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DEDICATION



To the readers!


Horsemen around the world share certain qualities: a genuine affection for horses, an honest desire to learn, 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.


Horsemanship doesn’t mean learning lists and memorizing the “right” answers. It means watching, listening, reading, and learning. It means thinking about what you’ve learned, relating it to things you’ve seen and perhaps to things you’ve done, and applying your new understanding to your daily interactions with horses. Horsemanship means keeping your interest and curiosity alive, taking joy in learning and discovery, and always striving to learn more.


My goal is to help you understand how to figure things out for yourself by helping you to understand your horses. Most “behavior problems” in horses are nothing more or less than horses reacting to something in their environment. Most problems between humans and horses are the result of human actions — actions of a human involved in the present situation or in the past. Either way, the person who is in the best position to analyze and solve the problem is the current human in the horse’s life — you!


My overall ambition, in my writing as well as in my clinics, has always been to enable horses and riders to understand each other better and enjoy each other more. Life is too short for any of us to make all the possible mistakes and discoveries on our own. It’s essential for us to learn from other people’s experiences — and that’s what this book is all about.
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FOREWORD



IN PAST CENTURIES, directions on how to partner with horses were few and far between. Horses had a purpose — to serve us — and we needed them to do so without complaint. Whether laboring in the fields, carrying soldiers to battle, or serving as transportation, equines were seen as utilitarian in nature.


But today’s horses are so much more. Yes, some still toil for humankind, but today it’s more of a partnership. Remote farms often find horses the ideal workmates. They protect and serve cities working with mounted police, and in the wilderness on park patrol. They partner with us in sport, from the racetrack to international Olympic events. They serve as friend, as mentor, as psychologist, and soulmate. For many of us, horses are our first love.


We owe it to them, then, to become educated, to find that “manual” that helps us understand the wonderful possibilities that exist between horse and rider. Jessica Jahiel has masterfully created one such book. In these pages, she examines our training and riding relationships, and provides valuable insight on how to solve the challenges that inevitably come our way.


So read on. And remember that in the chapters of your own horse life, the training issues you solve become footnotes on your way to a true union.


— MOIRA C. HARRIS
Editor, Horse Illustrated
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PREFACE



“Why is my horse doing this, and what can I do about it?”


DURING THE THIRTY-PLUS YEARS since I began teaching riders and horse owners to understand their horses better, I’ve seen an encouraging trend: Horse owners are learning to ask much better questions. Instead of, “Is there a gadget/drug/punishment that will make my horse stop doing this?” today’s horse owners are asking, “Why is my horse doing this, and what can I do about it?” The difference is huge and positive.


Even those who still think in terms of punishing their horses’ misbehavior by mechanical or chemical means are often happy to find that all they really need is a greater awareness of their horses’ feelings and a deeper understanding of the reasons behind their horses’ actions. With very few exceptions, horse “misbehavior” is either normal horse behavior misinterpreted by humans, or behavior developed by the horses in response to mishandling by humans.


If you are a typical horse owner, you sometimes find yourself frustrated and baffled by the behavior exhibited by your horse. The problem may be new, or it may date to long before you acquired the horse. You may be alone on an isolated farm with no one to advise you, or at a busy suburban boarding or training stable where everyone is offering you advice — good, bad, and conflicting. You’ve resisted suggestions to “beat the behavior out of that horse,” but you’re still hoping for practical advice about what else you can do.


There are more than a few riders and horse owners who rarely see their horses, riding only in shows and meeting their trainers and horses on the show grounds. This book is aimed at another kind of person: you, the hands-on rider and horse owner. You care more about good horsemanship than ribbons, and you want to have a happy, trusting relationship with your horse.


Most behavior problems in horses can be managed, eliminated, or avoided entirely, provided that horse owners learn to understand and communicate clearly with their horses and manage them in a way that meets their needs. Many books indicate that there are simple generic formulas for problem solving with horses, but horse owners tend to find that there is a large gap between reading theory and actually putting it into practice. They buy books and videos, attend lectures, sign up for clinics, all in the hope of getting help with their horses and their situations.


If you’re this kind of horse owner, you want to know how horses think, how they learn, how they develop behaviors and habits, and why they act the way they do. You want to know which behaviors are instinctive and which are learned, and you want to know what you can do to encourage, discourage, modify, or eliminate specific behaviors. You want to know how to prevent the development of bad habits in your young horses, and how to take appropriate corrective action to change or eliminate those habits in your older horses.


It is my hope that this book will help you understand your horses and enable you to put theory into practice. The issues discussed are common to all horses and horse owners, but they are presented here in a unique format: as a series of specific case studies — questions and answers — based on individual horses, people, and situations. The titles of the chapters are simple and self-explanatory; the questions are real and from ordinary riders and horse owners around the world.


For the last eight years, owners around the globe have been sending me their questions about horses, horse behavior, riding and training, and all other horse-related subjects, and I have answered several each week in the form of an on-line Q&A newsletter, Jessica Jahiel’s HORSE-SENSE: the Newsletter of Holistic Horsemanship. The ever-increasing stream of questions, and the volume and intensity of reader responses, have made it clear that the world is full of riders and horse owners who need, want, and appreciate sensible, coherent, personalized information.


This book is a response to those questions and to reader preferences and needs. It is not a “cookbook”; you won’t find a listing such as Rearing or Biting followed by a two-line formula for solving the problem. Instead, you’ll find letters written by horse owners about their own horses and answers that combine general information about the problem and what probably caused it, as well as advice on what they can do for the specific horse in its specific situation.


Most of the answers are complex and demand that you think, consider, and ask yourself more questions. Don’t worry if you end up with more questions than answers — a lifetime of horsemanship means a lifetime of asking questions, and your questions should become more complex and difficult as you grow in experience and understanding. As a wise old horseman once said, “The more I know, the more I know I don’t know.”


Each horse, owner, and situation is unique, which is why two questions about rearing or biting horses may have two different answers. Each answer is based on the question itself and on my assessment of the situation; the horse; and the experience, attitude, and abilities of the questioner. If a novice rider needs help to keep his horse from running back to the barn, I won’t suggest that he perform a series of shallow serpentines in shoulder-in. In every answer, the emphasis is on the importance of understanding the nature of horses and knowing why horses act and react the way they do.


