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DEDICATION

For Emily, my wife, my editor and co-photographer, and my companion on miles and miles of backcountry trails

[image: images]

Emily and Little Penny.
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CHAPTER ONE

WHY THIS BOOK?

Many years ago I built a large rectangular corral out of treated posts and tough Montana fir planks. It was hard work, but pleasant. The sawn wood smelled fresh, and the view of the Beartooth Mountains to the south compensated for the strain on my tired muscles as I crowbarred my way through rocky ground to make postholes, then tamped the treated posts tightly into place. The mountains reminded me that there would be rewards ahead, rides on pine-lined trails and rocky ledges, perhaps with a moose or an elk in sight.

My plan was to build a large round pen at one end of the big corral. I’d start our colts in the pen, then move them to the larger enclosure, and eventually ride them over the foothills on our ranch. But as I neared completion of the project, I started to count the planks and posts I’d brought home from the sawmill in the bed of our old cattle truck. I was running short. Starting a cattle ranch and a horse operation on a teacher’s salary meant working with a slim bank account, and I really didn’t want to break from my work, killing most of a day by another drive to the sawmill.

So, my round pen shrunk. Instead of laying out the planned enclosure some fifty to sixty feet in diameter, I ended up with a modest affair scarcely thirty-five feet across from post to post. As I drove the last spike, Ralph, our farrier drove up, and I walked into the pasture to catch Rockytop, my big sorrel gelding.

Ralph eyeballed the new corral. “Nice work.”

“Yeah,” I said. “But the round pen ended up awfully small.”

“That’s just fine. With it small like that you won’t stay in it very long before getting your colt out into the sagebrush where he’ll really learn something.”

In a sense, Ralph’s remark told me what was already in the back of my mind. I had ranch work to do, cattle to move, and fences to fix in places wheels couldn’t go. And, there were those mountains in the distance. The same animals that helped with ranch work would be called upon to take my family, my wife and small children, to lakes on the high plateau. Yes, my young horses would not stay in the round pen very long.

The purpose of this book is not to downplay the importance of round pen or arena work or to minimize the relevance of good groundwork. Many wonderful things can and should be accomplished between horse and trainer in a small enclosure before heading out into the sagebrush. True, many of the old-timers tended to skip all that. Once a horse had allowed someone on its back without bucking excessively (or could be harnessed without running away) the animal could go to work. Capable working companions were built this way, but probably with more stress than necessary to both people and animals.

Unfortunately for some, a funny thing happens on the way to the sagebrush: they never get there. They become so enamored with the nuances involved in building just the right relationship with their horse, with finding the perfect partnership, that they forget their original aim. Or, they lack the confidence to take the next step, to cut loose from the security blanket of corral poles or arena walls around them, and thus never do so.

Some, like a rider I heard about from an acquaintance who makes his living matching horses with clients, end up putting process ahead of the final result. The person I have in mind pined for the perfect trail horse. She’d been bucked off, she’d dealt with chargers who made her arms ache from holding them back, and she’d been generally knocked around and abused by the unruly animals she’d purchased. Eventually, my acquaintance did indeed find her a horse that was about as close to perfect as one could expect from equine flesh and blood. The gelding was gentle, willing, and smooth to ride. He rarely shied, and then did so in a mild, controlled fashion. He crossed bridges and obstacles without hesitation.

All went well for a year. Then, urged by her friends, the woman took her nearly perfect horse to a clinic featuring a particular approach involving various “games” to be played with one’s horse. Though this is a perfectly good approach, it was new to the horse involved, and he was confused by it. He looked questioningly at his owner as if to say, “Don’t you like me anymore? Why aren’t we hitting the trails?”

Embarrassed, the woman decided to sell her horse. She had put process and method above final result. She had a jewel, but she let him go because he hadn’t arrived at his level of competence by a set of methods that were in vogue among her friends. This woman, and other equine owners like her, are one of the reasons that I decided to write this book.

But the drive to offer my clinics and to write this book has another, even more important, source: a single word. The word, applicable to both horse and rider, is a simple one, seemingly forgotten by many of today’s otherwise-fine clinicians. The word is “skill,” or more properly, “skills.” Taking equines to the backcountry, relying upon them to carry oneself and one’s equipment, and restraining them safely while there, requires a broad skill set that is not taught at the average weekend clinic. Further, these skills must be honed through use; watching a brief demonstration is not enough.

