and hind legs parallel? Does his trot show suspension? Which direction does he prefer? How does he move from trot into canter — does he jump into canter, fall into it, or is it hard for you to see the moment when he changes gaits? Which canter lead does he prefer, and does he change his lead when he changes direction? When he stops suddenly from a canter, does he buck, rear, or crouch and slide to a stop? Is he visibly more flexible in one direction and stiffer in the other? How does he react to an audience? How does he react to music? Does he show off for other horses or for humans?


Put him on the longe line. How does he carry himself? Is his back lifted, does he raise his neck from the base and reach forward with his neck and head, does his tail lift and swing? How attentive is he to your signals? How quick are his responses? Does he bend easily on a 20-meter circle? What if you spiral him in until he is on an 18-meter circle, or a 15-meter circle? How does he react when you ask him to spiral out again? Is he more at ease in one direction than the other? How are his gaits — does he have clear footfalls at walk, trot, and canter? Does he move energetically, and will he lengthen his stride if you allow him to do so? When you ask him to stop and stand, does he stand quietly?


Now “learn” your horse by riding him. Is he tense or relaxed, fidgety or quiet, focused on you or focused on something else? How does he respond when you shift your weight, move the reins, give him a squeeze with your leg or a tap with your whip? Does he hold the bit quietly in his mouth, chew it, try to lean on it, or curl up behind it? Is his jaw relaxed or tense and tight? How about his neck? When he walks, does his back feel stiff and straight or flexible and round? When he begins to trot, does his back feel the same, does it seem to narrow and drop away from you, or does it seem to widen and lift? How does he respond to an opening rein, a direct rein, an indirect rein, a gentle half halt? When you turn him, is he moving from your leg and weight, or does he wait for the signal from the rein?


Never stop watching your horse. Even if longeing isn’t part of your daily program, longe your horse from time to time and watch him carefully. Watch him as often as possible when he’s turned out, and ask your instructor or another good rider to ride him occasionally while you watch. Have someone make a video of you riding him so that you’ll be able to see how he moves and how he reacts when you are in the saddle.





Confused by Training Scale


Q I came to dressage rather late in life but am all the more fascinated because of approaching it as an intellectual challenge suitable for adults, or perhaps that’s what I tell myself to compensate for being so much less supple and fit than the young people at the barn! I have been studying the list of the German training scale (rhythm, suppleness, contact, impulsion, straightness, collection), and I think I am clear about the principles and the order. What I am not clear about is the amount of overlap there may be between each two successive elements.


Can a horse become supple even if he is not yet confirmed in his rhythm? At the other end of the scale, can a horse that is not perfectly straight attain some degree of collection? Also, if a horse appears to be losing the element that the trainer is currently training, would it be correct for the trainer to return to the immediately previous element and practice that element before attempting the next one again?


A I think that what’s confusing you is that these six concepts are generally referred to as “building blocks” or “steps,” which seems to imply that each one is independent and that the trainer takes the horse from the first to the second, from the second to the third, and so on. Actually all six concepts are connected to each other in every way imaginable. The list is not strictly linear and it isn’t a checklist; the trainer doesn’t ever say “Ah, good, we have rhythm, cross it off the list and we’ll move on to suppleness!” or “Hurrah, cross off contact, now we can focus on straightness!” Instead, each new item is added without the previous one losing any of its importance.


You’re right: If a horse were losing — or struggling with — any of those “blocks,” it would be correct for the trainer to go back, and possibly back and back, even to the very beginning. In fact, good trainers recapitulate the entire training scale on a daily basis — that’s what they do when they are warming up their horses.


The building blocks concept is reasonably accurate in terms of the need to deal with them in a certain overall order and the importance of having each block securely in place before adding the next one. But there are many different ways of describing this logical progression. In very general terms, you could say that the first stage of training helps the horse retrieve his own balance and movement while carrying a rider on his back (rhythm and suppleness). The second stage builds the power of the horse’s “engine” — developing the strength of his hindquarters and the bending and pushing power of his hind legs (contact and impulsion). Finally, the third stage involves an even greater development of hind-end power, promoting the horse’s ability to carry the weight of his own forehand rather than pushing it (straightness and collection).


For any of the steps or elements to be achieved in a meaningful way, the previous elements have to be present as well. That’s why I say it isn’t a checklist — the list is cumulative, as is the effect of the training on the horse. The training scale is all about making progress and building on previous attainments. New elements can and should be added to keep training moving forward, but every previous element must be included all of the time.
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Good training recapitulates the entire training scale on a daily basis.








