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1 Introduction

Retrospective

Horses captured my heart when I was just a little girl. My parents didn’t have any, but three Icelandic horses lived near our house. They were kept in an open barn setup that was very modern for the time and only ridden by their owners on the weekend. Every chance I got, I climbed over the fence and spent hours grooming and stroking them. I often used to just sit in the field and watch them, magically drawn to their steady breathing and even, predictable calm.

I’m a sensitive person; I was a sensitive child. I found many aspects of the adult world too hectic, too loud, too incomprehensible. I became nervous and anxious.

I experienced a predictable rhythm to life around these horses that only changed when they perceived a threat. I knew that the bird that had just taken off was nothing to be scared of. But I understood from the horses’ point of view, the bird taking off was a potential threat from which they needed to first run away before weighing the risk and then settling back down.

When I was older I also enjoyed riding. There was another place in the neighborhood where you could rent ponies for less than a dollar an hour, but for me riding them wasn’t really much fun. The ponies did what they liked. The people who owned the ponies gave those of us who rode whips and told us we should smack the ponies, something I couldn’t manage with my small child’s hands. I also think my hands just didn’t want to do it—I loved horses as much then as I do now.

Almost every dollar I could get hold of ended up in the hands of these people. I usually just let the ponies graze as soon as we had left the barn. I didn’t enjoy pulling up their heads by the bridle to stop them from eating and whipping them to get them to go forward. It never felt good. So, I paid my money and gave the ponies and me a treat.

LONGING FOR UNITY

At first, I just looked for the magical, calm, and harmonious world of horses—being part of the herd, a quiet place free of discord and raised voices. Horses radiated inimitable calm, strength, and magnificence that appealed to and attracted me.

People often ask me why girls feel so drawn toward horses. From a scientific point of view, I don’t have a solid theory. For me personally, it was just that I felt confident and at ease around them.

Horses don’t make demands, they just want to be. They eat, groom each other, look out for each other, and ensure their survival as a herd. On the many occasions I was grounded as a child, I felt excluded from the family group—a scenario I have never observed in horses. I always experienced them as a strong group with absolute unity. If you didn’t threaten them, they didn’t feel any anxiety about their survival or show any signs of unease or nervousness. That has always inspired me.

Human coexistence and life are considerably more complex and involve a lot more drama than that of horses, and that was what I felt as a child. But I was at home with horses; with them I could be myself. I talked to them for hours, and because I could only ride occasionally, I didn’t ask anything of them either.

I soon noticed that the horses’ behavior changed when I wanted to do something they didn’t like. If I wanted to take one of the Icelandics away from the others—into the stable to brush him, for example—he would dance around nervously, even break loose or squash me (me, who only wanted to be nice to him!) against the wall to the point where I couldn’t breathe and got scared. The horse didn’t want to be alone with me. He wanted to get back to his friends. These were times when I was in danger and just didn’t understand the horses’ behavior. The adults in my life said, “Horses are dangerous. Be careful!”

When I, a little squirt all of eight years old, had succeeded in dragging the horse behind me in from the field to the grooming area where I wanted to tie him up, just like the grownups had shown me, I wasn’t able to brush him in peace. I would sometimes get annoyed because, from my point of view, the horse was spoiling my happy time. I wanted to spend hours grooming him and picking out and oiling his hooves, while all he would do was whinny for his friends. From my human perspective it was understandable that I got annoyed. Nobody thought about the horse’s perspective back then. Horses were supposed to politely “toe the line,” otherwise they were considered aggressive, unrideable, or dangerous. Horses were rarely able to shake off such labels. Adults said that horses mustn’t be allowed to “get away with anything” and that you needed to assert yourself and “show them who’s boss.”

But when I watched an adult yell at a horse, I saw that it didn’t make the horse more obedient at all, just more and more tense and anxious. I felt that something about that wasn’t right. I couldn’t bring myself to imitate such behavior. I just assumed it was because I was still too small, too young. But would things be any better later on when I had size and physical strength? I wasn’t able to come to terms with what I saw in adults and what I felt was right inside at that time.

