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Preface


When I was a very young child, I not only wanted to be with horses all of the time, but I even wanted to be a horse. I galloped, reared, kicked, and nickered. When I saw a new thing, I’d walk up very cautiously, roll my head forward and down to get a really good look, and then I’d jump lightly to the side with a squeal. Then I’d approach the item again to smell it with an air of suspicion and high alertness, all the while making snorting and blowing sounds.


 I even did this at the dinner table to inspect my food. Not the greatest behavior when we had company, especially when I’d follow the sniffing with a loud whinny. Our guests would joke to my parents that I was part horse, but that was not good enough for me. I wanted to be all horse. That’s why, after grooming a horse, I’d be careful not to completely wash my hands so that I could save that wonderful smell for as long as possible.


 Somewhere in grade school, much to my parents’ relief, my external horse behavior subsided somewhat, but the core of my being had become part horse. And so it is to this day. My life has revolved around horses.


 Many of the books I have written about horses have been about horse-related “things” — barns and feeding, grooming and tack, hoof care, training and riding. In a few books, I’ve talked about the interaction between humans and horses as it relates to management or training, but up until now, I haven’t devoted an entire book to what makes up the horse.


 Since I am a teacher at heart, my explanations have lots of facts and details in them. This is because instead of having you take my word for it, I’d rather give you something you can sink your teeth into — information that can help you come to your own conclusions. Because research on horse behavior is limited and opinions abound, I’m offering you my interpretation of what has been published.


 Yet, when it comes right down to it, all of the books and information in the world are not going to take the place of the time and experience needed to develop a sense of horse. As far as I am concerned, that is something very personal. No one can give it to you, you can’t buy it, and you can’t come to it purely from an intellectual standpoint. Learning some facts about horses, however, will help you form a valuable base for understanding their needs, behaviors, and abilities. To that end, I have written a combination “left brain/right brain” book directed at the scientist and artist that exist in all of us.


 Besides the facts, I’m including examples and anecdotes that will bring those facts to life. Throughout, you’ll read my interpretation of the facts based on my lifetime with horses as a trainer, riding instructor, classroom teacher, horse show judge, breeder, book author, and photojournalist.


 Nevertheless, I encourage you to be open-minded. Listen to, watch, and read other horsemen. Let the subterfuges sink, and watch the cream rise to the top. Skim off what you want to help you develop your own sense of what is horse.


 Traditionally, many terms describing people that work with horses have been masculine — horseman and horsemanship. Yet today, women make up the majority of horse owners. And what is even more interesting is that many of the so-called newer methods of natural horse training, advocated primarily by male clinicians as being less harsh and more of a thinking type of training, are how women instinctively approach animal training, anyway. Since we are the weaker sex physically, we tend to use our brains to avoid confrontations. We try to figure things out to keep from getting hurt. Maybe we are very similar to horses in that we both have a strong self-preservation aptitude. We also tend to be able to break things into small tasks and appreciate small efforts and partial progress.


 Now I’m not saying that all male horse trainers are impatient and use physical means of domination or are bronc-busting brutes — far from that! There have been and are many talented and thoughtful horsemen. But it can be a male tendency to be ruled by ego and testosterone, which can give rise to fighting and dominance. So although I’m delighted that there has been a shift in thinking about horse training, in the back of my mind I chuckle and think that we girls have known these things, inherently, all along.


 In this book, I often use the term horse trainer to refer to the human because I figure that no matter how well trained a horse already is and no matter what we are doing with him, we are always training — whether adding new behaviors, modifying an existing behavior, or reinforcing an already established behavior. It doesn’t matter if you are feeding a horse, if you are riding at a lope across a pasture, or if your farrier is shoeing your horse: the horse is learning and is being trained, whether or not you think of it as a formal training session.


 I hope this book gives you a good idea of how and why a horse does what he does. This knowledge can give you a start in how to read body language and behave around horses, and help you plan and conduct your training sessions. For specific how-to training instructions, please refer to the recommended reading guide. Horse-training techniques require separate volumes.
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Chapter 1




Becoming the Horse
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 When most of us look at a horse, we can easily see his beauty and admire his nobility. It’s when we start interacting with him that things can go wrong. That’s because we tend to view horses in human terms.