Quick Comparison: Discipline and Punishment


Q For the past five months, I have been a working student for a well-known trainer. My riding has improved somewhat but I am not sure that I am learning anything useful about training horses, which is what I want to do with my life. I have never seen so much hitting of horses in my life as I have seen here in the last few months. I don’t think of myself as soft or sentimental, but I have been accused of being both those things because I am not willing to pick fights with the horses that come here for training.


This trainer says it’s important to start a fight with a horse during the first day he’s here, so that he will immediately learn who is the boss. There are no exceptions. Young timid horses might get strong-minded later if they don’t learn who the boss is right now. Older horses think they know it all (he says this about every horse older than two) and need to find out who is in charge.


Mr. X has a reputation for turning out horses that are very quiet and calm, even lazy. This was one of the reasons I wanted to work for him! Now that I know what he does, I don’t understand how the horses turn out this way — the first few times I saw him beating up the horses, I really expected them to go crazy and trample him. Does this kind of training method really work? I don’t have a problem with disciplining horses, I just don’t see any reason to frighten them and beat them up. To me, that’s not training, it’s abuse. Can you give me a very short explanation of the difference between discipline and punishment and also explain how horses react when they are being disciplined or punished?


A I’m sorry that you’re being exposed to these sorts of “training” methods. I agree that you’re not going to learn anything useful there, and I strongly suggest that you leave as soon as you possibly can.


First let me address the issue of those “quiet, calm, lazy” horses. You’ve discovered one of the pathetic secrets of bad training methods. When horses — normal, average horses and also more sensitive horses — are systematically frightened, abused, and confused, they don’t learn what the rules are or what is expected of them, they only learn that they are going to be hit again and again, apparently at random.


Since they can’t make sense of their environment, have no way of controlling it, and are not able to escape it physically, they take the only possible escape route: They shut down. Imagine yourself surrounded by people who are shrieking in languages that you don’t understand and beating you for no reason at all. If you reached a point at which you no longer were able to react to stimuli of any kind, you might appear to be a calm, quiet, lazy, insensitive person who just didn’t notice what was going on around you. Actually you would probably be in some sort of dissociative fugue state in which you would still be moving and perhaps speaking, but you would be unable to remember who you were or what you had been doing.


Horses can have this reaction, and that seems to be the point of the “training” you have seen. You can see this on a much smaller scale at just about any boarding stable — there is always at least one rider who kicks or whips a horse constantly, claiming that “The horse is resistant” or “The horse isn’t responding and needs a stronger aid.” Horses in this position do eventually learn to ignore, or appear to ignore, the kicking, slapping, spurring, and whipping, and they accomplish this by shutting down and not registering any additional stimuli. Horses who are constantly pushed — all pressure, no release — and whose efforts are never rewarded or even acknowledged can also shut down like this.


Horse trainers need to be very clear in their own minds about the difference between discipline and punishment.
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Discipline is fast, brief, and calm; punishment hurts and frightens the horse and has no place in training.







Discipline is a teaching tool with a clear purpose and a function. Discipline is understood by the horse, accepted by the horse, and makes the horse feel more secure. Discipline occurs when the trainer reminds the horse of the rules after (or just before) a minor infraction occurs; the horse learns a useful lesson and does not become upset or fearful.


Punishment is not a teaching tool — its only legitimate use is to severely discourage a dangerous, unprovoked aggressive behavior. Punishment has no place in training; it makes a horse afraid and insecure, and over time can create resentment as well as fear. Punishment occurs when the trainer has failed to notice that there was about to be a problem, and then failed to discipline the horse when it would have been appropriate to do so. Punishment involves rage, revenge, and the trainer’s ego; the horse learns nothing useful and becomes upset and fearful. In other words, punishment is discipline that failed.


The difference is visible. When you hear someone yell at a horse or see someone hit a horse, look at the horse. His body and facial expression will tell the story. If you hear a slap and see a horse with a stiff back, tense neck, and tightly closed mouth, the horse has been punished. If you hear a slap and see a horse with a relaxed back, neck, and mouth, the horse has been disciplined.





When Is Punishment Appropriate?


Q I’ve heard and read a lot of conflicting information about when it is and isn’t appropriate to punish a horse. I know that when a horse does something wrong, punishment has to be part of training, but I’m not clear on when it’s a reasonable thing to do and when it’s an abusive thing to do. Can you clarify when a trainer should punish a horse, and also what sort of punishment should be used?


A The quick and easy answer is that punishment is not part of training, and there is never a time when a horse should be punished for doing something wrong.


Think of your horse’s training as being similar to a young child’s education. If you had a little one in school, when would you find it acceptable for his teacher to punish him and what sort of punishment would you find acceptable?


