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What Do Horses Need to Know?



When watching horses, we often say, “He should know that …” — similar to what our mothers said as we were growing up (“You should know better”). Once we reach a certain age and know XYZ, you’d think we’d have learned ABC, but that’s often not the case. Frequently the basics are missing, with both people and horses.


Basics are the building blocks, the foundation of everything that is to come. If there are holes in the foundation, at some point the horse, the person, or the barn could come tumbling down.


Sugar, for example, is a sweet gelding that makes a pretty picture at a horse show—if buddy Spice is standing alongside the rail. He also has a habit of moving during mounting, so he must be held while his rider gets aboard; he must be tranquilized before loading; he always jerks the right hind away from the farrier….


Sugar has holes: things he really should know; things he should have learned at the beginning. Although he can walk, jog, and lope with the best of them, important basics are missing from his training.


Horses Are Wonderful Already


Before we even begin to make a list of what we think a horse should learn, however, let’s celebrate all the splendid things he inherently knows. I’ve discussed in detail why horses do what they do in my previous book, How to Think Like a Horse. There I give you a bird’s-eye view of a horse’s evolution, physical traits, senses, and behaviors. Horses bring with them beauty, nobility, grace, curiosity, generosity, honesty, and forgiveness. They have amazing physical attributes, keen senses, and strong instincts, and they are very social animals. Such rich character is a great gift to us.


Wild horses know everything they need to survive. They are complete. It’s when we domesticate a horse and bring him into our world that he needs to learn new things in order to adapt. As we develop a partnership with him, it is best to preserve those things that make a horse a horse. That way, there are no losers — both human and horse emerge winners. If you work together for safety, effectiveness, and unity, it will be a satisfying and successful experience.



Training Concepts and Programs



There are good step-by-step books that can help you master the nuts and bolts of horse training. This book, however, focuses on the behind-the-scene goals necessary to develop a trainer’s consciousness. Understanding training concepts is helpful for seeing the big picture. You’ll find that certain themes recur throughout a horse’s life, from foalhood through his senior years.
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Horses are wonderful already. Sherlock is an athlete, full of beauty and grace.


Whether you are handling a foal for the first time or asking your riding horse to cross a creek, there will be elements of fear — but also, hopefully, of leadership, trust, willingness, patience, mutual respect, obedience, confidence, and harmony. Understanding this when it comes to handling, working with, and riding horses will help you become a more complete horse trainer. Understand the concepts, master the skills, develop the horse.


This book is devoted to those universal lessons that every horse should know, whether a trail horse or reiner, dressage horse or jumper, rodeo or ranch horse. Each discipline will have its own set of specific skills that he will need to learn, but all horses should know certain basics.


Throughout my life with horses, I’ve been both a “be here now” and “back burner” trainer. When I work with a horse, I am in the moment. Afterwards, I take a bit of time to review what happened, where we are, where I’d like to be, and what skills and principles will help us get there. Then I put all of it on the back burner until the next time I work with the horse. Things have a way of reordering themselves in the subconscious.
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When we domesticate horses, we help them adapt and feel safe. Suckling Dickens is confident enough to leave his dam and go sloshing through the spring with me.


It is my hope that you’ll read this book from cover to cover, reread parts in between training sessions, add something to the pot, and put it on your back burner to simmer. Skills are essential to master, but it’s the concepts that really bring about those “ahhhh” moments. You’ll see how a single training principle can be thought of separately, yet, when they all intertwine, the horse is made whole.


You can use the concepts to help you design a custom training program for each horse. The subjective and objective goals in chapter 15 will help you get started. The checklists there are designed to help you find an entry point for your horse, and they will give you some ideas of what you can review or work on next. You’ll constantly be making and revising individual “to-do” lists for each of your horses.
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Testing a horse on the basics will show you where he needs work. Dickens knows to stand square on a long line and is patient and tolerant, but he could still use some work on his ticklish areas.


What You Need to Know


Horse training is not strictly linear. At any one time, several things are occurring. In addition, each horse comes with his own set of influences: age, sex, breeding, health, soundness, condition, previous handling, temperament, and attitude. One gelding might pass one test quite easily but need more time to master another, while his full brother might respond vice versa.