 When a horse runs away from us, bucks, or bites, for example, we are likely to interpret what we think happened rather than observing and reporting specific objective facts. A human interpretation might be “That horse doesn’t like me, is misbehaving, or is mean.” Once a person comes to understand horses, however, such natural behaviors are seen for just what they are and actually become less frequent. The reason is that the better you understand horses, the less often conflict will arise.


Do horses think? Well, that depends on the definition. If thinking is using the mind to process information received from the senses, then of course horses think. But do they reason? If reasoning is using logic to come to a conclusion, then horses generally do not reason. Instead, they observe, react (often very quickly), and think later.





Why Think Like a Horse?


There are probably as many answers to that question as there are horsemen, and most people would cite a blend of many reasons. Here are some of the most common answers.




	
To understand the world from the horse’s viewpoint.


	
To make a horse feel as relaxed around you as if he were with another horse.


	
To communicate with a horse in terms he can understand in order to persuade him to do what you ask. Horses are very willing, cooperative animals, so if what you ask is fair and possible and the horse understands you and is relaxed, you will have a better chance for success.


	
To be safe. Accidents are often a result of a misunderstanding. The more you can think like a horse, the less likely a horse will be to panic or have an explosive reaction.


	
To have a satisfying, smooth experience. When things are going wrong between a horse and a human, everything is awkward and out of sync. When things are going right, it is like a dance with perfect timing and grace.


	
To minimize stress. A little bit of stress is good — as our moms told us, it builds strong character. But let’s face it: both you and your horse would rather have your relationship be low stress, comfortable, and harmonious. If you are both on the same wavelength, it can be. When practicing tai chi, two of the goals are learning to recognize when your hackles are up and developing a means to smooth them down. So it goes with handling horses. We need to identify when we are part of the problem and then learn how to become part of the solution.


	
 To achieve goals. The more you can think like a horse, the more you will be able to communicate like a horse, and the faster you and he will progress. Most often with horses, I feel that the slower you go, the faster you’ll get there.


	
To help a horse become solid and confident. The more you work with his natural behavior and instincts, the more thorough and long lasting the results will be.


	
To have a win-win situation. For you to succeed, it is not necessary for the horse to lose. You can both develop as you work together and emerge as winning individuals and a winning team.


	
To add to the horse, not take away from him. It is not necessary to break a horse into fragments; rather, if you know horses, you will be able to add to the horse and help him develop to his full potential.


	
To help you get in touch with your animal sense and become a better person. Working with animals can bring great rewards on many levels — physical, emotional, intellectual, and spiritual. You can become more compassionate, more physically fit, and more observant.







But the best reason of all for you to become part horse and think like a horse is that your actions will help preserve your horse’s spirit. After all, that is what attracted us to horses in the first place.
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If you think like a horse it will be easier to form a partnership.








A horse’s stress-tolerance level is the point at which he can no longer absorb stress (noise, exercise, or trauma). This results in a failure to think or process stimuli clearly.


Instinct is inborn, intrinsic knowledge and behavior.












The Spirit Lives On


In 1973, after I graduated from college and had the opportunity to train some horses and observe other horse trainers, I saw that there was something missing in conventional horse training. It seemed to me that most of the procedures relied on force and domination, and training was on a thirty-day timetable. I hoped to do better by horses by focusing on what each individual horse needed.


 When I opened my first training business, which I called The Spirit Lives On, I offered my services at two for the price of one. My monthly fee was the same as that of other local trainers, but when someone brought me a horse to work with for thirty days, I’d take him on two conditions. First, the horse had to stay for at least sixty days. Although they were billed for sixty days of board, they were charged for only thirty days of training. And second, before I turned over the reins, the owner had to come and work with me and the horse for the last week or two before the horse went home.


 I put in a lot of extra work during those early years, and I think it was appreciated by all of the horses and most of the owners (as always, some customers are just in a hurry). Like many young trainers, almost all of the horses I initially received for training were ones that had been started but had developed bad habits. It takes much more time to sort out undesirable habits than it does to start a horse properly from scratch. What’s worse, many problem horses have damaged spirits; some that I trained were mentally rattled, agitated, bruised, or worn thin and ragged.