If you’re like most parents, you want your child to learn, and to learn how to learn, and to learn to enjoy learning so that he will continue to learn throughout his life. You want his teachers to help him learn, show him and tell him things, and make the learning experience enjoyable and pleasant. You want your child to look forward to going to school each morning — you don’t want him to dislike it, dread it, and spend his time trying to find ways to avoid it.
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The “punishment rule” is very simple.







All of these things apply to your horse in training. You want your horse to learn, you want him to learn to learn and to enjoy the process of learning. You want the process to be pleasant and enjoyable for him, and you want him to learn that you are a good person to be with. You want him to like you, trust you, and feel safe with you; you want him to have a good time when he is with you. You want him to whinny and come to the gate when he sees you approaching with the saddle — you don’t want him racing to the opposite end of his field, or turning his back to you and trying to hide his head in the far corner of his stall.


It’s quite possible to teach a horse using positive methods. There will be discipline, but punishment shouldn’t come into the picture at all. Appropriate discipline, whether by voice, leg, or whip (never by reins), is a good trainer’s correction in the form of an instant reaction that is neither violent (“I’ll hurt you!”) nor judgmental (“You’re bad!”). Think of discipline as a course correction — “We need to turn left here,” or, “Stop! Now straighten your wheels and back up another six inches, you’re almost exactly lined up with the trailer.” You’re making a necessary correction, but there is no animosity and no hard feelings.


Positive training will make you, the trainer, work harder, but there’s nothing wrong with that.





Disagree on Discipline


Q I have owned a four-year-old quarter Horse gelding, my first horse, for about a year. He is intelligent, eager to please, and sane. Though I lack experience, I make sure never to go beyond my abilities, and I study books and videos and go to training workshops. I work at the stables where my horse lives, and I have received much guidance from the owner there, who breaks horses and does dressage. Before trying to work on technical riding skills, I concentrated on establishing relationships with the horses. All the horses there obey and respect me with the slightest gestures, and the owner has even expressed awe at how well I worked with them.
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Hitting and yelling won’t increase a horse’s comfort or his understanding.







Unfortunately, a recent event made clear to me that he and I have some differences in thought. He offered to help me take a shoe off my horse, Blue. When Blue tried to pull his hoof away, the guy started yelling and hitting him. I watched the situation get out of hand quickly, becoming a contest of will between them, until I couldn’t recognize my horse anymore! His eyes were rolling, he was moving all over the place, refusing to give his foot, and this guy was angry and cursing and kicking him. He grabbed a twitch and my horse stood still. After about two minutes (the shoe was difficult to remove) the fight between them started again. At the end, he was yelling at me, saying I am too gentle with my horse. My horse was quite simply nuts; I have never seen him behave like that before.


This man practices classical technique, using continued pressure. I have been using the Western method, releasing the pressure as soon as my horse complies with my demand. I didn’t feel comfortable twitching him while he was standing still! Since he was doing what we wanted, I felt he needed a release to let him know that. Without any clear signs of what we wanted and whether he was doing it yet, he seemed confused and frustrated.


There is also the emotion thing. This guy often says you must “get mad” to scare the horse into submission. I am more a mental person than an emotional one. I act, I discipline, but never with emotion. He thinks that means I lack force.


My question is this: Can it cause behavioral problems when a horse is accustomed to one method and has someone work a different way with him? Or can the horse learn “This way with this person, that way with the other”? I am happy with my horse’s discipline and work. I wonder if I need to insist that this man know and respect the method Blue is used to, so as not to screw up his head, confuse him, or make him lose his enthusiasm for work.


A It sounds to me as though you have a very good method of dealing with your horse, and I think you are also getting some good help from the owner of the stable. However, I agree with you that the situation you described was not good or appropriate.


Horses always have reasons for doing what they do. A cooperative horse will not pull its foot away just to be rude, or to “test” or “challenge” the farrier, but he may pull his foot away if he is uncomfortable, unbalanced, or frightened. Hitting and yelling will not help a horse become more comfortable, better balanced, or less frightened, and if the horse was not already nervous, he will be after someone has yelled at him and hit him. A twitch shouldn’t be used as an alternative to good handling, but many farriers and vets want the owner to use a twitch if a horse becomes agitated or nervous, because they don’t want to put themselves in a dangerous position. Handling a horse’s feet puts a human in prime kicking range, and I’m sure you can understand why any farrier would be reluctant to work on a horse that was dancing and leaping.