Whether it’s the simple task of tying a horse securely with a knot that can be untied quickly, even if it’s been stressed, or the far more complicated task of securing a pack to a horse, I’ve found that many riders, even some with years of experience, are seriously lacking. Some routinely interact with horses in ways so potentially dangerous that it makes me shudder. Still others attend clinics of a particular school of horsemanship and become blind to the fact that it’s a big equine world out there. Many things work, and the backcountry horseman should keep her or his eyes open, always be ready to learn a new approach, and not harshly judge approaches that a favorite clinician may not recommend.

In this book we’ll tackle the skills for both horse and rider that we need to launch out onto those rocky mountain trails. Safety on horseback, ropes and knots, packing gear securely and safely, restraining our equines in the backcountry—all these involve skills and training. We’ll get beyond those corral poles, “out into the sagebrush,” as my farrier put it, and deal with the side of horsemanship too often skipped over by clinicians.

And, by training our horses for all these things we’ll be training ourselves as well and hopefully having some fun along the way. Let’s hit the trail.


CHAPTER TWO

SURVIVAL HORSEMANSHIP

Yes, the title of this chapter is rather ominous. That’s intentional. There are far safer activities than climbing onto the back of a thousand-pound animal whose genetics tell him he’d rather escape and get that load, a possible predator, off his back. Although motorcycles are considered dangerous by many, serious injury by motorcycle riders, when apportioned to the hours of participation, are statistically less prevalent than serious injury among horseback riders. True, there may not be anything within the horse world quite as horrifying as a head-on collision on a highway, but the facts are still grim.

It’s true that many of the most catastrophic equine accidents occur during robust activities such as jumping, eventing, and racing. But serious accidents occur in the backcountry, and for those, help is often far away. A good friend of mine was pitched from his horse when it shied sideways at the scent of a grizzly. Landing on a pile of deadfall, he suffered a punctured lung and multiple fractures. Luckily, good friends, modern technology (via a signal device called the SPOT), much prayer, and a gutsy helicopter crew brought him through, and he’s riding today.

I, too, won’t let grim statistics keep me away from horses, but I’ll constantly emphasize the importance of staying safe, and much as I love my horses, I’ll always prioritize the safety of humans over the animals. That’s a given.

Let’s start with the simple statement that horses are big, strong, and fast, and that they’re capable of hurting or killing you. None is 100 percent safe. Yes, repeat after me. There is no such thing as bombproof or fail-safe among horses. Ask yourself whether you are 100 percent reliable under all circumstances, whether you’ve ever made a mistake, whether you’ve ever done something stupid. Now ask yourself whether you should expect any animal to be perfect.

I remember a conversation between my minister father, not a horseman, and Elmer, the rancher/horseman who would later become my father-in-law. Dad was just making conversation, trying too hard to be pleasant and agreeable. He said, “I suppose if you just treat a horse really well, keep him well fed, be gentle with him, he’ll treat you well, too.”

“He’ll kill you,” was the surprising reply. Then Elmer elaborated. He explained that of course you should treat a horse well, but there’s a reason the old-timers say that “It’s the gentle ones that kill you.” They meant that gentle horses make one forget, make one skip necessary safety steps. Gentle horses rarely hurt anyone intentionally, but they’re still horses. They’re big and strong and fast. No matter how well trained or how well treated, when that bee stings or that big truck hits its exhaust brake, the animal might react in a way that’s dangerous to you if you’ve completely relaxed your guard.

President Reagan used the term, “Trust, but verify,” in interactions with other people. With horses perhaps we should say, “Trust, but be aware, be ready.”

Let’s start with the nature of the animal. Much has been made of how horses behave “in the wild,” but we should remember they’re domestic animals, specifically, domestic herd animals. Even those characterized as wild are, in fact, either domestic animals that have gone wild (feral) or the offspring of such. This gives us a leg up, because there’s much scientific evidence that interaction with humans is actually in the genetic makeup of horses. In the fifteen to twenty thousand years of this interaction, rapport with humans has become part of their nature. Both natural selection and selective breeding by humans probably had much to do with this: the untrainable animals among them were eaten.

Thus, horses are inherently more trainable than true wild species such as elk or mountain lions or zebras. But their species did exist in a wild state for eons before humans got hold of them. That genetic memory exists as well, and it drives much of horse behavior. Horses are descended from prey animals, not predators. A horse’s wide-set eyes see in nearly a full circle around him, excepting only two small “blind” areas, one directly behind its rear, the other smaller one, directly in front of its face.