 It was then that I learned by looking (but not peering) into a horse’s eyes, down into his soul, that once the light had grown dim or gone out, rekindling it was difficult to impossible. I vowed never to cause a horse to tune out. And I wanted to know how and why horses withdrew.


 My role gradually began to broaden into that of an instructor and educator. I wanted to teach people in the hopes that I could make some things better for some horses.
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What a Horse Needs


If you know what horses like, want, and need, and what they dislike, don’t want, and do not need, you will be more able to think like a horse. I’ll start with a brief overview, because all of these topics will be discussed in more detail later in the book.


 Am I talking about wild or domestic horses? Although most of the horses we handle today are born into domestication, wild horse instincts still form the basis for their behavior. Domestic horses have the same needs, fears, and innate patterns as their wild ancestors did, and their physical makeup hasn’t changed much in the last several million years.


 A horse’s list of needs and wants might be ranked something like this:




	
1. Self-preservation — avoiding being injured or eaten by a predator


	
2. Eating and drinking for survival


	
3. Procreation


	
4. Socialization and routines
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Much equine behavior stems from instincts developed over millions of years of living in a nomadic herd.














Self-Preservation


As a prey animal, the horse has survived by being wary of predators, which include the dog and cat families and humans. That’s why horses are alert, wary, and suspicious, have a highly developed flight reflex, and will fight when threatened.


 They don’t like to be chased or cornered. They are social creatures that find safety in numbers. They have learned where to go and where not to go; which sights, sounds, and smells mean danger; where food and water are; and how to escape when danger is imminent. Although man is the ultimate predator (don’t get me started), horses can learn to overcome their strong instincts of self-preservation and trust us.


 Wild horses seek shelter from weather extremes and insects. While domestic horses should be provided with a safe, comfortable place to live, they do not want or need to be locked in a stall at the first raindrop or snowflake. Often, horses choose to stand out in the open rather than in the confines of a stall or pen.


 Many of the subjects later in this book, such as a horse’s senses, reflexes, and behavior patterns, will tie in with the survival imperative of self-preservation.
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When I first approached this foal on a Wyoming range, he was ready to flee: two legs in motion, head up, tail raised.
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I quit advancing and stood still, and almost immediately he became relaxed and curious: lowered head reaching forward, soft tail, and all four feet on the ground.






The Need for Feed


Don’t kid yourself. Sure, your horse loves you, but when it comes right down to it, eating is much more important than being petted. In the wild, horses eat for 12 to 16 hours every day, ingesting the dry equivalent of 25 to 30 pounds of natural feed each day. (For purposes of discussion, natural feed is native pasture or grass hay.) But wild horses are constantly on the move. If allowed, domestic horses would eat 16 hours a day, too, but they do not need that much. Without feeding management, domestic horses would eat themselves sick, especially if what they are eating includes grain or alfalfa hay.


 You can limit their intake, yet horses still have a strong urge to chew for many hours of the day. This need to chew can be satiated by feeding long-stem hay. I usually have four or more types of hay in my barn. One of them is “busy hay,” which is mature grass hay, high in roughage and low in protein and energy. It comes in handy to use as the “satisfier” part of the ration. If adequate roughage is not supplied, horses may eat bedding or chew wood or the manes and tails of other horses.


 I recommend feeding grass hay at least three times a day at the rate of 1.5 to 1.75 percent of the horse’s body weight per day. For a 1,000-pound horse, that would be 15 to 17.5 pounds of hay per day, divided into three or more feedings. If a mixed-grass pasture is available, you can substitute pasture for some of the hay, as long as grazing is monitored carefully. Avoid alfalfa, and feed grain only if required for growth, breeding, or hard work. I feed very little grain, even to weanlings and yearlings.






How Often Should a Horse Eat?


To see firsthand how your horse reacts to various feeding frequencies, take five weeks to run this test.


Week 1: Feed him his entire ration once a day.