Horses can learn different routines and associate them with different humans, or even with different tack. Stallions used for breeding, for example, know instantly whether they are being taken out for exercise or to go to the breeding shed, because they wear a different halter or bridle for each activity, and they quickly learn which is which. But horses appreciate consistent behavior, and I suggest that you accept help only from those people who are willing to treat your horse with the kindness and respect that you have taught him to expect.


It should never be necessary to frighten a horse into submission. You can be assertive like the herd leader, without being aggressive like a predator. Discipline must always be given without emotion, otherwise it becomes aggressive punishment rather than an assertive reminder of one’s authority. You are right and the stable owner was wrong. He may well be correct in saying that you lack force, but since force has no place in horse training, I would take that statement as a compliment.


I suspect that the man was frightened, and was probably ashamed of being frightened, and that fear and embarrassment made him act aggressively toward your horse. He was probably also annoyed that your horse would calmly do whatever you wanted and would not cooperate with him. If he is a good man, he is probably already more than a little embarrassed about the incident and wishes it had not happened.


If you want him to use your techniques of horse handling, you may need to show him exactly what they are, and explain that this is the way you want your horse handled by everyone. If he is willing to comply with your request, then you can safely accept his help; if he is not, then you cannot. “Getting mad” is not a good training tool — I like yours much better: patience and calm. The next time this man offers to help you, unless you are certain he will use your preferred techniques, say, “Thank you, it’s very kind of you to offer, but no thanks.”


One final thought: Classical technique employs minimal and very brief pressure, with the emphasis always on the “yield,” what the new Western trainers call the “release.” Continuous pressure is not classical technique, it’s just bad training.





Dealing with Resistances


Q What is the right way to deal with resistances? I have always been told that it’s important to work through them, but I’m not sure I know what that means. Usually when I see other riders “working through resistances,” they are beating or whipping or repeatedly kicking their horses, and I don’t want to do that to my horse.


Is that really what working through resistances means? Is there some other way I could deal with a resistance? I worry that my horse might have trouble understanding my signals or might not be able to do what I’m asking, and I would punish him when he didn’t deserve it.


I have had my horse for two years, and I would not say that he has been resistant yet. But others have told me that all horses are resistant by nature and that it’s something that every rider has to deal with frequently, so it is just a matter of time before my horse shows resistance, too.


A The way a rider or trainer deals with resistances often has less to do with the horse than with his or her personal beliefs about the nature of resistance. I generally see three rider responses to resistance:
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A good trainer won’t push a tense, anxious horse, but will restore calm before asking again.









	“How dare the horse disobey me!”


	  “This horse doesn’t want to cooperate, I must make my aids stronger!”


	“Oh dear, I must have done something wrong, now what was it?”







The first two interpretations tend to lead to more, bigger, and more frequent resistances, whereas the third, in which the rider accepts responsibility, tends to lead to fewer, smaller, and less frequent resistances.


When someone says, “My horse is resistant,” I ask, “Resistant to what?” Horses on their own, without riders or trainers to tell them what to do, don’t exhibit resistances. A resistance is a reaction. If my horse resists, the horse is reacting to something I did. My interest is in discovering the cause and putting the situation right, not in blaming the horse and certainly not in punishing the horse.


A resistance is the way a horse says, “What did you just say, I couldn’t quite hear you?” or, “I don’t understand what you just said,” or, “I can’t do what you just asked me to do.” I have not yet met a horse whose resistance I could interpret in any other way. Unfortunately, I do meet many people who think that a resistance is typical horse behavior and that all resistances must be “pushed through,” “worked through,” or “punished” (and the three terms might as well be synonyms). Horses ridden by people who expect them to resist are likely to provide the expected resistance in some form. Horses generally do give us what we ask for, and some riders practically demand resistance by insisting that the horse perform rather than try, and by making a demand over and over until the horse finally gives in or gives up.


If someone like you is training a horse, things are different. If the horse offers a resistance, and the trainer’s reaction is “Uh-oh, I pushed you too far, sorry, let’s go back a step and relax and try again, and I’ll take it easier this time,” then I would expect that trainer to encounter very few resistances from horses in training. Your horse probably experiences occasional moments when he misunderstands an aid, or when he doesn’t clearly understand what you’ve asked him to do, or when he understands but is not certain that he can do what you’ve asked him to do. In other words, he is a normal horse having normal experiences associated with being trained. The difference is that you aren’t attaching the label “resistances” to these moments, because, luckily for your horse, you don’t think that way.


Horses aren’t devious; they don’t spend their time devising clever methods to avoid work, although many riders and trainers seem to believe this is the case. To avoid resistances, pay attention to your horse at all times so that as soon as he becomes a little bit tired, sore, worried, or frustrated, you instantly redirect his energy into a positive action and then praise and reward him and give him a break. The more observant and understanding you are, the better trainer you will be, and the fewer resistances you will encounter.