Can every problem be eliminated through simple changes in management and handling techniques? Not always. Most of the time, management changes are all that are needed, but sometimes discipline is required. If physical safety is an issue, discipline may be essential, but even necessary discipline must be done in accordance with the horse’s nature so that the horse will understand and learn. Discipline must be clear, memorable, and make sense to the horse. Appropriate discipline, whether given by another member of the herd or by a human, is educational and leaves the horse feeling more secure. Lacking those two qualities is not discipline; it’s either punishment or abuse, and neither has any place in horsemanship. Discipline must be educational, appropriate, performed promptly and swiftly and without anger, and then it must end, with no hard feelings on either side.


The best horse owners and riders are those who understand horse behavior in general, have a clear idea of what causes or provokes certain behaviors in horses, and are able to stand back and look at their own specific situations objectively. They analyze situations and act on the probabilities instead of guessing or assuming that their horses are bad, ornery, or resistant.


A good vet, a good riding instructor, and a good trainer are your best sources of immediate information and suggestions about a specific situation involving your horse. This book is not meant to replace any of those people; on the contrary, it is meant to add depth, clarity, and insight to the conversations you should have on a regular basis with your own equine professionals.


I hope that this book will help you achieve a better understanding of the nature of horses and the ways in which horses respond to different forms of management and handling. By better understanding your own horses, learning to look more closely at the situations and conditions to which their horses may be reacting, and understanding situations and events from the horses’ points of view, you will be better prepared to have meaningful discussions with your vets, instructors, and trainers.


This is not intended to be a how-to book on the training of horses, but some discussion of training philosophies and techniques is inevitably included in the answers to most of the questions. Management, training, and riding are inextricably linked. Training a horse means teaching the horse, and every interaction you have with your horse teaches it something, even if all it learns is what kind of person you are and what kind of behavior it can expect from you.


All of the time, all over the world, I see riders and horse owners who want very much to do what’s right and be good to their horses. The questions in this book come from just such riders and horse owners — real people like you with real horses, real situations, and real concerns. The answers address the ways in which they and you can do what’s right and work with the horse to solve specific problems while building a strong, trusting relationship between horse and rider.


— JESSICA JAHIEL, Summerwood Farm





PART I

On the Ground


HUMANS AND HORSES


CATCHING AND LEADING


GROOMING AND HANDLING


MEDICATING


VET AND FARRIER VISITS


TACKING UP





CHAPTER 1
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Humans and Horses


IN RECENT YEARS, riders and horse owners have become increasingly interested in understanding more about the interactions between humans and horses. One of today’s most popular concepts is that of the human exercising dominance over the horse by effectively becoming the “alpha horse” in the herd — even if the “herd” in question consists of only two beings. This is a useful concept as far as it goes, but all too often it is misunderstood and taken to extremes. Being chased and shouted at by a human doesn’t make the horse think of that human as a trusted leader. Humans can become their horses’ trusted leaders if they are willing to learn how horses think and what sort of leadership they want, and if they are willing to listen to their horses.



Being the “Alpha Horse”


Q I’m relatively new to horses, but my wife and daughter love them and have been riding for several years. We’ve recently bought a small farm, I’m retired from the military, and our horses are at home with us. My gals go to shows most weekends; I usually stay at home with the other horses.


My problem is establishing my authority with the horses. I don’t like being crowded by large animals, and I find myself swatting them or yelling at them to get them to move back. My gals say I shouldn’t have to do that. If I’m the “alpha horse” the others will step back and get out of my way to show respect.


First, do horses really recognize this kind of status? Second, if they do, how should I establish my alpha status? Third, how important is it that I become the “alpha horse”? When I was in the service, I never did like generals all that much.


A Relax. You don’t actually have to play a general. You need to establish a superior status, but horse herds are hierarchical, not groups of omegas all bowing to the will of the single alpha. You don’t have to overawe your horses — you need to outrank them, and you need to convince them that they can trust you.
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Horses and riders should be happy to see each other and should enjoy their time together.


Since you’re ex-military, here is a question that will make sense to you: With whom does an enlisted man have regular contact? Whom is an enlisted man in the daily habit of noticing, paying attention to, staying out of the way of, obeying? Not the commander-in-chief, not a five-star general, but the person one or two ranks above him.


If your horse is a second-in-command type, then yes, you’ll need to be the “alpha horse” — the general, so to speak. But if your horse, like most, would be more comfortable in the ranks of the herd hierarchy, all you need to do is show that you’re one or two ranks above him. If he’s a private, be a sergeant — you don’t have to be a full-bird colonel.


To ask a horse to respect your space, make yourself larger. Inhale, lift your head and chest, square your shoulders, and raise your arms slightly from your sides. Imagine that you’re walking down the sidewalk in a not-so-nice neighborhood and want the oncoming walkers to move out of your way. If you cringe, fold up, drop your head, and generally make yourself smaller, you’re likely to get run over by humans and equines, because you’re sending the message that it is your job to get out of their way.


Once you’ve established yourself as someone who outranks the horse, be clear, kind, and absolutely consistent. When you’ve gained the horse’s respectful attention, you’re well on your way to earning its trust.



Teaching Respect or Fear?


Q I have a wonderful six-month-old colt, Max. He is always happy to see me. We walk around and explore new things. When something scares him, I let him explore it. When he is ready, we move on. Sometimes he pulls back a little at a strange sound, as I’m sure most colts do.


My farrier is a great guy, seems to know a lot, and is well respected. A few months ago when he came out, he entered the pen before I had Max caught and haltered. I couldn’t catch Max or even get close. I was frustrated but remained cool. My farrier said Max was defiant and needed to be caught on my terms. I never had a problem catching him before. The farrier ended up lassoing him. Max eventually calmed down, but was afraid of the lead rope for two weeks. Every time I walked up with the lead he would jump and sometimes run off. I wondered, What did he learn?