Week 2: Feed him twice a day at twelve-hour intervals, such as at 6:00 a.m. and 6:00 p.m.


Week 3: Feed him three times a day at regular eight-hour intervals, such as at 6:00 a.m., 2:00 p.m., and 10:00 p.m.


Week 4: Feed him four times a day at five- to six-hour intervals, such as at 6:00 a.m., noon, 5:00 p.m., and 10:00 p.m.


Week 5: Feed him free-choice grass hay. Allow him to have access to it for sixteen hours out of each day, such as between 10:00 p.m. and 8:00 a.m., and between noon and 6:00 p.m. 


In each instance, note the following:




	
1. Did he finish all the feed in one eating session?

Except for the free-choice option, a horse should clean up all he is fed within two hours. If there is feed left, it will often be trampled, fouled, and wasted.





	
2. How long did he take to eat?



Ideally, a horse will eat his ration in one to two hours.





	
3. Did he leave any feed? Was it wasted, or did he come back and finish it later?



If there is feed left at the next feeding, the feed is bad or the horse is being fed too much. If a horse eats half his ration, walks over to get a drink, rests for five minutes, and then resumes eating, that is perfectly normal.





	
4. How eager (noisy, pawing, pushy) was he to be fed the next time he saw you?



A horse that is aggressive at feeding time is either being fed too little, too infrequently, or considers you below him on the pecking order.





	
5. Rate your horse’s overall contentment on a scale of 1 to 10 for each feeding frequency.



Because eating is one of your horse’s top priorities, his behavior at feeding time and overall contentment speak volumes. The method with the highest score will tell you which feeding frequency your horse prefers.


Now you have a better idea not only of what your horse considers important but also how he reacts to changes in his routines.














Healthy Grazing


Grazing management of domestic horses is a delicate balancing act among what a horse wants, what he needs, and what is best for the land. (See Horsekeeping on a Small Acreage, second edition, for detailed recommendations on both horse and pasture management.)


 If we were to let our horses graze free choice, in many cases it would result in overgrazed land and overweight horses. It is necessary to monitor pasture growth and manage grazing to fit the carrying capacity of the land and the nutritional needs and health of the horse.


 Horses do well on native pastures and lower-quality improved pastures, but rich pastures and alfalfa fields can lead to obesity, colic, and laminitis. We might be surprised when horses eagerly eat certain non-grassy weeds, such as fuzzy dandelion and prickly thistle. They tend to avoid poisonous plants unless there is nothing else to eat and they are hungry. A horse’s inherent wisdom and keen senses of smell and taste usually help him discriminate between what is healthy and what is not.
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The grass is always greener on the other side.






Clean, Accessible Water


Horses drink 5 to 10 gallons of water a day — more in summer, often less in winter. They seek water about an hour after ingesting the majority of their roughage.


 Horses do not need heated water and generally prefer cool water to warm water. During winters with freezing temperatures, most horses do well drinking cold water but they often need our help breaking and removing ice on creeks, ponds, troughs, or buckets.


 Alternatively, freeze-proof buckets and tank heaters can be used as long as they are carefully monitored for excess heat or electrical shorts. I provide free access to clean, fresh, naturally aerated water, such as from a spring or creek, or freshly drawn water in a bucket or tub.
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During the summer a horse might drink three or four times per day.






Essential Salt and Minerals


Depending on the season, activity level, and individual metabolism, horses require salt and minerals in order to replenish electrolytes.


 Wild horses find natural salt and mineral deposits and sometimes eat soil along with them. For domestic horses, it is best to provide blocks of free-choice plain white salt (sodium chloride), trace mineral salt (red), and possibly calcium and phosphorus supplementation. That way, a horse can select whichever he wants.


 Avoid blocks with a high molasses content. Some horses will eat them in a matter of days, thereby ingesting too much salt.






Electrolytes are salt ions such as sodium, chloride, potassium, calcium, magnesium and other minerals that are necessary for various body functions.