CONFLICT

Somehow, this inner conflict continued through the next 40 years of my life with horses. Do you need to assert yourself, use your authority, and make the horse submit to your will?

I have been on a long journey with horses. To this day, I have always maintained that we need to practice seeing things from the horses’ point of view. We need to learn to understand their natural behavior and to find and offer appropriate solutions that they can follow without fear. Because, without us, without our actions and ambitions, horses don’t have any problems at all. This point fascinates me.

But when I was a child, I wondered if horses just didn’t like us. Were they afraid of people? Why couldn’t we find common ground?

When all three Icelandic horses were standing together in the barn, before the whole group went out for a ride, I could brush and braid them for hours without any problems. I could do all these wonderful things that I enjoyed so much.

Sometimes one of the horses pawed the ground. I didn’t like it, but it also made me think. The adults shouted at the horse: “Hey, cut it out!” Sometimes this would bring a few minutes’ peace, but when the horse started pawing again, the adults often ignored or didn’t even notice the behavior. Meanwhile, I wondered why the horse had pawed the ground, stopped, and then started again. When I asked the grownups, I was told to “stop asking so many questions!” So I learned to keep quiet, thinking it was because I was too young or too stupid so they didn’t want to explain it to me.


There were just so many examples of horse behavior that made me think. When a horse bucked, kicked out, or was nervous, I thought, “Oh, the poor horse!” At the same time, I admired the adults who were able to assert themselves. I thought that one day I’d be able to do it, too: A smack, a shout, and all would be well. I was somehow convinced it was necessary and that adults knew what they were doing.

After all, I, too, experienced consequences. If I did something that was wrong from my parents’ perspective, I was punished. If I stuck to the rules then everything was peaceful. If I refused to comply, I got into trouble. I was raised the way that horses were raised—the same principle, but sometimes maybe even harder. It seemed logical, consistent, and compelling. But sometimes it went wrong. A horse would break loose, struggle in fear, or fall over. The principle of punishment didn’t always work.

I always found this type of exercise of power over another to be unpleasant. But I was told it was “necessary”—end of story! When I was young, if someone gave me a whip, I squeezed my eyes tightly shut and held my breath, because I felt so bad punishing a horse. I didn’t want to make him frightened and upset. It felt wrong.

But I still did as I was told.

DIFFERENT EXPERIENCES

After my time with the Icelandic horses and the rented ponies, I was given a pony of my own to ride. I was totally “over-horsed” but made the best of it. Dominik, a German Riding Pony, was kept at a “competition yard,” so I was pre-programmed to ride competitively. I hoped that I would finally get answers to my questions from the experienced riders, competitors, professionals, and instructors. My thinking was, “Well, one of them must know, because everything we do with horses has been thought up and passed on by somebody.”


I followed the traditional and classical path of riding and training taught in Germany. It was okay as long as everything went well and the horses did as we said. But if something went wrong and the horses didn’t do as we said, we punished them. I conformed, made an effort to succeed, and got more and more into dressage and show jumping.

But mostly, I loved preparing horses for competitions, looking after them, warming them up before, and cooling them down afterward. My own competitive ambitions paled in comparison, and I never got beyond competing at the lower levels. There was some kind of “block” in me. I always felt compassion if the horses weren’t happy.

Yes, horses could be dangerous, so they had to be subordinate to people in a way, but in my heart of hearts, I disapproved of the approaches and many of the training techniques that went with this. I couldn’t accept these techniques as “normal.” After all, there were many other areas of life where shouting and hitting were now considered unacceptable. We never hit our dogs, and children aren’t allowed to hit each other. I began to think that we, meaning all adults, just didn’t know enough about horses. Many problems resulted from a lack of functioning communication between people and horses.

We didn’t have answers to the horses’ questions. I stored this knowledge deep in my soul. The time I spent more or less alone with the Icelandic horses as a child laid the foundation. I still remember how I would ask them, “Can’t you tell me why you are afraid to go to the barn by yourself, without your friends?” I also talked a lot to my pony Dominik, asking him, “Why do you buck when I take you out on a trail ride? Why aren’t you grateful that I’ve taken you out of your stall and given you a chance to get outside?” Neither Dominik nor the Icelandics answered, but that was only because I had yet to learn their language.