My farrier came back yesterday. I had Max caught and ready. He accepts having his hooves handled and doesn’t mind the farrier’s tools. The farrier walked up to Max, and suddenly Max reared and pulled away from me. I caught him and calmed him down. When the farrier approached, Max reared and pulled back again. He tried to get away every time the farrier approached. My farrier took the lead. Whenever Max pulled or reared, my farrier pulled him back. Max’s halter had a chain under the chin, and Max was bleeding (slightly) from the chain. I changed the halter, but he kept rearing. My farrier got kicked a few times. I’m sure they will both hurt for a few days.
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This horse’s apprehension shows in his high head, wide eyes, flared nostrils, and tight mouth.


This is my dilemma: I was taught that horses should do what you want them to when you ask them. I agree, but I take a gentle, positive approach with horses. Once Max bit me, and I used the three-second rule and gave him a good smack to the ribs. He has never bitten again. Today Max let me go up to him, but jumped at other things (like the hose).


I think Max remembers the tight rope around his neck and remembers the farrier doing it to him. My farrier said, “Now he has learned that he can’t push people around and act crazy.” I’m not sure he learned that. I wonder if he has learned fear. Or am I too soft because I hate seeing my baby go through that? My farrier says I should get him gelded. What does that have to do with their relationship and the way Max acted around him? He is no problem with me or the gelding that is with him.


I like this farrier, and he is willing to come to my farm regularly. Should I let them work it out or find someone else to work with Max? I’m afraid that this will happen every time.


A You can force a horse into submission once just by overpowering him, whether you want him to be caught, stand for the farrier, get into a trailer, or just about anything else. But that’s not good training. Instead of making the horse more familiar and comfortable with the situation, it teaches the horse to fear you and avoid that situation.


Every lesson should build on the previous lesson, for the next lesson. Loading a horse in a trailer, for instance, might take an hour the first time, but if you use that time to teach the horse that there is no pain involved and no need for fear, then the next time it might take half an hour — and so on, until he loads quickly and calmly. Similarly, when getting a horse accustomed to the sound and feel of clippers, using more time and patience in the beginning means needing less time and effort later.


Training is teaching. Time and patience are essential if you’re going to teach horses. Whenever you work with a horse on anything, the next session should be easier and faster. Teach your horse for the future; don’t try to show him that you’re tougher and meaner and can force him to do something right now.


Max learned that he doesn’t like to be roped, that he doesn’t like the farrier, and that the farrier hurts him. These are not useful lessons. What he needed to learn was that he must allow himself to be caught when you want to catch him, and that he must stand reasonably still and allow his feet to be trimmed.


You may need a different farrier — not because yours is a bad farrier, but because he is a bad trainer. He created a violent, angry, adversarial situation with Max, and even if he is willing to be careful and patient from now on, it may be too late. A young horse that has been frightened, restrained, and hurt by someone may decide never to go near that particular person again. It’s the risk you take when you opt for violent, forceful methods of dealing with horses.


A 10-year-old gelding that has a cranky day and doesn’t want to stand for the farrier won’t be injured, physically or mentally, if he gets a slap on the shoulder and is told, “Stand!” He has 10 years of experience with farriers and handling, and he knows what is expected of him. He knows that one yell and one slap mean, “You’re out of line, now stand still,” and that it’s discipline, not abuse; thus he won’t be afraid or feel that he must fight for his own survival. But without those years of experience, he might react just like Max.


Max has been frightened and hurt twice, as a suckling and as a young weanling. With no backlog of experience to tell him, “Stand quietly, this is not dangerous,” he believes he’s in danger and reacts by fighting for his life.


Horses react to fear and pain by running away — the flight response. When flight is impossible, they may fight. Holding a horse in one place and frightening or hurting him is, in effect, asking him to fight. Some “trainers” do this deliberately to force the horse into doing what they want. This practice is effective only if you are willing to take it to the limit and really break the horse — crushing his spirit and his mind to create a completely quiet, inert, resigned animal.


If an untrained or partially trained horse must stand still — say, for an emergency medical procedure — a calm handler with a twitch will get better results than will an angry handler with a rope or a chain.


That said, consider the farrier’s viewpoint. Farriers don’t like difficult horses or horses that bounce around; such horses may injure the farrier, and injured farriers can’t make a living. A young colt is a baby, but even a baby horse can cause a severe injury. Your farrier is paid to trim your horse’s hooves, not to train the horse — that is your job. If you put the farrier in a position where he has to do some “training” to ensure his own safety, that training is unlikely to be kind, slow, systematic, or progressive.


Teach your horse for the future. Don’t try to show him that you’re tougher and meaner and can force him to do something right now.


Your farrier wants to come in, do his job, and leave. He doesn’t want to have to chase, catch, or subdue the horse to get the job done, and he doesn’t want to put himself at unnecessary risk. There are enough physical risks in his job; even if no horse ever kicks him, bites him, steps on him, or jerks him around, he will probably end up with back trouble eventually. Furthermore, like our horses and ourselves, farriers can have bad days. If your bouncy baby horse happens to kick a farrier who is tired, sore, and has already been nailed by another horse, the farrier’s reaction may not be pleasant or patient.


If you keep this particular farrier, then you, not the farrier, will have to work things out with Max. At six months, he can and must learn basic ground manners. Standing and leading are essential skills, and they aren’t as simple as they seem. Standing means that your colt will stop and stay in one place when he is asked to stop and stay in one place. Leading means that he will go forward when you ask him to go forward, whether in the pen, in the pasture, in the barn aisle, through the woods, through a puddle, into a stall, or into a trailer. These lessons — “whoa” and “go” — are crucial. All of your horse’s training will be based on those two concepts.


Max must stand calmly for the farrier — for his sake, for the farrier’s sake, for your sake, and for the sake of all of his future training. In the two months before your farrier returns, you’ll need to work with Max. Remember to wear your helmet while working with him: Rearing, striking, and kicking are normal colt behaviors, and they’re dangerous. Don’t take unnecessary chances.