“Natural” Trainer and Untrainable Horse?


Q I don’t know if this was the right thing to do, but I took my horse home from the trainer’s barn yesterday when she still had six weeks of training to go. I am hoping that you will be able to help me understand whether the trainer is right and I am ruining my horse by indulging her, or whether there is something wrong with the way he was training her.


Lia is a three-year-old mare, half Connemara and half Thoroughbred. I’ve owned her since she was eight months old, and I have trained her myself until now. I am 54 and have never backed a young horse myself, so I arranged to place Lia with a local trainer for three months, after which he assured me that she would be easy for me to ride. In retrospect I realize that I should have been a bit suspicious of this since three months is not long enough to train a horse thoroughly. In any case, I had heard good things about him from a neighbor (another mistake on my part, since I had not at that time ever seen the neighbor ride) and knew that he trained with the “Natural Horsemanship” pressure and release method.


I was allowed to come every other Thursday for half an hour to watch, otherwise I was to stay away because the owner’s presence would supposedly distract the horse and disrupt the training. I agreed to this (yes, I know now that this was a huge error on my part) although I cried on the way home because I was unhappy about leaving her there. On each one of the three Thursdays that I watched Lia being ridden, I wanted to cry, and after the third one I returned home, talked with my husband, and took my trailer to go and bring Lia home.


First visit: The trainer pulled Lia’s head to his knee and booted her sideways with his leg, saying, “The most important skill to have is the one-rein stop.” She staggered and almost fell twice but he never let up. When I asked him if so much force was necessary, he said it was when a horse was spoiled and older than the normal age to begin training (two or younger).
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Forcing a horse into submission is an unacceptable training method.







Second visit: Lia was being taught to back, and apparently resisted when he first used firm pressure in her mouth, because she reared. When she came down, he did several very rapid one-rein stops, jerking her head to his knee and really shoving her hindquarters to one side. This time she did fall. I was horrified but also secretly glad that I had taken her to a trainer instead of having her rear and fall when I was riding her.


Third visit: Lia was still learning to back but had made great progress, he said. He had adjusted the reins to run through some sort of loop between her front legs (attached to the cinch I believe) so that she had to put her head down between her knees, and he then backed her across and then around and around the riding school. When he stopped her near me her whole body was shaking, and I could see blood at the corner of her mouth. He allowed her some rein and she immediately began to fling her head about, so he backed her all the way around again, did several more one-rein stops, and then put her away, saying that she had not yet learned to yield to pressure but that she would learn by the time I took her home.


I deliberately chose this trainer because I did not want my sweet mare to be harmed by traditional forceful breaking, but if this is Natural Horsemanship I want no part of it. Is there some other method I could use that would allow me to train Lia myself? Or is it hopeless — is it possible that she is just not trainable?


A There was nothing natural about this trainer, and as for horsemanship, that never came into the picture at all. You did the right thing in taking Lia home; I only wish that you had been able to take her away after or even before your first visit to the trainer’s establishment.


“Pressure and release” should probably be written as “pressure and RELEASE,” because that puts the emphasis where it belongs. The release is the essential element here. Pressure without release is not a training technique, because the horse learns not from the pressure but from the release.


When a horse shows you that you’ve applied too much pressure, or applied pressure for too long, or, as is very common, applied too much pressure for too long, you need to remove the pressure, pause, do something else, and then ask again, but this time more gently, more slowly, and more quietly. The horse must be given time to understand that something is wanted, time to figure out what is wanted, and time to offer the movement or posture that the trainer seems to want. For the trainer to sustain or, worse, escalate the pressure while waiting for the correct response only interferes with the training process.


A horse that is just learning to step back will do better if the trainer asks for a single step, then immediately releases, praises, and rewards the horse, pauses, and only then asks for another step.


Pressure and release is easy to overuse and misuse. Some trainers put heavy, unrelenting pressure on a horse and maintain the pressure until the horse performs the action they want. This works only if the horse is lucky enough to guess what’s wanted and is physically able to comply. It’s useless in the long term, because horses will learn to respond to pressure with one of three reactions, not one of which is productive: attempt to escape the pressure (flight), attempt to escape the trap in which they are caught (fight), and attempt to escape emotionally when physical flight and fight are both impossible (freeze or shut down).


Your mare was hurt, frightened, and confused, and was forced into submission instead of being given a chance to learn anything. Constant pressure teaches the horse only one thing, and that is to fear and dislike the person applying the pressure. Poor Lia had a bad time at the trainer’s establishment, but you have learned several very important lessons that will stand you in good stead from now on.


