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That hoss wasn’t built to tread the earth.
He took natural to the air,
and every time he went aloft
he tried to leave me there.


— Anonymous











Introduction: The Nature of Horses



Riders never speak of being thrown; non-riders often do.”That horse threw her and broke her arm,”or “I won’t learn to ride because I don’t want to be thrown,” you’ll hear non-riders say. In fact, what they are afraid of is a horse’s normal reaction to fear, commonly known as a spook.


Generally speaking, horses don’t “throw” people, that is, unseat them with malice aforethought. Certainly, horses can and do hurt humans, but that is simply the result of the horse acting like a horse — especially if he has been poorly trained, has been abused, or is in pain or distress. After all, he can’t ask us in plain English to stop treating him badly or to take him to the doctor because his shoulder hurts.


[image: image]


When you think of mankind’s relationship with horses, it’s little short of miraculous: A 1,000-pound animal that can run like the wind, leap like a tiger, and kick like a ton of dynamite lets us get up on his back — where predators perch — and make him go where we want, when we want, and how we want. No wonder the term “kind”is often applied to horses.




Leader of the Pack


Generations of horse trainers have advised becoming the leader of the herd, the alpha animal, as a way to control and train horses. Many of today’s natural horsemanship trainers reject that idea. For example, Monty Roberts’s Join-Up program places humans in the role of protector rather than leader. If a horse looks at us as protectors, rather than as creatures who will engage in contests with him or urge him to contest with others, we are likely to get the cooperation we want without resentment, force, or pain on either side.





Much of that kind behavior is due to training and early conditioning. A horse handled early and often by gentle, knowledgeable humans is likely to be happy around people. If the handlers have set boundaries of their own and respected the horse’s boundaries, little trouble — biting, butting, and so on — is likely.


Once mounted, humans can use a horse’s natural capabilities — running (for racing), jumping (for show jumping and hunting), and dancing and playing (for dressage). We can even use their ability to charge at predators, such as when we’re working cattle. And we can use their strong backs and strong legs to pull our equipment and pack our belongings. When the horse is performing these tasks, he is acting as he always does, that is, in what he perceives as his best interest. If he lets you jump him, he gets rewarded. If he refuses to jump when asked, he may reap a crack of the crop.


When he is unsure of himself or frightened, however, a horse may disobey. Again, as he perceives it, it is in his best interest not to do what you ask under the circumstances. His disobedience is merely a request for more instruction or more information. He is giving you a message that he is uncertain about what you are asking him to do or about something in the environment around him. To the horse, the result of not doing what you ask — encountering the unknown situation — is better than encountering it, even if the result is likely to be a reprimand.
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When a horse is truly frightened — as opposed to merely uncertain — he is more likely to shy or spook than to simply disobey. And that, too, is in the horse’s own perceived best interest.


When You Can’t Fight, You Fly


Humans, with their intellect and their tools, have both fight and flight responses at their disposal. So do dogs and cats: They have teeth and claws to fight with, and speed to get them away from danger.


Horses have only flight. Granted, both hooves and teeth can do a lot of damage to humans who can’t get out of the way as quickly as most animals can. But neither a horse’s teeth nor his hooves are much of a defense against the fangs and claws of a cougar or a man with a spear or a gun. So flight is the reaction of choice or, more probably, the reaction that natural selection imposed, allowing equines to survive.




It’s in the Eyes


Never underestimate the role vision plays in a horse’s behavior. A horse can see about 340 degrees around his head — a great advantage to a prey animal who spends most of his time with his head down, grazing. The downside is that each eye sees things separately, which explains why your horse might, say, walk calmly past a parked car when going in one direction but panic when it’s time to go the other way. Until the horse processes the visual cues, the second view is of an entirely different and potentially dangerous object.





That being the case, spooky horses are much more common than many people think. Indeed, a spooking response is so natural to horses that it is probably impossible to ever completely train it out of them. There might come a time, for any horse, when something so frightens him that he shuts off his contact with his rider and reverts to what he would do in the wild: Stop, twirl, and run like the dickens.


Fortunately, you can almost certainly tone down the spook reaction to a level that’s acceptable to the rider. You can get virtually any horse to the point at which, though he may unnerve you, he won’t unseat you. Some trainers believe that you can go even further, to virtual perfection, with the right horse and the right techniques.
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