Make leading, standing, and “farrier work” part of Max’s daily routine. If he doesn’t tie yet, run a long lead rope from his halter through a ring on the wall and back to your hand. This gives you the ability to be flexible without allowing him to pull back and run away. Ask him to stand, walk around him, touch him everywhere, run your hands down his legs, and pick up each foot in turn. Lift the foot and move it in different directions (without unbalancing or hurting Max), and tap the bottom of the hoof with the back of your hoof pick. Praise him for standing quietly, and put each hoof down carefully — never drop a foot — when you are ready. Practice until you can move his legs around and hold them up as the farrier will do, until you can hold each foot and tap it for as long as the farrier will. Take your time.


Max must stand calmly for the farrier — for his sake, for the farrier’s sake, for your sake, and for the sake of all of his future training.


When Max accepts this routine calmly, bring in a male friend (wearing a helmet) to watch while you go through the process with Max. Then hold Max while your friend repeats the routine — possibly a shorter version at first, picking up Max’s feet for briefer periods and holding them closer to the ground and to his body.


When Max does something you like, praise him. When he doesn’t, don’t respond at all — pause and start again. Save the thumps and yelling “No!” for occasions when his actions are totally unacceptable. (Biting is one such behavior, and kicking is another.) But remember that a frightened horse, especially a colt, that can’t pull away is very likely to rear, so set Max up for success by teaching him to stand calmly with his feet on the ground. If he is thinking about rearing, lead him forward into a turn. If he is moving forward on a slight curve, he won’t be able to rear, and you can then praise him for coming forward when asked. This is setting him up for success. If you wait until he rears and then try to pull him down or punish him, that’s setting him up for failure.


Do your leg-handling routine often, and make the experience as pleasant as possible. You want Max to develop the habit of standing quietly with you holding him while someone else handles his feet. When your farrier returns, talk with him before he approaches Max. Explain what you’ve been doing and exactly what you want him to do. If you want him to put Max’s foot down and stand back if Max gets agitated, tell him. If you want him to wait while you lead Max in a circle and reposition him when you say, “Time out,” tell him. If he understands that you are teaching Max to remain calm and under control, that you have a plan, and that you are counting on him to help implement that plan, he will be much more likely to follow your suggestions and much less likely to jump in and punish Max.


You have two long-term goals: You want Max to learn to stand calmly and quietly while his feet are trimmed, and you want your farrier to be willing to come out to your farm, knowing that your horses are easy to work with.


On the subject of gelding, your farrier is probably quite right. Six months is certainly old enough to geld a colt. Many breeders geld their colts at a few weeks old, and some even geld at a few days old. The earlier Max is gelded, the easier the process will be, and the more quickly he will recover. In another few months, Max will become “hormones with hooves.” The sooner he is gelded, the sooner you can both relax and focus on his education.



Head Rubbing as a Sign of Dominance?


Q I’ve been told that horses should not be allowed to rub their heads on humans, that this is a dominance behavior and that riders should actively discourage it.


The school horse I ride regularly, Bubbles, was mistreated before he came to the school, and although he’s a lovely, responsive horse to ride, as a consequence of the abuse he is very nervous around people and other horses. If you approach him or just put your hand out to him, he will pin his ears back and try to nip you. I always feed him treats when I go for lessons, so he is pleased to see me and whickers, and if he tries to nip me, a firm “No!” sorts him out and he looks sorry. He’s never bitten me, so I think he’s mostly bluff.


Lately when we are waiting to enter the arena or when we have finished a class, he will rub his head on me, and I’ve been pleased that Bubbles is seeking some human contact. But is this something I should let him do?


A No, you do not want to encourage this behavior. You should eliminate it, but in a nice way.


You are right to want your horse to trust you and be relaxed around you. He has obviously had hard times with previous riders and owners. The rubbing shows that he feels confident with you. He has accepted you as a friend and herd member and may be trying to initiate a mutual grooming session. Nonetheless, it’s a good idea to discourage this practice in any horse.


Rubbing against you is an invasion of your personal space, and for horses, the right to invade another horse’s personal space means that the invading horse is ranked higher in the herd than the horse whose space is being invaded. Personal space is a key concept in herd dynamics: The dominant individual can enter, or threaten to enter, the personal space of the others. Don’t do things that will eventually convince your horse that he is the dominant one in this “herd.” He’ll be happier and more secure if you make it clear that he isn’t to rub against you. It’s different, however, if you initiate a scratching session; you have entered into his space to do something that he likes, and when you stop, that’s that.
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Simple head rubbing can quickly escalate to pushing and shoving.


Rubbing may begin when a horse is trying to relieve an itch, but if you don’t stop the practice, light rubbing can become hard rubbing, and hard rubbing can become pushing and shoving. If you don’t say, “Stop that, I’m the dominant one here!” what began with an itch can indeed become an expression of dominance.


A horse testing to determine who is dominant is not being aggressive; this is normal horse behavior. Horses don’t mind being number two or number ten, or even number one, in the herd. Knowing their rank makes them feel secure. What they dislike is not knowing where they stand in the ranking. Such horses are insecure and need to constantly test to see where they rank at any given moment.


There are other considerations, as well. A horse that rubs hard can knock you off your feet. Even if the rub expresses pure affection, you can still fall or get pushed into a gate or wall or another horse. Horses have no way of knowing that they may rub against your shoulder or back if you are wearing scruffy stable clothing, but not if you are wearing show clothes. They have no way of knowing that they may rub against some humans but not others (small ones, scared ones, clean ones). Horses need consistency. They can’t have two sets of manners — barn manners and “party manners” (for shows and such). They simply don’t know when something “doesn’t count.”


Teach this horse to wait for you to move into his space to pet him. In the long run, you’ll be keeping him out of trouble with other people. Some people will hit out of fear if a horse leans into them or rubs against them; others feel that as a matter of principle, they must slap or punch the horse. By teaching the horse that rubbing is unacceptable, you’ll save him from a lot of angry reactions, including smacks and slaps that he won’t understand.


You have done good things with this horse. You’ve gained his confidence, and he feels safe with you. Let him feel safe and secure because he trusts you — and because you are in charge. Since you can stop him with a spoken “No,” say that when he begins to rub against you. Then when he stands quietly, you can reach over and give him a scratch or a cuddle, and step back when you have finished. You won’t frighten him or upset him; he’ll feel much more secure because he’ll know exactly what he can and can’t do.