Procreation


Wild horses have a strong drive to perpetuate the species: you might argue that it is the reason for their existence. Although domestic horses still have those sexual urges and behaviors, they are usually not free to breed. I will not go into breeding behaviors in this book (see Recommended Reading), but I will discuss the role of the sexes in herds and the sexual characteristics as they relate to keeping and handling domestic horses.




Socialization and Routines


Horses gather in herds for protection and socialization. There is perceived and real safety in numbers. When possible, keep horses in herds or in bands on pasture. If this is not possible, design facilities so horses are near other horses or can see or hear other horses. Other animals or people can also provide companionship.


 Horses are most content when they are allowed to perform their daily routines. Since they evolved as wanderers, roaming as they ate and drank and looked for shelter and safety, horses crave movement and need to mosey around and get regular low-level exercise. When a horse is confined, unable to exercise or flee from danger, he is not content and can panic. Domestic horses require daily exercise and living quarters that are safe and non-threatening.


 Since horses are creatures of habit, they prefer to eat, drink, rest, and perform other regular activities at particular times. This ensures digestive health and mental contentment. (See Routines, chapter 5, for more information.)






Socialization is the development of an individual and his behavior through interaction with others of the same species. Horses naturally live in small groups called bands. In the wild, a breeding band of mares is called a harem, while a bachelor’s band consists of all male horses.









How a Horse Spends the Day




In the wild
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In a group pen with free choice hay
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In a stall with 3 feedings per day
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What Horses Don’t Like


Horses have a long list of things that they don’t like. Most of them disrupt their eating or safety.




	Horses do not like to be afraid. If a horse feels threatened or cannot resolve a confusing situation, he will grow fearful and will be likely to panic.


	Horses do not like physical pain, yet it is surprising how they often tolerate it. When a bit is yanked or a saddle doesn’t fit, it is no wonder that a horse might try to rid himself of it; yet many endure pain inflicted by inexperienced or ignorant humans.


	Horses do not like inconsistency. They are more content knowing what is expected of them and knowing that if they behave a certain way, the reaction from the human will be the same each time. It is confusing and frustrating for a horse to be treated one way today and a different way tomorrow for the same behavior.


	Horses don’t like surprises, although they can learn to become more tolerant of them. Loud noises, such as backfire, gunshot, or dynamite; mysterious sounds, such as rustling plastic; and sudden movements, such as an umbrella being opened alongside the horse, elicit the startle response, which can turn into a full-fledged spook.


	Horses don’t like restraint and restriction, because these take away their ability to flee, but they can learn to tolerate and not fear this. When you tie or cinch a horse or confine him in a stall or trailer, you are restraining him.


	Horses don’t like isolation. Since they are naturally gregarious, they don’t enjoy being alone, although, once again, they can adapt to it.


	Horses do not like being chased, because they are prey animals, and dogs, large cats, and humans are all predators. That’s why if you are trying to catch a horse and he turns and starts walking away from you and you keep walking after him, you are confirming, in his mind, that you are a predator stalking its prey.









To spook means to jump and run when encountering a frightening object or situation.


 To spook in place means to show fear without moving the feet. This is also called the startle response.


 To restrain is to prevent a horse from acting or advancing by using psycho­logical, mechanical, or chemical means.








Humans and Horses


In general, humans tend to want to dominate things physically. It makes more sense, however, to use our minds, our most powerful tools, to help us become better leaders. Horses naturally follow good leaders. They can also be good mirrors of their humans. A horse’s behavior and actions often indicate whether the person handling him is passive, assertive, or aggressive.


 A passive horse trainer lets a horse choose what is happening. In the very first interaction between a person and a new, untrained horse, this has some merit, because it helps the horse feel less threatened. If the trainer remains passive as things progress, however, the horse will not respect the trainer and may come to distrust her. A passive person is not well defined, and horses like to know where things stand.


 An assertive horse trainer is straightforward and confident and lets a horse know where she stands. If an assertive trainer is fair, consistent, and reassuring, a horse quickly learns to respect and trust her.


 An aggressive horse trainer often wants to win at all costs. Since she tends to feel superior in general, an aggressive trainer views her rights and needs as more important than those of the horse. Because the end goal is often the highest priority with an aggressive trainer, she sometimes hurries and uses force instead of tact.
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No fear. Blue is relaxed and confident as she crosses the crackly orange plastic.