As you make your plan, keep in mind your own temperament, experience, talent, timing, physical abilities, and goals.


Thankfully, horses tell us every day what they need to learn. Their gaps become quickly evident because, until they are filled, they will appear in all types of situations. A horse that has never learned to stand still, for example, might paw and move around when tied to a hitch rail, move back and forth when the farrier is trying to shoe him, sway side to side and move up and back in a trailer, or start walking while a rider is mounting. He has missed the basic lessons of whoa and patience.


That’s why no matter what age a horse is, it’s a good idea from square one to evaluate what he does and does not know. This is especially important when buying a horse. The test ride might go fine, but is he cooperative for clipping, bathing, trailering, and shoeing? By testing a horse on the basics, you’ll see whether his schooling is complete or deficient.


No horse is perfect. No horse performs everything perfectly every time. Horses are living beings, not machines. Each horse comes with natural talents and challenges — some things come easily, others are tough. Our role is to fortify the strong traits in a horse’s nature and help him develop so that he becomes more confident in his weak areas.


Twelve Tips for Success
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As you work toward accomplishing your goals, keep the following things in mind.


1. Break large goals into smaller, more achievable goals.


2. Do simple exercises well rather than more advanced maneuvers in poor form.


3. Be consistent. (Always be training.)


4. Be patient.


5. Preserve a horse’s curiosity, willingness to learn, good attitude, and spirit.


6. Work for balance and quality of movement.


7. Let results, not time, be your measure.


8. Feed a horse according to his age and work requirements.


9. Exercise a horse daily.


10. Give a horse a job, a purpose.


11. Practice regularly.


12. Use reward and yielding to reinforce a horse’s good behavior.
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PART ONE: No Fear



Fear is the single most dangerous and destructive force in a relationship with a horse. Eradicate fear and you begin to develop trust.


Fear relates to one’s perceived safety. When a horse sees, hears, or smells something that spells danger, he shifts into a self-protective mode. Since horses are not naturally aggressive, their instinctive response to trouble is to flee rather than to fight.


Strong fears can elicit strong responses. Horses unable to resolve their fears can panic — jump out, crash through, or rear over the threat. This can cause fatal injuries to the horse and nearby people and can damage facilities. Panic is typical of a wild or unhandled domestic horse who is suddenly confined and cornered.


Fear shows up in domestic horses that have been inadequately handled. During shoeing, floating teeth, clipping, or loading, a green horse may not try to jump over the top of you, but he may exhibit other escape-related behaviors such as striking, kicking or stomping, tail swishing, head shaking, or lunging. He is saying, “Stay out of my space” or “Let me out of here!” With such a horse, things can suddenly escalate—and when he exceeds his fear threshold, he can explode.


Systematically and sensitively assuaging a horse’s inborn fears, then, is your main goal in the first phase of a horse’s training. You want your horse to feel safe. You want to feel safe. You want your horse to trust you. You want to trust your horse.
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Part of our job is to introduce our horses to a variety of things they might encounter in our world. Seeker now says “no big deal” when it comes to the silver umbrella, but it got her attention when I first opened it (as you’ll see later in the book).
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No Fear of People
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I think an untrained horse fears man’s world more than he fears man himself.
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FEAR IS A REALITY WE have to deal with when handling horses. When fearful, horses can be anxious and uncomfortable and can become unpredictable and dangerous. That’s why we must help them deal with their inherent fears.


The first fear we must address is the fear of humans. Fortunately, a horse is born with everything he needs to overcome his fear of humans: curiosity, a strong power of association, deeply rooted social-hierarchy behaviors, a need for security, and a wonderfully generous nature.


Predator–Prey?


A common explanation of why horses are naturally fearful of humans is that humans are predators and horses are prey animals. Although a modern domestic horse has inherited some of his wild ancestors’ fear of being hunted by animals for food, to me it seems unlikely that this would be the main reason horses fear humans today.