Developing a Relationship


Q My first horse, Guy, was my very best friend. I trusted him implicitly because he was always right! He was my best friend on the ground and cared for me in the saddle. His ears were always turned directly toward me. (I wish my husband listened as well or as willingly!) We had to put him down three years ago, just two weeks before his forty-eighth birthday. He was the truest friend and best possible horse and will always be missed.
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When you and your horse are friends, you’ll find that you can enjoy your time together even if you’re just “doing nothing.”


My new horse, Red, has come along beautifully in all the training that my husband has put him through: He stands perfectly still at the mounting stairs and is very safe, dependable, and trail-smart. I have no trouble with our riding relationship, as he inspires no fear in me. I cannot seem to establish the same relationship on the ground that I had with Guy. He and I spent many enjoyable, comfortable hours in each other’s company. Perhaps we’d walk along in the hay pastures, munching grass and talking, or he would stand behind me looking at the pictures in a book I’d read to him. Guy was a wonderful companion.


Red is insecure in my presence, as I’m not there regularly enough because of work. He is often head shy (from mistreatment before we bought him), nervous, and very concerned about our other horses. Sharing is unknown to him, whether it’s carrots or companionship.


Here is where the trouble lies: I don’t know how to teach him what I like, or if I try to discover what he likes, such as massage or touch, there is no feedback from him. Most other horses talk with their ears (forward for positive, backward for negative, and so on) or body language, and Red seems to have never learned this. He speaks another language than what I’m used to, so we don’t communicate well.


I’m at a loss to find ways to “get together” with this horse. He’s kind and gentle and willing to please, and I feel clueless around him. Can you help me learn how to communicate with a very different kind of horse? I want to develop into his friend and for him to become my friend.


A Your new horse obviously wants to please you, and that’s always a good sign. He carries some emotional baggage, but what horse doesn’t?


This horse was probably raised in a stall or in isolation, and that makes his life, and your job, quite difficult. Horses learn to speak “horse” by growing up and interacting with other horses. Good trainers speak “horse” and can deal effectively with most horses — but not with horses that don’t speak the language themselves.


Red is making progress; he’s learning “horse” from the others in the pasture, which is wonderful, and he’s obviously smart enough to learn it, which is even more wonderful. And he has learned to be a riding horse — more proof that he is teachable! He doesn’t yet understand that there’s more to life with humans than simply obeying them when under saddle. He doesn’t yet realize that humans can make very good friends. You can teach him that.


For your first step in building an understanding with your horse, spend a day with him — not riding or grooming him, just watching him. This is a very old, tried-and-true method of getting to know a horse. A full day may seem like a long time, but it’s an excellent investment in understanding. Observe what he does, how he eats, when he naps, what his actions and reactions are when he deals with other horses, where he grazes, what kind of grass he prefers, whether he likes to roll, and so forth. If he indicates to another horses that he likes to be scratched somewhere, you can scratch those same spots later. If he is more nervous when another horse comes up behind him from the left than from the right, or vice versa, remember that when you handle him.


Meanwhile, approach him with an open mind. Watch and wait, be patient, and be kind. It took years for you and Guy to develop your relationship. It’ll take time for you and Red to develop a relationship, and the abuse/mishandling in Red’s background will make the process longer, but you’ll get there.


Horses perceive you not through your words or intentions, but through your actions. Horse language is very physical, although there are verbal components, and horses can learn to understand many words and tones. But in the beginning, which is where you are with Red, think physical language.


Every movement you make tells your horse something, either about what you expect from him or about what kind of person you are. So be aware of how you move, and think before you move. Be careful, deliberate, precise, and slow in whatever you do — changing a water bucket, putting grain in the manger, putting on a halter, stroking a neck, picking out hooves, combing a mane. Sudden, jerky, fast, or uncoordinated movements will startle and frighten a horse; try to move as though you were moving through water. Make all your movements deliberate, slow, and large. You want to be very clear so that your horse can relax and learn to trust you.


As Red becomes more relaxed, trusting, and confident in your company, you won’t have to move so slowly. You’ll find that as time goes by you can make smaller movements. When Red is relaxed, attentive, and focused on you, he will notice and respond to smaller signals.


Talk to him! Don’t expect him to understand the words, but use your voice. The human voice can be wonderfully soothing to a horse. Keep it low and slow. High squeaky sounds, shallow breathing, and sudden noises create fear and apprehension, while low, soft sounds; slow, deep breathing; and quiet talking promote relaxation.


With horses, the more slowly you proceed, the more quickly you will get where you want to go.


[image: image]





CHAPTER 2
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Catching and Leading


NO MATTER what you want to do with a horse, you have to catch it first. Many long-time horse owners take it for granted that their horses will come up to them, stand quietly while halters are put on or lead ropes are attached, and then walk quietly with them, putting no pressure on the lead rope, turning when the owner turns, and even stopping when the owner stops.


It isn’t always this way. Some horses are difficult to catch in the field; others are even difficult to catch in the stall. Owners are frustrated by horses that avoid capture or that pull back when led. Owners are endangered by horses that kick or rear on the way to the barn and by horses that pull away or whirl and kick when they’re returned to the pasture.



Horse That Pulls Back


Q My wife and I purchased a 15.2 hh, 12-year-old gelding from a local youth ranch. Socks is a great horse: responsive, affectionate (really, he’s a “lap horse”), intelligent, well-mannered on the ground, a good mover, and well-schooled under saddle.


Socks has only one behavior problem, and it’s why the ranch sold him. He is spooky and pulls back on occasion when standing tied. Under saddle, he spooks in place rather than spinning, running, or rearing, so he seems a good prospect.


With consistent handling, he has gotten much better during the past ten months. However, he has suddenly begun to pull back again.