First and foremost: It’s the release that teaches.


Second: Trust your instincts. You cried on your way home, which means that at some level, you knew, or felt, that all was not well. Your instincts were wiser than you knew.


Third: You have a responsibility to your horse. Don’t allow anyone to do anything that will hurt or frighten your horse. If something bad happens, you and your horse will live with the consequences for a long time.


Fourth: Be hesitant to accept recommendations from people whose own standards you don’t know. If you had known more about your neighbor’s definition of “good training,” you would have taken Lia elsewhere.


Fifth: Beware of any trainer who does not want the horse’s owner to see the horse being trained. This is never a good sign. The best trainers want the owner to see as much of the training as possible and want the owner to participate as much as possible. Even the best training is largely useless if a horse is sent home without its owner being given some training as well.


Sixth: Look at individuals, not at labels. This man was obviously neither a trainer nor a horseman: Fear, force, and violence are unacceptable training techniques. You don’t have to give up on “natural” horsemanship — just look for a better trainer.





Chapter 2




Training from the Ground


Sensible, horse-friendly training starts with work on the ground, because the training process begins as soon as there is contact between you and your horse. When you begin your horse’s training matters much less than how you begin it. Training might begin just after your foal is born, just after you buy an ex-racehorse off the track, or just after you adopt a fully grown Mustang. Successful training can also begin when a horse is a mature adult. Whether you are using a round pen, a square pen, or no pen at all, the constructive work you do with your horse on the ground will prepare him for future work under saddle.
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How Do I Teach Ground Manners?


Q As a first-time horse owner, I made the mistake of buying a horse that is much less well trained than I thought he was! I was told that he was a fully trained nine-year-old gelding who could be ridden both English and Western. In fact, Carlito is four years old, not nine. He knows very little about anything, though he can stop (sometimes) and steer (not very well), but is so nice that anyone can put an English or a Western saddle on him and ride him around. I have had him for six months and have fallen in love with him, and I want to keep him and work with him even though my veterinarian and my instructor both would prefer that I get another horse.


Because he is so sweet and quiet (my vet and instructor agree on that) and I feel safe around him, I want to train him myself. I will work with my instructor on everything involving riding, of course. But I would like some instructions on how to teach him good manners for everyday handling. I would like him to face me when I go into his stall to halter him, and then I would like him to wait for me to lead him out and for him to walk next to me. When I attach the lead rope to the halter, he immediately begins walking. Sometimes he goes ahead of me and sometimes he lags back. I think that if I can train Carlito to have nice ground manners, my instructor will take my training ambitions more seriously.


A You bought a horse that was advertised as mature and fully trained and found that he was young and basically untrained. Although you are a first-time horse owner, you want to keep the horse and train him yourself. I’m sure you understand why this makes your instructor nervous, and why she and your vet recommend that you replace him with a horse that is mature and trained. That said, Carlito is your horse now and from the sound of it he is not going anywhere. This isn’t an ideal situation, but since Carlito is obviously sweet, calm, and tolerant, and your instructor is willing to work with you and your horse, then if you are prepared for a great deal of work and time, slow progress, and (inevitably) some frustration, then by all means, have a go at training him.


You are undoubtedly correct about your instructor — she is probably dubious about your ability to deal with the sheer scope of the project you’ve taken on. You are also correct about the importance of teaching Carlito good ground manners. He needs them, you need for him to have them, and yes, this will show your instructor that you are serious about your desire to train your horse. It will also show her that you understand and use the principles of good horse training and are ready to learn more from her.


If you want Carlito to face you in the stall, don’t enter the stall until he is facing you. Unless your stalls are solid from floor to ceiling, he’ll be able to see and hear you when you’re standing outside his stall. Call him, praise him when he comes over, then open the door, pet him, put on his halter, and praise him again. If he turns away when you bring out the halter, wait for a moment and then call him again, praise him, pet him, and put on the halter. It won’t take long for him to figure out what you want.


When you put on the halter, unfasten the crownpiece first. Then follow these steps:




	
1. Stand next to or slightly in front of his left shoulder (depending on his length of neck and your length of arm), put your right arm over his neck and grasp the crownpiece of the halter.


	
2. With your left hand, hold the halter in front of him, low enough that he will need to drop his head to put his nose into it. If you like, you can begin by holding a treat where he will have to reach through the halter to get it, which will quickly give him the right idea. If you use a verbal signal such as “head down” and treat only when his head is low, he will learn that dropping his head is comfortable for him and elicits praise and treats from you. You can phase out the treats over time. If you don’t begin with treats, you’ll need to allow more time, but in either case, patience is the real secret: If you hold the halter and wait, he will eventually drop his head and you can pet and praise him.