Unfortunately, this eye placement has a downside, for most of the animal’s vision is “monocular,” not “binocular.” Binocular vision is required to assess distance and depth, something horses can only do when looking straight forward. Predators like cats, dogs, and humans, by contrast, have more binocular vision, turning their heads toward objects to look straight at them.

So a horse can see to its side/rear, but not that well. The sudden appearance of a scary object will alert him, but he may not be able to instantly assess how close that object is and just how scary it happens to be. Thus the thing we horse people know as the “spook.”

And why the spook? Again, horses descended from the prey end of the wild spectrum, and their major defense is to flee. They have the ability to go from an at-rest position to full flight in a heartbeat, and that’s why “the gentle ones can kill you.” All horses have this ability, and sometimes it defies human reason. Training, if we think about it, is primarily a matter of controlling the flight instinct, making the animal’s training supersede that impulse toward sudden flight. Training aims to create a situation where that sudden, scary object results in just a start, a quick contraction of muscles, then a relaxation as realization comes that the object is not to be feared.

But though primarily a flight animal, horses will fight as well, and their primary weapons are located directly in back and directly in front. The quickness and power they have in their hind legs when kicking directly back is something you never want to feel. I had the misfortune of having to stop such a kick just once—a kick directed at a mare, not at me—but that didn’t matter. I got my guard, my forearm, up in time to stop the kick from hitting my face, but at a cost. The smaller bone in my forearm snapped.

Passing the rump of a horse dictates one of two approaches: with a horse you don’t know or trust, stay well back, because their reach with hind legs is considerable. With one you do know well, put your hand on the horse’s back as you pass toward its rear, then keep it there as you pass very closely behind. The trusting horse that knows by your touch that you’re there will likely accept your presence briefly in his rear blind spot, and in any case, you’re close enough that a kick, should one occur, won’t have reached its full power when it strikes you. The worst “kick zone” is from three to six feet behind the horse. At that range a kick reaches full power and velocity.
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Pass close to the rear (or far back).

In front, horses have the ability to strike with their forelegs and to bite. These weapons, too, are formidable, and you’ll see them in action when you watch herds of horses in “play.” It’s rough stuff. Rapport with your horse means neither the front nor rear weapons are likely to be used against you—at least intentionally. Aye, there’s the rub.

But there’s a safe zone, an area near the horse’s body where the animal can see us perfectly well and where, during a sudden spook, it can’t strike out. This safe place is the shoulder area and thus the area where we should center our activities. Always approach any horse you don’t know extremely well at the shoulder, not from the front or back. From any position, you should speak softly and make yourself known. But as a rule go toward the shoulder, not the face.

I’m amazed at the number of people visiting our ranch who rush directly to a horse’s face, just as they would toward their dog. Dogs and cats, predators by nature, can see you coming. The horse’s tendency, particularly with a stranger, is to pull back so that he can see you better. Remember that blind spot? That’s just the place our visitors often invade when they move quickly toward the animal’s face.

And that pullback tendency gives rise to another sort of accident, one that becomes especially likely when you duck under the lead rope of a tied horse in order to get to his other side. If he’s used to it and knows you’re there, okay—but startle him in this position and two things happen, both bad. First, the horse pulls back, reaches the limit of his lead rope, and then jumps forward with front feet elevated. And on a bad day, you’re squarely under those front feet. This accident is too common, particularly in the confines of a trailer.

Approach at the shoulder and gently place your hand on the animal’s withers, the high, bony place at the rear of its neck. This is a place the horse can’t reach to scratch, and they like a hand in this place. It seems to soothe them, and as they relax they appreciate a gentle massage of this area. Depending on the animal, where he is in training, and his trust of you, simply standing there with your hand on this spot, will usually bring on a state of relaxation.
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Approach at the shoulder with a hand on the withers.

That hand on the withers has another benefit. Watch basketball players “in the paint” (under the basket) and you’ll notice a defending player sometimes touches the shoulder or back of the player he’s guarding. This is legal as long as he doesn’t impede that player’s motion. I asked my son why he did this during a high school game, and he thought a moment, then said, “Well, I can tell by the touch what he’s likely to do next, feel it just as it starts.”

Similarly, that hand on the withers is in contact with the horse’s muscles and nerves. If he’s excited or worried, you’ll feel that, though perhaps on a subconscious level. If he’s about to move, you’ll tend to feel that as well.