Dominik was eventually sold, and I continued my education as one of the best Turniertrottel or “TT,” which is an affectionate German term for a competition groom.

THE WORLD OF POLO

I was playing polo at the time I turned to horse whispering. When training the polo ponies, the same questions from my childhood and the world of competitive riding kept coming up: “Why do horses sometimes not do what I ask them to do?” I always felt so bad when horses didn’t work as they were supposed to.

Take a horse like Sundance. I bought the mare not because she was such a great polo pony, but because I had fallen in love with her. This was something that happened to me quickly and continually with practically every horse I had access to at the time. When a horse had problems I wanted to save him. Sundance was probably ten years older than I was told she was, but I didn’t care. I was in love.

If Sundance heard the sound of the polo ball being hit she would immediately take off to the other side of the field as fast as she could. I would stand up in my stirrups and haul her around by the reins, to at least have a chance of taking a swipe at the ball at some point.

Polo is a game of strategy. The first player to strike the ball attempts to pass it to the players in front so they can score a goal. When I was riding Sundance, I always played in position No. 1, the goal scorer—an attacking, offensive position. There wasn’t much to it other than riding fast and straight. When I tried to slow Sundance down, she bucked, so I only hit the ball very occasionally because most of the time I was already at the edge of the field while the others fought over the ball in the middle. It was pathetic. But Sundance was Sundance.

It was stupid of me to have bought her as a polo pony, but in retrospect she was the horse who gave me the key to unlock the answers I’d been searching for. I learned something when I was left unable to touch her for two weeks after Argentinian grooms had used their “educational measures” on her behind closed doors. And when I think back to a vet recommending that I sedate the mare before a game so she couldn’t run as fast and I could get a chance to hit the ball, my blood still runs cold.

These people meant well, and at the time I clutched at every straw. But nobody could solve the problem. Not even a famous German rider who thought Sundance could be controlled with dressage training.

I was a reasonable show jumper, pleasure, and dressage rider, but it was obvious that I didn’t know how to train a polo pony. “It’s probably down to my lack of ability,” I thought at the time. But I cried into my pillow more than once because I felt terrible that I couldn’t understand what Sundance needed. Just like I did with the Icelandics, with poor Dominik, and with many other horses who I can’t mention or this book would be thousands of pages long. They all have a special place in my heart.

I kept searching for the ability to understand horses.

THE AGE OF HORSE WHISPERING

Natural horsemanship and horse whispering gave me inspiration, or at least I thought they did at the time. Trainers who followed these methods renounced the use of a lot of gadgets. Instead, they used other, new aids that were unfamiliar to me at the time.

Above all, natural horsemen were the first to use body language in communication with the horse. The human—the “alpha”—copied behavior observed in wild horses. It was a fascinating discovery that was successfully applied and marketed by many trainers of this era.

The developers of natural horsemanship assumed that horses are able to decode gestures. The way in which horses responded to nonverbal communication with calm and understanding was a completely new field and fascinated me from the very first second I witnessed it. It began for me like it did for many, with the international blockbuster movie The Horse Whisperer starring Robert Redford. It introduced the idea of nonviolent, nonverbal communication with horses.

I set off on my journey, learned from the best at the time, and practiced this groundbreaking approach in the evolution of horse training down to the last and smallest detail. I mainly trained horses with issues and showed how I was able to mount untrained horses in 30 minutes and turn problem horses into calm and docile partners, in demonstrations watched by audiences of up to 20,000 people. I became known as the “German Horse Whisperer” who could solve problem behavior.

We horse whisperers had the solutions for horses who bucked, reared, refused to load, kicked the farrier, couldn’t be caught or led, or were afraid of umbrellas. No matter how bad the problem, we had the solution. We could correct it by using the horse’s nonverbal communication, imitating gestures, and applying consequences for unwanted behavior that we could take from the wild. We copied horses’ systems of teaching each other, and they understood us beautifully. We saved the lives of thousands of horses and also turned working with horses into a kind of educational entertainment. It was an exciting time, and I was able to learn a lot.

