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Foreword

I guess I’ve known Mark Rashid for eight or nine years, during which time we’ve ridden many a trail together, worked a bunch of horses, raised five weanling foals, picked guitars, sang up a storm, and managed to share a brew or two. I’ve watched him develop from a good horseman into a top hand when it comes to any kind of problem with a horse.

Mind you now, that I had been cowboying, wrangling dudes, and working horses at various places in the Colorado and Wyoming mountains for more than six years when Mark was born! I consider myself to be a fair hand around a horse, but I don’t hold a candle to Mark, and it seems the most natural thing in the world for me to consult with him if I have a horse-related problem of any kind.

When Mark first told me his ideas for this book, I knew right away I wanted to be part of it, but I didn’t want to horn in on the strength of our friendship. But later, when he asked me if I wanted to do the artwork for it, he got an answer faster than a hobo turns his socks.

Like Mark, I’ve seen many a good horse ruined by well-meaning, but unknowing people. So this book is a labor of love for me, just as it is for Mark. If, between us, we can cause even one horse owner to get to know his horse better and give them both a better life, then this project has been worth all the effort it took to put it together. I’m proud to be asked to participate in my good buddy’s effort and hope that my pictures truly convey his meaning to readers. If everyone who reads this book enjoys it as much as I have, we won’t be able to print enough of them.


 Ron Ball 
Lazy Easel Ranch 
Estes Park, Colorado






Special thanks


As with any undertaking of this nature, there is no way it could have been accomplished without the support of good friends and loving family. It is for that reason that I take the opportunity to thank them all personally, and I hope I don’t leave anybody out.

Thanks to my parents, Jed and Joan, for the support and guidance they supplied to me as a child, as well as the freedom to choose my own course in life, even when it may not have seemed the best way to go. Thanks to my sisters, Mary and Pam, and my brothers, Rick, Scott, and Craig, for believing in me. Thanks to my in-laws Gordon and Aleene for their help and support when I know it couldn’t have been easy to give.

Thanks to Scott and Julie Roederer, who not only asked if I would write this book, but who are also the big reason it has become a reality.

Thanks to Matt Bowers, who got me started writing in the first place and gave me the encouragement to want to continue.

Thanks to Dwight and Jean Thorson, Ron and Jane Ball, Joy York, Patty Lyons, Justin Smith, Scott Bottoms, Linda Goad, Steve and Evelyn Wilson, Linda Wilenski, Dr. Dave and Jill Schneider, Rick Harris, Dennis Clymer, Rob and Jere Irvin, Cathy Irvin, Bob and Cheryl Clifton, Herb and Sherry Mignery, Larry Kitchen, Randy Good, Steve and Gay Nagl, Susie Bail, Fran Vess, George and Jill Pratt, Pat Spivey, Bob Merkins, and Boyd LaMarsh for their friendship and support in both good times and bad.

Thanks to Dr. Rick Dill, D.V.M., and Dr. Dave Siemens for fixing my animals when they needed it.

And a very special thanks to the “old man” for giving me the matches that started the fire and the fuel to keep it burning.





Introduction


CONSIDERING THE HORSE: 20 YEARS LATER

It seems like just yesterday that this book Considering the Horse: Tales of Problems Solved and Lessons Learned was first released. At the time, I was splitting my time between traveling the front range of Colorado giving lessons, starting colts, and helping folks with troubled horses, and working part time at a local guest ranch as a sort of consultant to improve the quality of their horse program. Writing a book was the farthest thing from my mind.

Then one day a student asked if I could come to her house to evaluate a horse her and her husband were thinking of selling. Neither of them were getting along very well with the horse and they figured it was time to find him a new home but didn’t know how much to charge for him. So one summer evening in 1992 I stopped over.

What I found was a big palomino gelding who didn’t like to be caught, groomed, saddled, bridled, or ridden. At first glance the problems appeared insurmountable. But after spending a little time with both him and the owners, it became clear that what was going on was more a case of a series of misunderstandings rather than out and out bad behavior by the horse. With a few adjustments on everybody’s part, and within a relatively short period of time, all three were getting along much better and the couple decided not to sell the horse after all. Little did I know at the time but that evening would set my life off on a path I could never have imagined.