In discussing rapport with a horse, the word “trust” is frequently used. But I’m not sure we take enough time to examine what that really means. I write this shortly after the devastation to the Houston area by Hurricane Harvey. There have been the usual interviews of folks in shelters set up for those flooded out. The adults looked harried and resigned, but the children, in telling their experiences to reporters, were often animated and excited, even happy. Why? Trust on its most basic level is primarily a manner of personal safety. Children of the hurricane trusted their personal safety to the hands of their parents and the police, firemen, and volunteers doing the rescuing. That relieved them of a tremendous burden their parents had to bear.

Sophisticated nuances of trust can come later, but the basic one with horses is simple. When working with a horse, we’re asking the animal to give up its regular and most-common defense—running away—to a human handler who will tie him to something solid and eventually go up onto his back, just where a predator would land. Instincts tell him those things endanger his personal safety, but you, as his handler, are asking him to believe that you’ll take over those safety concerns. Throughout our interaction with the animal we must remember just what we’re asking. Are we presenting ourselves in a manner we would trust if seen through the animal’s eyes?

Often “partnership” with a horse is stressed, and there is something to that as long as you, the human, remain the senior partner. But for the most part, a horse put into a new situation isn’t looking for a partner. He’s looking for a parent.

When we progress to handling this horse, to haltering and leading, again it’s best to work at the shoulder or base of the neck. There’s no need to place a halter (or later, bridle) in front of the animal’s face. Instead, between two fingers grasp the portion of the halter that leads over the poll to the buckle (or loop, if it’s a tie halter). Hold the rest of the halter loosely in your hand. Slide your hand and the halter from the withers to the base of the neck and simply drop the halter, all but the strap you’ve retained, over on the far side of the neck. Slide up toward the ears, pick up the halter with your left hand in front of the horse’s nose, and slide it up in place. Finally, buckle or tie.
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When haltering drop the halter over the horse’s neck holding on to only the top strap.

[image: images]

Slide it up over his nose.
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Buckle it in place.

Haltering this way, from the shoulder and near side of the neck, never puts you into the danger zone in front, and it keeps the horse relaxed. And, when it comes to leading this haltered horse, the safe place continues to be just at the juncture between his neck and shoulder. This has been the traditional posture for leading an animal since Xenophon prescribed it nearly 2,500 years ago. If a horse so led wants to charge ahead of me he gets a sharp elbow in the chest. I want him to walk at the pace I set, like a dog well-trained to “heel.”
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Lead from the side at the base of the neck.

A trainer once told me he wanted the horse to walk well behind him, and that coming closer was “disrespect.” My belief is that no disrespect is involved if the horse walks where you want him. And, I’ve led enough stallions toward mares to realize what happens if a horse with a long lead runs in front of you—should he kick back in an attempt to get free, the kicks will likely be aimed (deliberately or not) right at your chest. Also, a horse walking behind me is one I can’t see, and if I can’t see him, I can’t pick up on his body language.

That said, walking single file is necessary on a ledge trail or a tight path lined with trees. Your horse should be well trained enough to do as you wish, and in this case that means walking behind you as you lead. Most horses sense this change easily enough and refrain from pushing up beside you in narrow quarters.

When leading there’s a temptation to wrap the lead rope around your hand for better leverage. Don’t do it! In all aspects of horsemanship, avoid anything that inadvertently ties you to the horse. In a spook situation a lead rope around your hand can become a half hitch, and you can be dragged. Instead, simply double the rope so that you’re holding on to two strands of the rope without wrapping. That gives a more solid purchase, especially with a large-diameter lead.

Concern about becoming inadvertently tied to the horses should be ever-present when handling them. With me, this concern is almost phobic, and I do everything possible to avoid any situation likely to cause it. While riding, the first and most obvious worry, and rightly so, is that of becoming hung up in a stirrup after a “wreck,” whether from being bucked off or falling. Gruesome stories abound of riders being hurt or killed after being dragged on the ground by a foot that’s managed to slip all the way through a stirrup.

The “school solution” for such a situation is to turn over on your belly while being dragged, the theory being that your foot will more likely come free in the inverted position. Or, your boot will be more likely to slip off your foot when inverted. We must all hope we’ll never have the “opportunity” to test this theory. Prevention is a far better route.

On a ride in Spain, our guide, a tough British woman, no doubt wishing to see what sort of riders she’d contracted for the coming week, started our horseback experience with, “Canter on,” her command to let the horses have their heads on a hard-packed gravel road. Although my seat felt fine as I got with the rhythm of the hard-muscled gelding I’d been assigned, I was immediately aware that the stirrups on the English cavalry saddle were too tight to release my feet easily should a wreck occur. It became evident that the guide’s idea of a canter was instead a flat-out gallop, which made for some anxious moments until the rest stop, when I was able to swap stirrups with a smaller rider.