I think an untrained horse fears man’s world more than he fears man himself. Unless a human behaves like a predator — that is, chases, corners, and threatens — a horse will most likely be more curious than afraid. When a wild or untrained horse does see a person, he will understandably be alert and most likely suspicious of the unusual two-legged animal, just as he would be of any other unusual creature, such as a bear. But put that same unhandled horse in a small enclosure, add some tack and other training paraphernalia, and apply a little bit of human pressure: you now have a recipe for fear.


[image: Image]


Putting a hand on a horse is the most basic means of connection and communication. Sassy has learned that being touched is no cause for concern and is actually a time to relax and luxuriate.


Touch and Trust


If you can show a horse that he can rely on your good judgment and leadership, this will be the basis for a great partnership.


To reduce a horse’s natural fears, we must first convince him that we won’t hurt him. This is the basis for trust. Next, we must show that we are a wise leader. We must be fair and not ask him to do something difficult before he is ready. Never ask a horse to do something that is unsafe. One primary fear a horse must overcome is that of the human touch. I mean, simply, hand on horse, before any halters or tack come into the picture. Not only must a horse allow you to touch him in a safe zone, such as on his neck, but eventually anywhere and anytime, from the front, the back, and both sides. Then, not only must he allow you to touch him all over, but he should also be relaxed about it and hopefully learn to enjoy your touch. For your safety and his, there should be no sudden eek! moments.


Safe Zones and Hot Spots


Horses are very tactile creatures that naturally enjoy and solicit being touched in certain places, such as the thickly muscled areas of the neck, chest, and rump, and the withers and back. They do not naturally enjoy touch in the thin-skinned areas such as the flank, sheath, udder, anus, mouth, and ears. Thus it is our job to systematically help a horse overcome his aversion to being touched in those “hot spots.” You’ll eventually need to wash the udder and sheath, take his temperature, and not worry when the farrier’s hat tickles your horse in the flank. Through a system of progressive desensitization, a horse will realize that he will not be harmed no matter where he is touched.


REAL WORLD


Hail, Sherlock!


When late-term Sassy was turned out on pasture one early spring day to mosey and stretch for an hour, a cold, drenching Rocky Mountain hailstorm suddenly came down. I ran out to bring her in, but she had already begun the process of foaling. Richard and I assisted her out in the pasture, and by the time the hail stopped, the foal was out of the sack. I tied up the placenta and led Sassy while Richard carried the vigorous foal up the hill to the barn. All four of us were soaking wet, so we stood under a radiant heater to dry while we toweled off the mare and foal.


The foal, less than an hour old, walked all over the barn, exploring every stall and nook and looking for clues in his new world, so we immediately named him Sherlock. All the while, he carried an oversized bath towel across his back, as if it was routine stuff. He arrived in the world of humans without fear, a hale and unique foal.
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Lift and Don’t Lift


There are times when you want your horse to lift his feet, such as when you want to clean them or when your farrier wants to trim or shoe. But there are also times when you want to handle your horse’s legs and not have him move his feet. When you bathe, groom, clip, bandage, or put on leg boots, you don’t want your horse to lift his feet, as it would be not only counterproductive to what you are trying to accomplish but dangerous as well. Therefore, every horse needs to know when to respond to your request to lift his feet and when to stand patiently with his feet firmly planted on the ground while you perform procedures.
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Beginning on foaling day, handle a foal’s mouth to prepare him for veterinary care, deworming, bridling, and more.
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It is essential to get a mare used to having her vulva washed and touched for breeding preparation and procedures.


For riding, you’ll need to be able to put your leg on your horse without him jumping out of his skin. (See box, pages 8 and 9.) Many horses are overly sensitive to leg cues because they were never properly desensitized to touch and pressure on their ribs. Because you want your horse to retain responsiveness to your leg aids, you don’t want to overdo the “sacking out” of the horse’s barrel, but a horse should feel comfortable with you touching and rubbing his sides.


Horses prefer a firm assured touch rather than a tenuous tickle. I’ve known quite a few horses who are much more content with a rider astride than with the same person on the ground. A valuable lesson for every horse is for the rider to mount the horse bareback and rub, hug, lean forward, lie back, and otherwise maximize body-to-body contact with him. It is a grounding exercise for both horse and human. (See opposite for a diagram of touch points.)
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Prior to saddling and riding, accustom your horse to being touched all over — they love solid body-to-body contact.