It turned out that the husband was an editor for a publishing company and after seeing the kind of quiet work we had done with his horse, he asked if I had ever thought about writing a book about what I do. I told him I hadn’t and figured that was that. However, one night a few weeks later he called and asked again if I’d be interested in writing a book. During our phone conversation I got to thinking about opportunities, and how certain opportunities don’t come around very often. Getting asked to write a book seemed to be one of those. So that night, after a two-hour phone conversation, the idea for Considering the Horse was born.

Less than a year later the book came out in print and I suppose like any new author, I looked forward to seeing the finished product. I must say, however, that I was surprised to find that the book was actually a little difficult for me to read. At first, I didn’t understand why, but the deeper I got into it the more I realized I had not only lived through the stories in the book, but then wrote the stories down, gone over them several times during the editing process, and then read them again after the editing process and before the manuscript went into publication. By the time the book actually came out I found I just didn’t want to go over the stories again. It was as if by rereading the stories over and over I was somehow keeping myself in the past and it didn’t take long to realize that staying in the past just wasn’t a good place for me to be. In order for me to grow as a person and a horseman I needed to be moving forward, so I put the book down and didn’t pick it up again for nearly twenty years.

Now the interesting thing, at least for me, is that during that same twenty years I have had countless people from all over the world send me letters, emails, call me on the phone, or come and see us when we’re doing our clinics and tell me how much Considering the Horse has meant to them, or how much it has helped them and their horses. I’ve even had people recite certain stories from the book almost verbatim or tell me how much they laughed or how much they cried during a specific chapter or story. Still, I had that little nagging feeling in the back of my mind that perhaps the information I tried to pass along might have become outdated somehow over time. After all, within just a few years after it’s publication I noticed I was already thinking about certain things I wrote about a little differently, other things I was doing differently, and still others I wasn’t really doing anymore at all!

Then, a few years back I received a letter from a twelve-year-old girl who told me how much the book meant to her and how much it helped her with her relationship with her horses. She said she had been treating her horses badly for a long time, but didn’t know it until she read the book. She went on to say that since reading Considering the Horse, she was not only treating her horses with more understanding and kindness, but she was now treating every horse she came in contact with the same way and was finding that being around horses was fun again, where before it was turning into something she hated.

It was then that I began to look at this little book in a different light. I started to understand that while I may see and do things a little differently with horses than I did when the book first came out, the information in the book wasn’t outdated at all. I began to understand that the book is a snapshot of where I was in both my life and my horsemanship at that time, and while I feel I am still evolving and moving forward in both, there are also people and horses out there who are still benefitting from reading about the experiences I tried to share in those pages all those years ago.

I finally began to realize that this book has helped a lot of people and horses all over the world, not to mention it was the starting point for what would ultimately turn into a nearly twenty-year-long career of writing for me.

Then in 2005, the publishing company I had worked so closely with for so many years was taken over by a much larger company. Even though all my books were still selling well, the bigger parent company chose to let them go out of print. It started with A Good Horse Is Never a Bad Color, in 2008, followed by Horses Never Lie, and finally Considering the Horse. When Skyhorse Publishing (the publisher of Whole Heart, Whole Horse) heard about this, they quickly picked up the rights, and plans immediately began for the reissue of the books, including any updates or additions to the text that I would like to make.

Although A Good Horse had been out of print for the longest period of time, we ultimately decided to rerelease them in their original order, beginning with Considering the Horse. As result, I started going through the book to see what, if any additions, needed to be made, and I was pleasantly surprised to find that this time, reading it felt like reuniting with an old friend that I hadn’t seen in twenty years. The people, places, and horses I wrote about back then jumped off the page at me and came back to life, and while there were indeed things I would add or talk about differently today, I just couldn’t bring myself to change any of the original text.

I mentioned earlier that for me this book is like a snapshot in time, and I quickly found changing or adding to the original text would have been like trying to “photoshop” a favorite old photograph—doing so may make the photo look better or different, but it wouldn’t make it the original. So instead of adding or subtracting to the original text, I simply decided to put any changes, additions, or thoughts I might have had about something I wrote about back in 1992 at the end of the chapter in question. You’ll notice, as you read through, that some chapters have very little at the end of them, while others have more extensive additions. Please keep in mind that none of the additions or comments were meant as a discussion on specifically how I do things now, as my subsequent books have most of that information in them already.

As I mentioned at the outset, I felt back then, and still do today that getting a chance to write this book was a once in a lifetime opportunity. After all, very few people ever get asked to write a book in the first place, and it seems even fewer get the opportunity to add to it nearly twenty years later. I’ve been lucky enough to be able to do both, and it’s been a privilege and an honor to get the chance to do so. I have you, the reader to thank for that.