Usually, however, the worry is that a foot can go entirely through the stirrup during a mishap, hanging up the rider. The best solution is using a set of tapaderos, “taps,” stirrup covers of the sort that absolutely prevent a foot from sliding all the way through. Avoid the type with no floor, because they could make the situation even worse. You want a tapadero that is completely enclosed. Then, avoid boots that have an aggressive traction sole. A little traction pattern is fine and helps prevent your foot from inadvertently sliding out of the stirrup, but too much in the way of traction lugs and it’s easy for your foot to become hung up as you dismount.
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Fully enclosed tapadero.

And yes, wear boots. I see all sorts of footwear on riders, but the traditional cowboy boot, or something similar from a different culture, is still one of the safest types of footwear. The narrow toe helps your foot find its way easily into the stirrup, while the prominent heel helps prevent insertion too far into it. The high leather uppers protect your calf from bruising against the stirrup leathers.

Popular in the mountains I frequent are packer boots, lace-up boots with a narrow toe and substantial heel. They’re designed to make a packer’s work on the ground a bit more comfortable than a straight cowboy boot, while having some of the same advantages when riding. I use them while packing autumn hunting camps, but with this caution—should you become hung up in the stirrup and dragged, this type of boot will not come off your foot, potentially saving you. Use them with tapaderos!
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Traditional western boot and packer boot.

While riding, a good rule of thumb is to avoid loops of all kinds. The seasoned cowboy who ropes cattle must have a lariat rope coiled and ready, but unless you’re a roper, avoid anything on your saddle that could conceivably catch an arm or leg during a wreck. An extra-long latigo that hung toward the ground was pronounced to be just fine by my father-in-law when I expressed concern about it. “It’s okay, Dan,” he said, “because it doesn’t make a loop.” He stopped me from tying its loose end back up on the saddle—it was safer hanging with its end toward the ground because, as Elmer said, it wouldn’t catch on anything that way.

So what does this principle say about the mecate (sometimes corrupted to “McCarthy) that most trainers recommend today? We’re talking about the rope coming from the hackamore or snaffle bit that riders tuck into their belts while riding. In the old California style of horsemanship, the mecate was used to adjust the bosal, but now clinicians encourage its use with snaffle bits, and yes, it’s handy for quickly tying one’s horse. In theory, tucking a mecate into your belt helps keep your horse from running off should you be bucked off, that is, if you are fortunate enough to be intact after the incident.

But putting it bluntly, in the backcountry a mecate tucked into your belt is just another rope that can hang you. Why modern clinicians encourage its use is beyond me. While riding, this additional rope looping down to the horse’s nose begs to catch itself on brush, and in a wreck it can easily entangle a foot or an arm.

One of the worst reasons for using a mecate is that is somehow makes you into a traditional, authentic cowboy. Peruse the hundreds of photographs taken by frontier photographer L. A. Huffman of cowboys in the Dakotas and Montana, men who’d come to the “Big Open”—as we sometimes call the endless sagebrush country of the West—with cattle herds from Texas and Mexico, and you’ll be hard-pressed to spot a mecate.

You will see in these photos what was called a “graze rope,” a long rope attached to the horse’s halter (worn under the bridle) then coiled and attached to the pommel of the saddle like a lariat rope. Every hour or two the cowboy would dismount, roll a cigarette, squat in the resting position that only works for slim, in-shape human beings, and shake out the graze rope. His horse could then snatch bits of prairie grass while the cowboy took his break.

Becoming entangled with a thousand-pound animal with the potential to spook, then drag you over hill and dale, is a scenario to prevent at all costs, and it can develop in unexpected ways. Many years ago, while off my horse to open a gate, a strange thing happened. Taking a break and eyeballing my alfalfa field, hoping for a good stand of hay, I felt my right leg strangely rise from an unseen force behind me. It happened more quickly than I can tell it, but my leg kept rising, threatening to topple me, allowing only a quick glance over my shoulder to see the whites of my gelding’s eyes. I’m sure he saw mine as well!

Rockytop was three years old, more than sixteen hands tall, and very spirited. His head was in the air, his manner telegraphing “I’m ready to bolt.” Just short of the point when standing on one leg would have grown impossible, my boot let go. Had it not, I’d been dragged by a tall horse, my body at the mercy of his front feet.