Human Characteristics


If you understand human behavior, you’ll have a better chance of getting along with horses. Some human characteristics dovetail well with horse behaviors, and others are diametrically opposed. Where do you fit?


 Horses are very large and potentially dangerous animals, and people react to them in various ways. Since it’s human nature to dominate other people and animals, an aggressive attitude can surface when we work with horses. Some people who are not normally aggressive become so because they are actually afraid of horses and shift into a defensive mode. Men who are new to horses often seem to feel that they must prove they can control the beast, especially if someone else is watching. A contest of force develops: “I am going to load this horse into this trailer, no matter what!” Ego, male hormones, and fear — a bad mix.


 Sadly, there are also some horse owners who don’t respect their animals and take advantage of their generous natures, treating them unfairly or cruelly. Since those people are unlikely to be reading this book, I won’t spend time discussing that type of relationship except to caution you: You will see a lot of horse handling and training that is pretty crude and insensitive, but it might be disguised with euphemisms that make it sound as though it is good horsemanship. Beware!


 To avoid dangerous conflicts, recognize that you have an ego and determine whether it is of a healthy size. If it tends to puff up, figure out a way to park it somewhere before you head to the barn, or better yet, give it a tune-up or major overhaul. Pride in a job well done is appropriate, however, especially when it concerns horse care and training. That is the sign of a healthy ego.


 Modern humans are on a time schedule — we want results and we want them now! We want to know what we have to buy or do to make our horse perfect. In reality, it just doesn’t happen like that. The more you give yourself to the horse, the more you will receive in return.
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Sassy had a progressive training program and I never asked her to do anything dangerous. That‘s why she put her trust in me and overcame her inherent fears, such as stepping on this shiny silver tarp.









The near side of a horse is his left side. The off side is his right side.







Dealing with Fear


To know horses is to realize they are not to be feared and that the ideal level of domination is fair and respected leadership. People who fear horses either avoid them altogether or, when they are around them, are so timid that they don’t take any action. I’ve seen middle-aged women in the middle of riding lessons become so petrified that they might do something that could hurt the horse, hurt themselves, or cause them to be criticized by their instructor that they just freeze into total inaction. Such passivity may seem safer than an aggressive attitude, but it is not effective when it comes to working with horses. A continuous series of actions and reactions is required for the wonderful horse-human dance to take place. The trick here is to start with simple things and do them well, never overfacing yourself or your horse.


 If a person is so fearful that when a horse acts, she is permissive or submissive, the situation can get dangerous in a hurry. I’m picturing a friend of mine, a tiny woman taking her daily walk through her own pasture where three horses are boarded. Somewhat afraid of horses in the first place, she tried to “make friends” with them. She felt she could please the horses and keep them from “attacking” her by giving them treats out of her pockets. This worked safely twice, but by the third day, the horses became so eager for the treats that they started crowding and jockeying for position close to the woman. Now my friend had a reason to be fearful, because she had created a dangerous situation.


 Another common human response to horses is to treat them as though they are human babies or pet dogs. It’s dangerous and unfair to think of a horse in human terms. They simply do not think like we do. If you expect them to react the way your husband or mother or best friend does, you will be disappointed and confused. So will the horse. Similarly, thinking a foal is like a big dog and letting him jump up and roughhouse with you will really backfire once he is ten times bigger. Horses are horses and are most content when treated as such.
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A horse is a horse, not a human or a pet. Feeding treats from your hands can quickly turn your horse into a pocket pest.








How to Become Part Horse


The first and most important prerequisite for becoming part horse is simple, but you either have it or you don’t. It is a deep love, respect, and admiration for horses. That is the basis on which all else is built. It also helps if you have an affinity for the particular horse that you are working with. That is an interesting point, though, because when people visit our ranch and see our seven horses, I’m often asked which one is my favorite. I answer that each one is my favorite, and it is absolutely true. Each and every horse, when I am working with him or her, is my best buddy. I see that particular horse’s unique qualities and enjoy his or her own way of expression.
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