With the warmer weather, there is more activity at the stable — including kids and other people who are quick and boisterous. A few Sundays ago, Socks was tied in the grooming area. My wife was by him. An adolescent visitor with baggy, flapping clothing threw down his bicycle 25 feet from Socks. Socks startled and pulled back, the slipknot on the lead rope gave out, and he backed through an insubstantial fence (1” x 8” rails). He flipped over backward on the breaking rails; fortunately, neither he nor any people were hurt. Socks is now jumpy in the grooming area. My wife and I find that he is comforted by our presence, so one of us stands by him when he is tied. I have insisted on tying him so he does not learn he can pull back and get away. If he were to pull back and get in trouble, one of us would be in a position to pull the quick-release knot loose. We have made a point to take him to the farthest part of the grooming area, away from other people and horses. We tie him next to our other horse, who is fairly bombproof and is his trail buddy.
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When a horse is suddenly frightened, his natural reaction is to try to escape.


After the grooming incident, when I approach with Socks’s saddle, he tenses and may jig a step but usually lets me continue to put on his tack. A few times he has pulled back. When he does, he recovers quickly with my calm voice and deliberate, slow movements. All the “giving to the halter” work may be paying off, also. I talk to him when approaching and rub him with the saddle blanket before putting it on him. We have a cue — I touch his elbow firmly with mine — that the saddle is next, and he accepts it calmly, even if he has just pulled back.


At the ranch where Socks previously lived, the procedure was for the nearest wrangler to kick him in the rear when he pulled back and make a disapproving sound. Another stable patron has suggested that we are being too easy and Socks is training us to get attention. I do not think such advice is well founded and have avoided kicking him, trying to build trust instead. While I see progress, I’m concerned about his apparent reversion in a higher-excitement environment.


Are we doing the right thing? Is his behavior to be expected with more people and activity? Should we continue on as we have, calmly building trust? Should we become more actively disapproving when he pulls back by kicking him in the rear with a sharp “buzzer” sound? If we did that, wouldn’t the kick and sound just confirm that he has something to be afraid of?


A In this instance, you’ve done most of my work for me. As I read through your account of the last ten months with Socks, it was clear that you had already done almost everything I would have suggested that you do. Socks is a lucky horse.


In reply to your specific questions: Yes, you are doing the right things. His behavior is an understandable reaction, considering the increased number of people and activities. You could try to teach him something in the back pasture at home with no other horses or humans around, then bring him into the arena and teach it to him again. Next, add a few more people and another horse or two, or perhaps some music, and teach it to him again. It will get easier each time, but teaching your horse when there are no distractions, and teaching him in the presence of distractions are two different things. You should continue calmly building trust; you’re in this for the long haul. Begin as you mean to go on, and then continue in the same way.


Disapproval and reprimands, such as the buzzer sound, are not appropriate actions as long as you perceive him to be frightened, which seems to be the case. It will simply frighten him more, which will make him sit back, hit the rope, and panic. Your goal is to make him feel less threatened, not more. It would be a good idea to teach him a signal that means, “Stand up straight, drop your head, relax”; it’s a great “default” command for a horse, just as “Down” or “Stay” is for a dog. You can use it whenever the situation calls for the animal not to do what he’s doing (or what he’s thinking about doing). Take every opportunity to tell the horse what you do want, instead of yelling at him for doing something you didn’t want him to do.


It may take only a few repetitions to help a horse catch on to an idea, but it will take many, many repetitions to turn the new behavior into a habit.


Don’t kick or hit your horse. I have yet to meet a horse or human that has learned to feel trusting and secure as a result of being hit or kicked. However, a buzzer signal is useful under certain circumstances, and you may find it to be a good “Freeze, don’t move a muscle, don’t even think about moving!” signal. There’s nothing quite like it if your horse ever gets caught in wire, for instance.


In your case, though, I would suggest that you teach Socks a signal that means, “Yes, good boy, you’re doing what I asked.” Clicker training would be an excellent choice for Socks, as it’s clear and will allow you to register your approval while he is in mid-behavior. You’ll be able to reward such behaviors as standing quietly and dropping his head; by rewarding them, you’ll be able to reinforce them. Eventually, you’ll even be able to request and expect those behaviors.


It’s an entirely natural horse reaction to startle and run when suddenly frightened, especially when the horse is tied (that’s already a frightening situation for a horse). Staying with Socks when he’s tied should be routine, not a special treat. Leaving a horse alone and tied in the aisle of a busy barn is asking for trouble.


You’ve done a great job for the amount of time you’ve had, and for the amount of emotional baggage that Socks is carrying.


Successful training (and retraining) is gradual and progressive. The first step is to introduce a concept at home, set the scene so that everything will go well with as few distractions as possible so the horse can learn what you want him to learn — or better yet, he can teach himself what you want him to learn. Then, when he’s mastered the concept or the skill, you do it repeatedly over weeks and months. It may take only a few repetitions to help a horse catch on to an idea, but it will take many, many repetitions to turn the new behavior into a habit.


Step two of training isn’t to move on to the next subject, it’s to repeat the same material with distractions. Add another horse in the arena or people talking next to the arena or someone playing basketball against the side of the barn. Your horse will regress a little or a lot. That’s normal. What he’s learned isn’t yet part of him — at least not to the point at which he can do it on autopilot.


The horse that can walk, trot, canter, stop, turn, and back up without distractions can learn to do all of those things in the presence of a few distractions at home, and then in the presence of more distractions at home, and then away from home with few distractions, and then away from home with more distractions. Take it a little at a time, and expect some regression whenever you change the venue and/or add more distractions. The overall picture will show an upward trend, but if you look closely, you’ll see that the line is actually a series of small zigzags: three steps forward, two steps back (with added distractions), then three steps forward, and so on. That’s how progress works; it’s not strictly uphill and linear.


You’re making good progress and doing well. Don’t be in a hurry, and don’t let anyone push you. You’re not training Socks for today, you’re training him for next month and next year and the year after, and all the years after that.