As one might imagine, working on this project was truly a labor of love back in 1992. In many ways, it was even more so now. So for those of you “old timers” who had a chance to read the book in its original form, I hope you like the additions we chose to add. For those newcomers who are just picking the book up for the first time ... welcome, and I hope you enjoy reading it as much as I’ve enjoyed bringing it to you.


 Mark Rashid 
2010
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Part One

Horse Sense
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The horse’s point of view

The Pike family homesteaded the place and had farmed it since back in the 1800s. Three generations had lived there before they finally got electricity to the house in 1941. That was said to be quite an undertaking. Folks from four counties came to watch the power company drill the holes and consequently set the large wooden poles in the ground. Those poles would hold the wire that would carry electricity to the Pike home. The problem was that the place was so far off the main road that it took eleven of those oil-soaked poles just to get the wire to the house. In the process, the power company succeeded in ruining most of the ten acres on the left side of the Pike driveway.

To add insult to injury, a late summer tornado came through the area two months later and uprooted all but one of the poles. It also destroyed the barn, took the roof off the house, and destroyed all of the Pike’s hay crop and most of the livestock. The family tried to rebuild but ended up going broke and selling the place to Jim Johnson ten years later. Johnson wanted the place to raise, train, and sell horses.

The first thing that Johnson noticed about the place was the one power line pole that the tornado didn’t get. It was planted firmly next to the southwest corner of the tool shed and hadn’t been used for its original purpose since the storm. It was, he thought, the perfect piece of wood to use for the snubbing post that he wanted in the middle of the round pen he planned on building. With picks and shovels, he and his uncle tried to dig the pole up.

Two days later, and with the pole still in the ground, they decided it would be easier to build the round pen around the pole rather than move the pole to the round pen. So that’s what they did.

They tore down the tool shed and built the round pen there. The sides of the round pen were angled out slightly and built out of rough-cut 2 × 12s. The top board was six feet, six inches off the ground and was used mainly as a place for people to sit and watch the horses being broke. The round pen had gotten so much use over the years that the floor was nothing but a mixture of dirt and pulverized horse manure.

In the wet season, this combination rendered the round pen virtually unusable. The floor would become so slick that it was literally impossible to walk across, much less work horses in. Using it in the dry season wasn’t much better. Working horses in the pen would raise so much dust that people passing by often mistook the dust cloud for smoke from a burning building.

It was on one of those dry, dusty days in the summer of 1968 that I found myself sitting on the top board of the Johnson round pen. Sitting next to me was Walter Pruit, my boss. We had driven the four miles or so from Walter’s horse ranch to Johnson’s to pick up a truckload of hay and, having already loaded the truck, had stopped to watch the boys work one of the new colts.

It was the first time I had ever gotten to see a horse being broke close up, and I was so excited that I could hardly sit still. Through the dust I could see them work. One of the men had a foot braced against the old power pole in the middle of the pen. He did this to get leverage on the rope he was holding, which was wrapped two or three times around the pole. On the other end of the rope was a heavy leather halter, which was around the head of the colt, and the colt was blindfolded with a towel.

The second man had one hand on the towel, and the other on the horse’s ear, which he appeared to be pulling with all his might. He also had his teeth clamped down on the end of the same ear. The third man was working as fast as he could to cinch up the saddle that he had just thrown on the horse’s back.

All three men were sweating so much that the dust that hit them immediately turned to mud. Their arms and faces were streaked with the dark slippery stuff, and their shirts were so covered that it was hard to tell what color they were when put on that morning.

This was an awesome display of horsemanship, I thought. There was no question that this horse had met its match. As I sat there watching, I kept thinking that someday this was what I wanted to do—break horses.

Other ranch hands had also begun to gather around and were shouting encouragement to the three horsemen in the pen. I found myself shouting with them. As the third man was getting ready to get on, something strange happened. I heard the soft voice of the old man sitting next to me.

“How do you suppose the horse feels about all this?” he asked quietly, putting a filterless Camel cigarette between his lips and lighting it.

“What?” I asked, over the cheers of the crowd.

“The horse.” He blew out a puff of bluish smoke. “How do you think the horse feels about this?”

“It’s just a horse,” I heard my twelve-year-old voice say, almost in disgust.

To me at that point, horses were simply objects to be overpowered and pushed around. Giving consideration as to how the horse felt never entered my mind. Of course, nobody had ever asked me to consider it either, until that day.