TOUCH POINTS
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A horse’s body has various zones of sensitivity. Some areas have thin skin, very little protective muscle tissue, and nerves and vessels close to the surface. Those areas are generally more sensitive than regions with heavy muscles and thick skin.


Sensitivity varies among breeds and individuals within a breed, but this Touch Points map will give you a general sensitivity guideline. It will help you choose the proper touch and grooming tool and give you the basis for interpreting your horse’s reactions and planning your aids and cues.


Trust and Teamwork


Mounted exercises are designed to give a rider confidence on a horse’s back and to provide an added measure of security if one must dismount in a hurry. But the horse also needs to be familiarized with the sensations and activities of a rider. Unlike the experienced, “bombproof” school horses we learned on, horses are not naturally tolerant of strange sensations and antics in their blind spots. A green horse might be confident as long as a rider is properly astride; if things get goofy, though, and someone is hanging half off one side, with the saddle slipping, some horses will go into a real snorting, bucking, fearful fit.


As part of every horse’s education, therefore, these two exercises (and more like them) should be practiced regularly so that the horse is comfortable and accepting of odd positions and movements all around him, especially in his blind spots.


FLYING DISMOUNT


One of the first exercises taught to me as a young rider was an emergency dismount, also called the Flying Dismount. Various versions depend on whether you are riding bareback or with an English or Western saddle, but it basically involves taking your feet out of the stirrups, leaning your upper body forward, and pushing up and off as you swing one leg over the rump to land on both feet on the desired side. We were first taught to master a flying dismount at a standstill off both sides, then at a walk, trot, and canter, off both sides.
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AROUND THE WORLD


During the same era, I was taught Around the World. The unflappable school horse was happy to stand still while I swiveled in the saddle from a normal astride position to one with both legs on the near side to a rear-facing position to one with both legs on the off side to a return to the normal forward-facing position. I had gone “round the world.”
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Fear of Someone in Blind Spot



Horses are acutely aware of their surroundings, and because of the location of their eyes and their wide range of vision, they are able to pick up the subtle movements of things all around them. They do have blind spots, however — areas where they can’t see what’s going on — and that can make them nervous. It’s similar to when you are driving your car or truck: sometimes you can’t quite see the vehicle (or even if there is a vehicle) in that spot between your rearview mirror and your sideview mirror. In some situations, you might be tempted to turn quickly and look at that spot or slow down so that if there is a vehicle, it will pass you.
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When approaching a horse from the rear, realize that when you are directly behind him, he can’t see you. Zipper’s prominent eye allows him to see me taking his photo as I approach seven-eighths rear. His ears are tuned back to me and he is experienced enough to know there is nothing to fear and yet, out of reflex, he still takes one step forward with his right hind.


In a similar way, a horse is uneasy if he senses something to his side or rear that he can’t see. He is more comfortable if he can see a thing clearly and head on. If there is a perceived threat off to the side or the rear of a horse, he will most likely try to turn and face it.


You’ve been taught from day one that when you are behind a horse or approaching him from the rear, you should let him know of your presence by putting your hand on his hindquarters. Well, this needs to be expanded to allow you to be able to touch your horse when he is in any position, any time, anywhere. As always, these suggestions need to be implemented with common sense for safety’s sake.


A horse needs to be comfortable with you:


• Next to his head on the near side.


• Next to his head on the off side.


• At his girth on the near side.


• At his girth on the off side.


• In front of his head.


• At his hindquarters on the near side.


• At his hindquarters on the off side.


• Behind him.


• Standing above him in all positions.


• Squatting below him in all positions.


• Farther away, doing all of the above.


• Mounting, and moving around on his back while mounted.
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LEFT: Another blind spot, and a vulnerable one from a horse’s point of view, is the top of his head. When I step up on a stool and clip Zipper’s bridle path, he demonstrates that he has overcome his fear of the touch and sound of the clippers and my elevated position.
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RIGHT: Unusual things and movements can often frighten a horse until he has been introduced to them and sees there is no threat. Zinger is more interested in me taking the photo than she is of Richard, hobbling with his crutch.
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