Ears Forward, Ears Back


Q I’ve been trying to watch horses and find out more about how they signal how they’re feeling. I never really noticed what horses do with their ears until I got a horse of my own. Now I want to understand his ear signals, and I’m not sure if I’m getting it right. I’ve been told that he will keep his ears forward if he is friendly and respectful of me, but that if his ears go back, he is about to misbehave. When I ride him, he usually has one ear forward and one back, and he moves them around a lot. He hardly ever puts both ears forward. I guess this means he is not paying very much attention to me, probably because he knows I’m not a very good rider. Or does it mean that he doesn’t like me? How can I get him to like and respect me so that he will put his ears forward and keep them there? I would like him to be like one of the show horses I see in magazines that always have their ears forward.
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A horse’s ears speak volumes.


A You may be a better rider than you think. When you see your horse’s ears swiveling, or see one ear coming back toward you and the other pointing ahead, this is good. It doesn’t mean that your horse has a problem with you or your riding, it means that your horse is exactly what you want him to be during a ride: relaxed and attentive.


When a horse is concerned or nervous about something he sees or hears, he will become very alert. He will look directly at the source of his concern, and his ears will point in that direction. Horses’ eyes and ears work together. A horse with his ears rigidly forward has all his attention on something — but that something isn’t the rider.


If one of your horse’s ears turns back toward you during a ride, that’s normal and positive; it means he’s listening to you. Don’t worry about “ears back” unless you see both ears back, as far back as they can go, flattened along the horse’s neck. Both ears in that position mean that the horse is very afraid or very angry.


Don’t worry, you won’t confuse the two positions. The difference is very clear, like the difference between a person raising his arm and waving at you and a person pulling back his arm and making a threatening fist. And there are other signs that will accompany an angry or frightened ear position: The horse’s body will typically become rigid and unmoving and will feel as though it’s suddenly grown much larger.


The magazine photos with the alert-looking horses are pretty, but they’re not easy to take. Attend a few shows and watch carefully when the winners’ photos are taken. You’ll see photographers’ assistants, trainers, and even helpful spectators waving hats, making funny sounds, rattling their change or their car keys, and generally doing anything and everything they can to persuade the horse to become alert and put both ears forward, even for an instant. When the horse is relaxed and a little bored, this can be quite a challenge.


Be glad that your horse is comfortable and relaxed when you’re riding him. A nervous, frightened, ultra-alert horse with his ears up and forward all the time might be a photographer’s dream, but it would be a rider’s nightmare.



Kicking Habit


Q I bought my first horse two years ago and after four months discovered she was pregnant. Her filly is such a good girl: She leads well, and we can clean her stall with her in it. She has about an acre to run in and two other horses to keep her company.


The problem is that when she is in the stall and we want to open the door, or when she wants her back scratched and I don’t have the time, I give her butt a soft push. She pins her ears back and turns around and kicks out. When she does that, I go to her head and walk her around. I do not want to hit her because I believe she is doing it because she feels threatened. I talk to her when I am coming in and when I’m in the stall. I do not want her to develop the habit of kicking around people, but I know what my riding instructor would say: Give her a kick. Please help.


A I won’t say, “Give her a kick,” but she does need to learn good stall manners and she can’t be allowed to kick at humans. Kicking isn’t acceptable behavior; sooner or later she’s going to hurt a human, another horse, or herself.


First, I’ll remind you that at her age, she really should be outdoors all the time, exercising freely, and not standing in a stall. Outdoor foals can work off their energy the way they’re designed to — it’s good for their bodies and their minds. Too much time in a stall is bad for any horse, and even worse for a foal.


I understand that you don’t want to hit your filly, but by going around to her head and leading her when she kicks at you, you’ve taught her that you want her to kick. Kicking is a great attention-getting behavior; after all, whenever she does it, you come in and walk her around.


It’s safest for both handlers and horses if the horses learn to turn and face the handlers whenever they enter the stall or paddock. Among horses, getting out of the way is a sign of respect. Kicking, or threatening to kick, when touched is horse language for “Move it, soldier, you’re in the officer’s way!” In other words, your filly thinks that she outranks you, and that she doesn’t need to get out of your way — you need to get out of her way.


You need to convince her that you outrank her. Right now she’s nine or ten months old and furry and cute, but she still outweighs you and has hard little hooves and plenty of muscle. She needs to learn who is “boss mare” soon, so that by the time she is fully-grown, she won’t even think about challenging you.


Don’t hit her, but do give her some leading lessons. She needs to move smoothly and quietly in whatever direction you indicate: forward, backward, turning to the left and to the right. She needs to learn to stand, tied or untied, and to move her hindquarters away from you when you tap her with a finger and say, “Over.” This is a very important lesson, not just for your convenience in getting into her stall, but for everything you will do with her on the ground and under saddle in the future. For example, she’ll need to learn to move away from your leg under saddle, and this is where it begins.


Horses are born with an instinct to move into pressure, not away from it, so this is indeed something that you need to teach her. Use your voice. A calm, soothing tone tells her that she is a good girl; if you calmly say, “Ow, sweetie, that really hurt me a lot when you kicked me in the leg just now,” she will register only the calm tone and think that everything is just fine — and see no reason to change anything she is doing. If, on the other hand, you save the calm, sweet, slow, soft voice for praise and make a loud, rude noise to indicate that you are displeased, your communication with her will be much clearer. Try my patented game-show-buzzer sound — you know, the one you hear on just about every show when someone gets a wrong answer. That sudden, loud, nasal, naaaaaah sound is very effective with horses. Horses have excellent hearing and dislike loud, rude noises. The buzzer sound makes the point clearly, effectively, and immediately. Yelling “No!” can also be quite effective, but since no sounds very similar to whoa, I prefer to use my buzzer noise whenever I want to tell the horses, “Wrong answer!” The important thing is to make the noise, or the word, stand on its own. Don’t try to slip a command or a reprimand into the middle of a long sentence; you’ll only confuse the horse.


When you’ve used your buzzer noise in response to her ears-back, kick-threat action, just wait. Don’t go around to her head, don’t talk to her soothingly, don’t reward her in any way — until she turns toward you, even slightly, even just bending her neck. Then praise her and wait. Most youngsters are clever enough to figure out what you like and don’t like if you make your feelings clear, and that means encouraging the behavior you want, actively discouraging any completely unacceptable behaviors, and saying and doing nothing in response to any wrong guess that isn’t actively dangerous. When she takes a step toward you, praise her and scratch her neck or withers. You want to create a new habit in her: that of watching you, paying attention to you, and approaching you with her front end.
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Problem behaviors left uncorrected in a foal will become more dangerous as the horse matures.