I turned my attention back to the action just in time to see the cowboy throw a leg over the horse and take a deep seat. Suddenly, and for the first time, I noticed the horse. She was soaked with sweat and dirt, which made determining her exact color impossible. She stood snubbed to the post in the dust and heat. Every muscle in her body was rigid and quivering with fear. As the man pulled the blindfold off and turned her loose, the expression on her face was unmistakably one of terror.

The rider, ready for action, hooked the little mare with his spurs. She quickly exploded in a blur of hooves, hair, and dust. She bucked so hard and fast that as her back legs reached their full extension, they made a popping sound. The bellarin’ sound that she made as the air was forced out of her lungs with every jump was awful. I had never heard that exact sound before, or since.

I heard one of the boys who was sitting on the top rail with us comment that Tony, the man on the horse’s back, had bit off more than he could chew, and evidently he had. Horse and rider made only three very fast and furious laps around the round pen before Tony was launched into the air like that guy I’d once seen at the county fair who shot himself out of the cannon. Tony landed in a heap about twenty feet from where he came off. As men scrambled into the round pen to help him and to try to catch the horse, the old man nudged my arm.
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“Come on,” he said, throwing a leg over the back side of the round pen. “We’ve got hay to unload.”

I had worked on the old man’s little horse operation since I was ten years old, mostly as a poop scooper and gofer. In exchange I was able to ride for free. During those two years, I had gone with the “old man” about a half dozen times to pick up hay. While loading the hay, I would stand on the stack and throw the bales down onto the truck where he would stack them. The truck was a 1949 Ford pickup that looked like it had rolled off a cliff somewhere and, by some stroke of luck, had landed on its wheels still running.

The old man would always insist on stacking about five more bales on the truck than it could carry. He then would refuse to tie the stack to the bed proclaiming that we didn’t have that far to go and tying the stack would waste time. Inevitably we would dump nearly the entire load in the middle of the road on the way home. We would then have to spend at least another hour putting the bales back on the truck.

This day was no exception. As we rounded the corner out of Johnson’s driveway onto the main road, I felt the telltale lurch of the truck that told me that the hay bales that were once on the back were now in the road.

The entire time we were reloading the truck, the only thing I could think of was that question he asked me at the round pen: how did I suppose the horse felt about all of that? It was as if, with that one question, the old man had tried to open my eyes to another side of horses that many people, including myself at that point, never see. I wanted to let him know that I understood what he was trying to get at. I also wanted to let him know that I’d seen in the horse what he had seen—the fear.

The problem was, as the two of us stood there stacking hay on that pickup, I just couldn’t find the words. Nothing I could think of seemed appropriate. It wasn’t until the second-to-last bale was being tossed on the truck that I said something.

“She was scared,” I told him apologetically.

The old man stopped and looked at me as if to say, “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” although I knew he did.

“The horse,” I continued. “She was scared. That’s how she felt.”

He nodded his head approvingly and said quietly, “I’m glad you noticed.” I waited for him to say something more. Perhaps something profound like, “All good horsemen notice those things.” Or, “You’re very observant.” Or even, “You’re not as stupid as I thought you were.” But nothing else was said.

As time went on, I came to realize that nothing else needed to be said. He had gotten his point across. The point was that there is more to horses than simply getting on and riding—a lot more. He had made his point, and the rest was up to me. I could either do something about it or let it go. I decided from that day on to make more of an effort to find out just what makes horses tick.

Now, I wish I could say that the rest of that summer was a tremendous learning experience for me. It wasn’t. Although I was now trying to look at horses from a different perspective, the truth of the matter is, things went on pretty much the way they always had with me scooping poop and fixing fence and seldom if ever actually working with the horses.

It wasn’t until the following spring that I was able to put my newfound attitude towards horses to work. One morning as I was cleaning stalls, a pickup with a stock trailer pulled into the yard. Inside the trailer was a sorrel gelding that was throwing himself around in an attempt to get out. The driver backed the trailer up to one of the empty corrals where the old man had opened the gate. No sooner had they opened the back door of the trailer than the gelding leaped into the 20-by-30-foot corral and hit the ground running. He quickly found that there wasn’t anywhere to go, however, and planted himself in the corner farthest away from everybody.

He had several superficial cuts on his head, legs, and hips and was shaking so badly from fear that I thought he might tip over. The driver of the truck said the horse was just plain worthless, and if we could train him, we could have him. As the trailer pulled away, the old man came over to where I was, which was next to the corral fence.