	
3. As he drops his head, pull the halter up on his head, using your left hand to keep the cheekpiece and buckle away from his left eye and using your right hand to bring the crownpiece over to the left side of his neck.


	
4. Buckle the halter, pet your horse, and praise him.
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Horses are much more comfortable if their halters are put on correctly.







Note: If your halter has a “convenient” clip at the throat latch, ignore it. Those clips create unhappy, head-shy horses, because owners who use the clip invariably put on the halter by pushing the fastened crownpiece up the horse’s forehead and over his ears, and then remove the halter by pulling it over his ears again in the opposite direction. Put on Carlito’s halter properly each time so that he won’t learn to associate the halter with the discomfort of having his ears squashed flat.


When you clip the lead rope to his halter, just stand there. If Carlito starts to walk off, ask him to stop and stand, or even to back a step or two and then stand. When you have his attention, position yourself at his shoulder, give a light tug on the lead rope, say “walk” or “walk on,” and begin walking. If you do this every time you attach the lead rope to his halter, he will learn to focus on you and stand until he is asked to begin walking. For the first few weeks, practice stopping and starting several times whenever you lead him. This will help both of you develop the habit of focusing on each other.


For safe leading, it’s best if your own shoulder is near the base of your horse’s neck, roughly halfway between his shoulder and head. Keep Carlito in position next to you as you lead him and keep these points in mind:




	  Hold the lead rope a foot or so below your horse’s jaw. The lead rope will cross your body; the rest of its (folded) length will be held with your other hand. (Practice from both sides.)


	  To get your horse’s attention, speak his name and/or give a little tug on the lead rope.


	  To stop, use his name, say “whoa,” and stop walking. If necessary, give a little tug on the rope, but if he is paying close attention to you, he will stop when you stop.


	  When you want him to move forward again, speak his name and tell him “walk on” as you begin to walk forward.


	Try to avoid making kissing or clucking sounds, because those are imprecise and generic. Carlito should pay attention to you, and you should give him precise commands.


	  If Carlito forgets and begins to move ahead of you, give a brief tug on the lead rope to remind him to hold his position. If he becomes distracted and begins to slow his walk, speak his name and say “walk on.” If you need to stop and regroup for any reason, do so, and take advantage of the opportunity to ask him to stop and then praise him for stopping and standing.







There should be a clear space between your side and your horse’s body, and he should respect — that is, maintain — that space. If he crowds you, bend your elbow outward so that he will encounter it and remind himself to keep his distance. If you prefer, you can use the butt end of a whip instead: Hold it horizontally across your body and allow the horse’s neck or shoulder to bump against it if he comes too close.


If Carlito is a typical horse, you will find that he enjoys these lessons and does his best to please you.





Leading an Excited Young Filly


Q My new weanling filly is six months old and she is the love of my life. Xena is tall and beautiful and very brave for a baby. I could sit and watch her for hours. I am having a little problem with her, however. She spends her nights in a stall, but goes out in a pasture with three other horses from just after sunrise to just before sundown. When I take her from the barn out to the pasture, she doesn’t always come with me nicely. Sometimes she is so excited that she leaps and jumps around, and then other times she’ll just stop dead and stand, and then she won’t go forward.


I’ve tried three things that people have suggested. First, I tried pulling her forward, which didn’t work at all, and then I was told this was wrong. Then I tried facing her and giving short pulls on the rope instead of a long pull, but she wouldn’t come with me and at one point she even started to back up. Then I tried standing there waiting for her to move, which seems to work after a while, but then sometimes we’ll walk another 10 feet and she will stop again. I want to train her right, but I need to be able to get her from the barn to the pasture every day. The distance between them is about 200 feet along a dirt path. I worry because there is no fence around the property, so if Xena got loose, she might go anywhere including out onto the road. What can I do to have her walk nicely from the barn to the pasture? The strange thing is, she knows how to lead! Before her mother went back to my instructor’s farm, Xena was very obedient and would lead nicely to the pasture behind her mother, with no stopping.


A Your last sentence tells the whole story: Your filly doesn’t actually know how to lead. When you led her behind her mother, she was just following her mother — the lead rope was incidental, and as far as she knew, you too were following her mother. Following mama provides considerable incentive for a foal to go forward. Now you’re the proud owner of a large, six-month-old weanling filly who no longer has a mama to follow. When you lead her by herself, she doesn’t have that same incentive to go forward, so you are going to have to teach her to lead.