Don’t do too much at one time; young horses have short attention spans. Short, clear lessons repeated daily will have the effect you want. A few minutes at a time is all you can ask of a filly this age. If she kicks and you have to smack the offending leg with a whip, do it — and make the buzzer noise — and remember that you are friends again as soon as her foot touches the ground. This is horse discipline, and she’ll understand it. If she kicked her mother, the reaction would be instantaneous: a sharp squeal and a sharp nip, with no hard feelings afterward.


Foals are sweet and cute, but remember that everything you do with them in their first year will either save you time and trouble later or cause you trouble and force you to take much more time in the future. Firmness now will eliminate a lot of resistance later.


You’ll find that being firm and clear with your filly won’t make her cranky or resentful. On the contrary, she will feel much more secure and happy once she realizes that she isn’t the leader after all.



Hard-to-Catch Horse


Q I have two horses, a gelding and a mare, and my problem is a common one. I can catch my gelding with little difficulty, but I always end up working twice as hard to catch my mare. I have tried a number of things, like taking feed in with me, going to my gelding and waiting till the mare comes to me, and separating the two. I’ve even tried catching her, taking her out to eat grass or a treat, and then letting her go, but nothing seems to help. I’ve run out of ideas and I am at my wits’ end here. What can I do to make it a little easier to catch my mare?


A This is a common problem, and it’s a very annoying one. You’re on the right track, though. Your idea of catching her, taking her for a treat, and then letting her go is a good one. Your mare needs to associate getting caught with something pleasant.


The best way to convince a horse that something is pleasant is to make it true. This doesn’t just mean treats, although going into the field and giving the mare a treat when she comes up to you, then turning and walking away, can be a very effective method of creating interest. It means creating a positive expectation in your mare so that she actually looks forward to those times when you come to take her out of the field.


When your mare leaves the field with you, what happens? A horse that enjoys its work is always easier to catch than a horse that dislikes the time it spends under saddle. If your horse nickers and comes toward you when she sees you coming with a saddle on your arm, that’s a very good sign. If she comes to you when you have a treat but won’t get near you when you have a halter, lead rope, or tack, that’s not such a good sign.
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With patience and persistence, even the most confirmed evasion artist can be taught to be caught easily.


You need to teach your mare that it’s quite safe to approach you in the pasture, because nine times out of ten, she will just get a treat and a scratch and you won’t try to hold her — in fact, you’ll walk away. The tenth time, when you do take her in, give her a small feeding while you groom her and make the entire experience — grooming, tacking up, and riding — as pleasant and positive as you can. Then take her back to the field and give her another small treat just before you turn her out.


Double-check everything that could make her uncomfortable while she’s working — her teeth, her back, her feet, her bit, and the fit of her saddle and bridle. When you ride her, talk to her and encourage her so that she enjoys the experience. Praise her when she does well, when she tries, and when she seems to be thinking about trying. Keep her comfortable, make her work easy, and take every opportunity to praise her. Making the work fun can effect a huge change in a horse’s attitude about being caught.


Take your time, be patient, and realize that no two horses are exactly alike. Your mare may always be a little harder to catch than your gelding, just as some horses will always stand for a moment and look into a trailer before loading, while others will walk right in. The important part is for you to be able to catch your mare without having to follow her around the pasture for an hour until she gets bored enough to stand in one place — although that too can work.



Rearing While Being Led


Q I have a 16.2 hh, five-year-old Thoroughbred gelding. He has recently been off work for three weeks due to an injury, and he has started rearing and pawing the air as he is being led. He is right up in the air, and the hooves come increasingly close to me. I have tried snapping his lead rope tight as immediate discipline. Is there anything else that I can do to prevent this from turning into a habit? He has also reared up when being ridden and fallen over backward. Luckily, no serious injury was incurred.


A Rearing is perhaps the single most dangerous behavior that a horse can exhibit. If it becomes a confirmed habit, the only safe course is to get rid of the horse.


Your horse is young and energetic, and it’s understandable if he reacts badly to being confined. But horses must learn that rearing, like biting, is not acceptable under any circumstances. In this situation, particularly if the initial injury was to a hind leg, the act of rearing, with the extra stress it imposes on the hind legs, could compromise your horse’s healing. Because of the risk of damage, you should mention this new habit to your vet, ask for suggestions, and perhaps ask him to come out and examine the horse closely.


When he was injured and confined to his stall, did you reduce or eliminate his concentrates and offer him only grass hay, or a mixture of grass and alfalfa? Thoroughbreds — like horses of any breed — become agitated in confinement if they are fed as though they were in full work mode. (Don’t assume that an overfed horse will become fat. Some confined horses remain at the same weight, but become nervous and aggressive.) In any case, confined horses tend to develop “stall courage,” since they have no outlet for their energy. Now that he is rearing, you must try to eliminate this habit as quickly as possible, so that it will be safe for you to keep the horse.


First, never handle this horse unless you are wearing your safety helmet. This is one of the best moves you can make to ensure your own safety while you retrain your horse.


If your horse rears while you are leading him, you may be able to shift his balance in that moment just before the rear, when his weight begins to go back onto his hind legs. There is always a brief pause before this happens — perhaps just a fraction of one second — but if you are very attentive, this is enough warning for you to snap the lead and take him not just forward (this could become a pulling contest, and he would surely win), but sideways and forward.
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HOW HORSES THINK, LEARN, AND REACT

» Should I use treats as positive reinforce-
ment during training? (PAGE 42)

» My horse rears and strikes at bath
time. What should | do? (PaGE 118)

» Is it OK that my horse rubs his
head against me? (PAGE 253)

By JESSICA JAHIEL

Foreword by Moira Harris, Horse Illustrated

“Jahiel’s writing is full of encourage-
ment and inspiration for individuals
who want to make riding and horses
an important part of their lives.”

—Horses USA
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