“Do you want to work with this one?” he asked matter-of-factly. The old man had never before even hinted that I might someday be able to work with the horses, so the question took me by complete surprise.

“I wouldn’t know what to do with him,” I said.

“That horse will show you what to do,” was his reply. “Just look at everything you do from his point of view, and the rest will take care of itself.”

“I wouldn’t even know where to start,” I told him.

“He’s scared,” the old man grunted. “That’s where you start.” And he walked off.

There it was. Again, he had left it up to me. I could either take the bull by the horns and work with this horse or go back to cleaning stalls. Having weighed my options carefully, and not wanting to rush into anything, I went back to cleaning stalls. For two days I went about my business as usual. Then on the third day I heard the old man holler for me from his pickup truck. He told me over the noise of the engine that he had to go to town. He also said that somehow a halter had gotten in the new gelding’s pen and would I go in and get it. I told him I would.

The familiar sound of banging metal and grinding gears faded into the distance as I rounded the corner to the gelding’s pen. I was shocked to see that the only halter in the pen was buckled around the horse’s neck. That morning the old man had somehow gotten close enough to that horse not only to catch him but to put the halter on him. He had even done it without me seeing or hearing him. I couldn’t believe it. Well, I thought to myself as only a teenager can, if he can do it, I can do it.

With all the grit and determination I could muster, I entered the pen. The horse was not impressed. He simply turned and began to trot around the perimeter of the corral. Dauntlessly I followed him. Fifteen minutes later the situation hadn’t changed. He was still trotting, and I was still following.

Twenty-five minutes went by before I decided to rethink my strategy. I moved to the center of the corral and stood so as to catch my breath. Much to my surprise, the horse stopped too. Not only that, but he turned and looked at me as well.

We had both stood motionless looking at each other for quite some time, each trying to figure out what to do next, when I noticed a bee flying in my direction. It was one of those bees which have black-and-yellow bodies the size of fifty-five-gallon drums and which sound like a Peterbilt as they fly past. The bee ended up right in front of me, about chest high and hovering. I decided to take some evasive action by moving a few steps backwards.

The bee flew around my head three or four times and again hovered in front of me about chest high. Again I stepped back. We had done this three more times when the bee decided the fun was over and flew off. My full attention had been on the bee, so when I finally was able to return my attention to the horse, I was surprised to see that he had moved to the center of the pen. I had backed away from the center because of the bee and was now standing closer to the fence.

It suddenly occurred to me that as I was backing away, the horse might have been following me, much the same as I’d been following him as he was moving away from me. Wanting to see if this was indeed the case, I took a couple more steps backwards. The horse hesitated, then took a couple of steps forward, towards me.

It was a revelation. The more I thought about it, the more sense it made. If I were scared and somebody were chasing me, I’d run away. That was exactly what the horse had been doing, running away from me because I was scaring him. When I stopped following him, his fear started to go away, and he felt comfortable enough to stop. The one thing I couldn’t figure out was why he had decided to start following me. While that puzzled me, I didn’t spend much time dwelling on it. At least he wasn’t running away any more. The fact that he was making an effort to get close to me was simply a bonus.

I continued to back away, and he continued to follow. He was also getting closer to me with each step. Ten minutes later, he was standing with his head less than a foot from my chest. I slowly brought my hand up and touched his nose. He acted a little nervous but didn’t run off. I lowered my hand and tried again. He seemed to accept it a little better but still acted scared.
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I continued on, touching him and then lowering my hand. I did that for quite some time, it seemed, before I was actually able to pet him on his forehead, nose, and cheeks. I remember being so afraid to make a mistake or do something that might frighten him that all of my movements had become painfully slow. As it turned out, all of that slow movement was just what he needed. It seemed to have an overwhelmingly calming effect on him. By handling him in such a way, I was able to work my way around to his side and consequently take the halter from around his neck.

Having taken the halter off, I backed away from the horse and headed for the gate. I was beside myself. I felt that the horse had willingly allowed me to remove the halter, even though he was afraid. I had tried to put myself in his place and did what I thought would make me comfortable in a similar situation. It worked.

I couldn’t wait for the old man to get back so I could describe my feat to him. When he finally did return, he sat quietly on a hay bale smoking a cigarette and listening intently as I rambled on and on in great detail about exactly how I was able to remove the halter.