For now, since you are absolutely right about the risks of an excited foal running around a property with no perimeter fence, you might want to have someone lead another horse to the pasture in front of your filly so that she can follow. You can do a little leading practice on your way to the pasture, but plan to hold most of your leading lessons in an enclosed space, either a pasture or an arena.


Since your filly already accepts the halter and lead rope and just gets “stuck” sometimes, you won’t be starting from the very beginning, and it shouldn’t be too difficult to teach her the rest of what she needs to know. Here are some suggestions for your leading lessons.


Pressure on the lead rope should be brief, not steady. You want her to come with you; you aren’t going to drag her anywhere. Teach yourself to reward your filly quickly by creating a sag in the rope. She needs to learn that you will remove all pressure from the lead rope as soon as she even tips her nose in your direction.


Whatever you do, don’t turn and face her. Staring at her will not give her any incentive to move toward you. You’ll be exhibiting predator behavior, and that’s more likely to frighten her than to elicit her cooperation. Look in the direction that you want her to go.
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A simple step sideways can be enough to unstick a horse that is reluctant to move forward.







Carry a buggy whip or a long dressage whip. Whenever your filly stops — assuming that you haven’t asked her to stop — the whip will help you remind her to go forward. While you are facing in the direction you want to go, with the horse at your right shoulder, holding the whip in your left hand will allow you to reach around behind your back with it and tap-tap-tap (not hit!) the horse on her hindquarters or hocks. The length of the whip lets you use it to enforce your verbal “walk on” cue and your facing-forward, ready-to-go body language. A few taps are generally all that’s needed to “unstick” a horse, and then you can praise your filly as she walks forward. If you haven’t used this technique before, practice your coordination on another horse before you work with your filly.


Move her sideways, then forward. If you have taught your filly to follow her nose, even just for a step or two, then you may have good results if you try to move her sideways as well as forward. When she gets “stuck,” encourage her to come with you to the left or the right: walk her on a curve. Horses who become “stuck” on straight lines or when they feel lead rope pressure will often become “unstuck” and begin walking forward again if they are led in a circle instead of a straight line.


With the aid of your tap-tapping whip, you may be able to go from pasture to stall in a series of loops. If it’s winter, you may create some funny-looking tracks in the snow, but all that matters is that when you ask her to move forward she answers, “Yes, okay, I’ll do that.” Once she develops the habit of moving when you ask her to move, and coming with you when you ask, she will learn to lead in a straight line. The circle stage won’t last forever; as time goes by, she will become “stuck” less and less often.





Teaching to Tie


Q I have a new rescue horse that is almost a year old and, as far as I know, has never been tied. I’ve read horror stories about horses breaking their necks when they panic and pull back, and other horses who survive but aren’t ever normal again or who have neck injuries that show up later in life. My other horses already knew how to tie when I got them. This will be my first time training a horse to tie. Everyone gives me advice and the only thing that’s consistent is that if one person says, “Always do this,” the next person will say, “Never do this” — and they’re talking about the same thing!


I’ve been told to tie the horse high, to tie him low; to tie him to an inner tube, to never use an inner tube because it will teach him to pull; to use a loop of twine because it will break, to never use a loop of twine because it will break. I’ve been told to tie with a rope, to never tie with a rope but always with a bungee cord; to never tie with a bungee cord — you get the idea!


A Tying does not actually have to be one of the first things a horse learns. I much prefer first teaching horses to be connected to a person by a lead rope, then teaching them to lead (walk, turn right, turn left, stop, back, and so on), and only then teaching them to tie.


Whether you’re working with a young foal or an older horse, it’s a good idea to teach the horse to stand quietly while he is connected to you by a lead rope. Begin by attaching the lead rope to the halter while the horse is in the stall and holding the other end of the lead. You can groom the horse, scratch him, pet him, do whatever you like. There’s no need to put constant pressure on the lead rope — occasionally put just enough pressure on to tip the horse’s nose this way or that, and then relax the pressure and praise and pet the horse as soon as he begins to move his nose in the desired direction. Do enough of this and you’ll be well on your way to teaching your new horse to lead.






[image: ]

Teach your horse to lead reliably before you teach him to tie.







Change the venue to a larger pen or arena or turnout paddock, then to a field. If possible, “pony” your horse from another horse, which will teach him to follow when the pressure on the rope is coming from above. Give the horse plenty of time to discover that (a) being connected to someone or something by a rope is not a bad thing, and that (b) when pressure is put on the rope, he can make the pressure disappear by moving in the direction of the pressure. These are two lessons that horses need to learn early on but that are often neglected.
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