The incident was caused by a freak situation you probably couldn’t duplicate if you tried. I was wearing spurs. As Rockytop grazed next to my heel, the rowel of my right spur slipped through the ring of his bit. Startled, he had raised his head, my boot coming with it, his panic increasing (along with mine) the higher my leg followed his bit. The gelding’s natural resistance to the pull panicked him all the more. Thankfully, the rowel came loose at the critical moment. But the story illustrates the old principle, “If something can go wrong, it will go wrong, and sometimes in a way you’d never expect.”

We’ll touch on safety frequently in coming chapters, including the precautions that should accompany all interaction with horses. The last thing the referee says to boxers before the bell rings to start the match, “Protect yourself at all times,” applies equally well to all dimensions of horsemanship.


CHAPTER THREE

FOUNDATION TRAINING FOR THE BACKCOUNTRY HORSE

Many of us in the horse world are guilty of allowing our animals to get into a particular groove, then failing to expand their horizons. As a rancher I’ve been guilty of this. Training a horse “on the job” is fine, but it sometimes leaves gaps. I rode my gelding, Partner, for years in a particular valley that featured a small braided stream with many crossings. None of them were large enough to justify a bridge—the creek could always be easily forded—and Partner was accustomed to driveway bridges and small creek bridges on our ranch. Similarly, he’d many times crossed a small training bridge within our arena.

But it had been many years since I’d ridden in areas that featured long trail bridges over large streams, and when I’d frequented those areas it had been while riding other horses. I’d forgotten that fact. On a chilly morning, with two packhorses in tow carrying trail-building materials for the Forest Service, I came to a long bridge over a rapid river, its planks covered with slick white frost. Partner refused to cross. The packhorses I was ponying precluded the assertive action I might have taken if I’d been riding unladen. I was perplexed and embarrassed, but I waved another rider past me. Partner then consented to cross the bridge behind the other horse.

Perhaps some gaps in training are nearly impossible to avoid, but before we head for the backcountry we should eliminate as many as possible. Unfortunately, this is where so many weekend clinics fall short. Too often, perhaps to impress clients, the clinician starts an untrained animal and rides it successfully in a relatively short time in front of an admiring audience. But in too many cases what’s really happened is that he has overwhelmed the animal with stimuli and achieved a brief cooperation. Could he turn the horse out for a week, catch him, then ride to the hills? The horse has received surface training comparable to a human memorizing a series of five or six numbers in a few seconds so that you can recite them back to another individual. But will you remember them next week?
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A bridge over white water.

Good training involves hard work and repetition, and if training looks easy, it’s probably of the surface type. Can it be counted on when you’re on a ledge trail in the mountains and lightning begins to crack or when the horse ahead of you or behind you blows its cork?

When I was a horse-crazy town kid, I sat on a pole fence to watch an old cowboy trainer work with a stocky black stallion. The trainer’s son had told me a session would take place, and I’d shown up eager to see some sort of rodeo. I was sorely disappointed. I watched for a solid half hour while the old cowboy repeated just one thing endlessly. Standing next to the horse he grasped the left stirrup as if to mount, then thrust it downward, not very hard, just smartly enough to make a slapping noise. The horse didn’t really spook, just started slightly. But the trainer kept doing it, over and over, each time drawing less reaction from the horse. But as long as the horse moved, the man repeated the action. Finally, the horse stood completely still, ignoring the movement and sound, and then the training session was over. I hadn’t seen what I came to see, but I believe I learned something.

It’s unlikely a clinician would have gone through such a process in front of an impatient audience. Wanting to show them progress, he’d possibly have tolerated an incomplete result so that he could move on, perhaps even mounting the horse long before it was truly ready.

Additionally, weekend clinicians rarely emphasize skills that are crucial for horse use in the backcountry. Unfortunately, instructors themselves are often not well-versed in skills I consider essential. A good friend from the East, in preparation for a horseback hunt in the Rockies, wisely arranged for riding lessons. He afterward praised the instructor and felt that the process was very worthwhile. However, in asking about proper rigging of a highline in camp my friend discovered that his instructor had never heard of a highline and had no idea how to rig one. Although an excellent teacher of equitation, backcountry knowledge was in a different sphere.

In this chapter we’ll look at those gaps that might be present in a horse that’s already trained. What bits of knowledge and awareness should this horse possess before being considered a safe backcountry animal but that might have been skipped or overlooked in his basic training? Obviously, everything mentioned can (and should) be included in the “boot camp” of a colt in training, but we’re assuming that may not have been the case.
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