“Sounds like you did everything just right,” he said, when I finally let him get a word in edgewise. “It wasn’t as tough as you thought, was it?”

“No!” I chimed back. “It was great.”

The old man nodded his head slowly, took a drag on his cigarette, and said, “Well, better get back to work. We still got stalls to clean.”

Stalls, I thought. How could he possibly ask me to clean stalls? After all, I had gotten the halter off! Evidently getting the halter off that horse wasn’t as big a deal to him as it was to me. But it didn’t matter. I had done it, and no one could ever take that away from me. Besides, for me, it was a beginning. I had heard the old man talk about the horse’s point of view countless times, and although I didn’t understand it, at least I’d seen it. Understanding it would come in time.

Over the next few years, I began to develop a working knowledge of training horses from their point of view. This is similar to a one-legged man saying he has a working knowledge of square dancing. He may be able to do the dance, but it’s not as pretty as it could be.

I began to realize that if I wanted to be any good at this or any other type of training, I’d need to do two things. First, learn as much about the horse, as an animal, as I could. And second, get my hands on as many horses as possible. This way I could apply to the horses, on an individual basis, the information I had learned. The problem was that much of the information that I was picking up, either through books or firsthand information from other horse people, wasn’t coinciding with what I’d learned from the old man and what the horses themselves were telling me.

For instance, it is generally believed that horses are not very intelligent animals and are unable to reason. However, by working with horses on a daily basis, I saw just the opposite. I saw horses that had taught themselves how to open gates. Others, knowing they’d be cinched too tight, would bloat; then, they would let the air out when the rider was on so that they’d be comfortable while being ridden. I saw other horses that would be either easy or hard to catch, depending on how they were going to be treated once caught.

Many people who have these types of things happen with their horses think the horses are born troublemakers, simply because they’re doing something that the person thinks is wrong or undesirable. However, the one thing that I have come to understand about horses is that they’re not like people. They don’t think like we do and they don’t learn like we do. It is when we try to force the animal to live by human thoughts, feelings, and emotions that we run into trouble.

What we often forget is when a horse is born, any horse, all it knows to be is a horse. Not the trained, domesticated horse that stands in your backyard, but a wild animal, the kind that lives on pure instinct. This particular animal’s first instinct of survival is to get away from anything that scares him, and until he knows different, everything scares him. It’s that one element in the horse’s total make-up that will control him from the day he’s born until the day he dies. It is also what is most misunderstood about him. Because the horse doesn’t respond the way we think he should, he is deemed stupid or worthless. In reality he may simply be responding the only way his mind will let him, by trying to survive or protect himself.

This one simple element became painfully evident to me the summer before the old man died. He had turned a horse over to me that he said had been beat up some and was a little spooky. He wanted me to see if I could get him to settle down enough to be ridden.

By the time I got this horse, I had successfully trained or retrained about a dozen head. Because of these successes, it would be safe to say that I was feeling just a little bit cocky. I had followed pretty much the same training schedule with each of the twelve previous horses. A couple of days in the round pen getting to know one another, two or three days longeing and ground driving, a day or two working with the horse getting used to the saddle, and finally I was on and riding around. I had no reason to think that this horse would be any different.

I was surprised to see, however, that after the first three days in the round pen, there wasn’t much change in the horse’s attitude. The two days that we worked on longeing and ground driving weren’t any better and, in some ways, were actually worse. It didn’t matter, though, because after the seven days that I had allotted this horse, I was able to get the saddle on him and even put weight in the stirrups.

On the eighth day, I threw a leg over and sat quietly in the saddle. He was shaking with fear, and I tried to calm him by petting him on his neck. Looking back, it must have been like trying to put out a forest fire with a squirt gun. Again, it didn’t matter at the time—at least I was on him.

After I’d been on him for several minutes, I decided to ask him to move forward by bumping him three times lightly with my heels. The only response I got was a fearful jerking of his entire body each time my heels hit him. Because he hadn’t responded the way I thought he should, I decided to put a little more pressure on him. I did this by giving him one sharp, hard kick.

Now, I have always been amazed at how much explosive energy a horse can muster when he really wants to get whoever is on his back, off. Especially when that person has been a source of stress and aggravation to him for over a week.

This particular horse unloaded me so fast that I was face first in the dirt before I even realized I was in trouble. I remember spitting out a barrage of cuss words that peeled the paint off the barn. Some of those words I didn’t even know the meaning of. As I picked myself up off the ground, I faced the horse and yelled, “Stupid, damn, worthless horse!” at the top of my lungs.

Just then I noticed the old man leaning on the corral fence staring at me with that look on his face. The look that told me that the whole thing was my fault to begin with for trying to make that horse fit a preconceived notion of how he should behave. Of course, he was right. Because of my impatience with the horse, I had left him no alternative but to defend himself from what he perceived as a threat. His survival instinct had taken over, and as a result, I ended up with a face full of dirt. They call that poetic justice, I think.

The point I’m trying to make is that I don’t believe horses are stupid. In fact, I think that they may be a whole lot more intelligent than we give them credit for. We just perceive them as not being very smart, because when things start to go wrong or they become confused, their instincts take over. When this happens, they appear to us to do stupid things or, at least, things that don’t make any sense. To horses, however, their reactions may simply mean the difference between life and death.

I remember the old man telling me that if I wanted to be a good trainer, I’d have to stop thinking like a person and start thinking like a horse. I needed to try to see the world through the horse’s eyes, not mine. That has proven to be easier said than done for me, even though it’s the attitude that I literally grew up with.

I have found that along with understanding why the horse acts and reacts the way he does, I have also had to develop a tremendous amount of patience. There are several reasons for this, but I think the most important is that horses do not know how to tell time. What I mean by this is that, unlike us, horses are never under any time constraints. They don’t have to do the shopping, they don’t go to movies, they don’t have to do the banking or laundry, they don’t even “do lunch.”

In other words, they have all day to learn what we’re trying to teach. It doesn’t matter to them if we have to be somewhere at three o’clock. They don’t. They cannot be forced into understanding or doing something faster just because we’re running out of time. This in itself is probably the biggest reason why people have problems with their horses. This and the fact that many people seem to have an inherent need to dominate and intimidate horses, more than a willingness to communicate with them.

I remember working as a volunteer for a benefit trail ride in early September some years ago. As is often the case in the foothills of Colorado during the early fall, the temperature had risen into the mid-nineties, and there wasn’t a cloud in the sky. It was a fifteenmile ride that began around eight in the morning and ended around two o’clock.

The parking lot of the trailhead where the ride began and ultimately finished was filled with horse trailers of all makes, shapes, and sizes. In one corner of the lot stood a pickup with a very nice, dark gray, two-horse trailer attached. The back doors of the trailer were split, each having a bottom and top that, when shut, allowed the trailer to be completely enclosed, which it had been all day.

When the trail ride was finished, a woman on a very flashy, bay quarter horse gelding rode up to the trailer. She dismounted, tied the horse to the trailer, pulled off his tack, and began to meticulously groom him. By that time, the temperature had reached ninety-seven degrees.

As she finished grooming the horse, she untied him, walked him to the back of the trailer, and opened the doors. Heat rushed out of the trailer like it was an oversized pizza oven. It was so intense that the woman had to back away, fanning her face with her hand as she went. She waited about thirty seconds, then led the horse up to the door and asked him to load. He put his head and one foot in the trailer, then immediately backed out. He looked at the woman as if to say, “Boy, it’s real hot in there. How about we wait a few minutes before I get in?”

The woman ignored him. She led the horse back to the trailer and asked him to load again. The gelding balked, and the fight was on. For the next two hours, a tremendous battle was waged between the human being’s sometimes violent nature and the horse’s instinct to keep himself alive. At one point, I counted seventeen people standing around the horse and trailer, each offering their advice and muscle. None were successful.

Over that same two-hour period, I had several times overheard the horse’s owner mention that she had to be home by five o’clock because she had dinner guests coming. Now, because of her “stupid” horse not loading, she was going to be late. I found it interesting that she would blame the result of her impatience on her horse, a horse that, by her own admission, had never before hesitated to load. I also couldn’t help thinking that, had she taken ten or fifteen minutes to let the trailer air out in the first place, she could have avoided the entire incident.

Instead, she made the same mistake I’d made with the horse that had planted me in the dirt. She had tried to force her horse into doing something quicker than he was prepared to do it. The end result was the same. His survival instinct had taken over, and he went into a self-defense mode. As this defensive mode intensified, it became clear that the woman could have had every person in the city of Denver there to help, and that horse still wouldn’t have gotten into that trailer. His instincts had overridden all of his training and were telling him that he was in a life-threatening situation, even though he wasn’t.

Over the years I have come to realize that nearly every training problem that horses develop stems from our lack of understanding of this simple point of view. When this is coupled with the fact that we are often in too much of a hurry to get the animal to perform what we’re asking, training sessions and trail rides often end in disaster.

I can’t help but compare the way some people work with horses to the way that the old man hauled hay. He didn’t want to take the extra fifteen minutes to tie a load to the truck, so we would end up spending over an hour reloading the thing after the hay had fallen off. It’s basically the same with horses. If we don’t take the time to do it right the first time, we will most certainly have to take the time to do it over. I have seen too many good horses become problem horses due simply to our lack of understanding and willingness to find a way to communicate with them, when, with a little patience and effort on our part, the problems would have been avoided altogether.

Of course, I’m certainly not trying to imply that understanding the horse’s point of view will make training them simple and easy. It’s not that cut-and-dried. It also takes a mindset that is completely contrary to the old-time, rough-and-tumble, cowboy way of breaking horses. It means a soft hand instead of a big stick—a tough idea for some people to take hold of.

I recall visiting the old Johnson place in the summer of 1980, only days before it was to be bulldozed to make way for some new condos. The place had been abandoned since 1975 when Jim Johnson died, and it stuck out like a sore thumb in the middle of what was now suburbia.

I made my way through the hip-high weeds to the old dilapidated round pen, climbed to the top board, and sat down. I gazed past the combination of weeds and alfalfa plants that had somehow managed to grow inside the pen, to the old power pole that still stood in the middle. Just inches above the tops of the weeds were scars of the pole’s many battles with the horses that had been snubbed to it. Three separate indentations an inch or more deep had been made by the hundreds of ropes used to snub horses to the pole.

I’ve often thought of how some people’s attitudes towards horse training are a lot like that old pole—unyielding and unforgiving and buried so deep that you can’t get them out. I’ve also thought about all the horses that never stood a chance against it, and the attitude that brought it into use in the first place.

However, at the same time, I also realize that many horse owners simply don’t know any better. They handle horses the way they’ve been taught and have never been introduced to any other way of handling them. Just like me, they will never know the difference if someone doesn’t make the effort to show them, or they don’t make the effort to find it. It has been my experience that most horse owners, when they realize that horses do indeed have a point of view, try to make an effort to work with the animal, instead of against it.

Old attitudes can be changed. Sometimes it simply takes a little more effort and time than we’d originally thought. Just like that old pole that stood dauntless in the middle of the round pen all those years. It finally came down. It’s just that it took an eight-ton bulldozer to do it.


NOTES FOR THE HORSE’S POINT OF VIEW

In this chapter I introduce for the first time the old friend and mentor from my childhood who took me under his wing and began to slowly, and even painfully at times, show me about horses. I really struggled with how much to include stories about him before I started writing the book because I wasn’t sure how many people would be interested in hearing about something that happened nearly thirty years in the past. As it turned out, however, my worry was for nothing. “The old man” is the one person people never seemed to get enough of, and I found in my subsequent books if I didn’t include enough stories about him, they would let me know about it!

Anywhere I go in the world, people always ask me about him and I thought this might be a good time to answer a few of those frequently asked questions.





	Q.
	Was there really an “old man”?



	A.
	Yes. As I explain in several of my books, he owned a little horse operation not far from where I lived and I spent quite a bit of time with him starting when I was around ten years old, and continuing off and on until I was about fifteen.



	Q.
	Was he Tom Dorrance?



	A.
	No.



	Q.
	What was “the old man’s” name?



	A.
	I do mention his name in each of my books where I tell stories about him, but people seem to miss it. His name, as far as I remember, was Walter Pruit. I say as far as I remember because while I heard his first name mentioned numerous times over the years, I only recall hearing his last name a time or two. Pruit is the name I vaguely remember, but it could easily have been something else, or something that sounded like Pruit. Still, I have always believed it to be Pruit, so that is the name I used when talking about him.



	Q.
	I imagine him to look a certain way. What did he really look like?



	A.
	Other than mentioning that he smoked a lot, and from time to time the types of clothes he wore, I never mention specifically what he looked like. I did this for a reason. I felt that if his personality resonated with people, I wanted them to form their own picture of him in their mind ... someone they might be comfortable with if the things I was writing about were actually happening to them. So in each of my books, starting with this one, I intentionally left out a full description of him, and it is my belief that part of the reason so many do resonate with him is because the picture they have of him wasn’t predetermined for them.
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