At some point though, I wondered why, despite all this advancement of our understanding, horses were still often anxious and poorly behaved. The memories from my childhood remained, and I continued to ask, “Why don’t you understand? Why are there problems?”

I didn’t want to correct any more problem horses. I wanted to get it right from the start.

But how?


THE STAGES OF HORSE TRAINING

One day, a close friend Andreas von Veltheim gave me a copy of the good old H. Dv. 12: Army Riding Regulation 12: German Cavalry Manual on the Training of Horse and Rider that he had bought at a flea market. As I began to read, no one could have imagined the spark it would ignite. It marked the start of my research because it made me think about how horse training actually began.

I read numerous books, beginning my journey into a study of scientific works. The development of a science-based means of communicating with horses started with literature research and ultimately resulted in the diagram, “The Evolution of Horse Training” (see p. 14) and my concept of Evidence-Based Equine Communication (EBEC)—a training methodology designed from the horse’s perspective.

I went through many stages in this evolution, and I found that each stage has one thing in common: it works from the perspective of the “predator,” or of the human who devised it. The human isn’t always wrong with his suppositions about how the horse could probably best understand human messages. However, it is often a system of trial and error. Sometimes it works, sometimes it doesn’t, so it cannot be defined as a reliable method. The human has an idea, tries that idea and, when it works, that’s wonderful. When it doesn’t work, most people try something else that others have shown them. They often try lots of ways, many of which are unsuccessful. You might lose some horses, but when it works, it’s great.


SCIENTIFIC BASIS

It became clear to me that we needed science-based results from the horse’s perspective that shifted subjective human thoughts about what horses need into the background and facts into the foreground. There was an obstacle to overcome, however: I needed a team of scientists to help me put into practice my research concept for devising a scientifically sound method.

I began presenting my concept of EBEC at universities across Europe in 2005. At the end of a very laborious and strength-sapping series of presentations, I counted myself lucky to have a team of motivated scientists, universities, and investors contractually bound to me. From then on, the Andrea Kutsch Academy (AKA) had three partner universities: the Department of Veterinary Medicine of the Freie Universität, Berlin; the Vetsuisse Faculty of the University of Zurich; and the European University Viadrina in Frankfurt (Oder). On October 30, 2007, I applied for accreditation of the world’s first Bachelor of Science in “Horse Communication, Riding, Training, and Teaching.” AKA initially acted as a non-state university of applied sciences. I formed sections for business management and veterinary medicine (including reproductive medicine, complementary and alternative medicine, preventative healthcare, parasitology, surgery, orthopedics, animal nutrition, animal and environmental hygiene, applied anatomy, kinesiology, euthanasia, and pain research). Experts from ethology and psychology were also essential. My research team was enhanced by experts from classic and traditional teaching, farriers, riding instructors, and trainers from all equestrian disciplines, and consisted of over 40 professors and experts.


Paul Schockemöhle was another important partner. He provided us with his team and his stud of over 4,000 horses with almost 800 births per year at The Lewitz Stud in Neustadt-Glewe, Germany. More than 7,000 horses were made available to us over the course of our five years of research activity. On August 20, 2009, AKA was recognized as a state college, and in 2010, I was able to successfully complete my research concept for developing EBEC. AKA is now involved in global exchanges with numerous universities from different subject areas so its methods are continually enriched by the latest research results.


2 Evolution

Horse Training from My Perspective

My research into the evolution of horse training began with German and traditional teachings, and I came across plenty of other reading material from recent centuries that defined training of the training of riders and the training of horses.

STAGE 1 — CLASSICAL EQUESTRIANISM: DOMINANCE FROM A HUMAN PERSPECTIVE

The symbol in my diagram on p. 14 for what I consider Stage 1 of horse training shows a horse lying down who is being dominated with various aids. The year “1884” is in reference to the book The Gymnasium of the Horse by Gustav Steinbrecht, which was published that same year. The Gymnasium of the Horse is still considered to be the timeless classic of equestrian literature, whose first edition was published by one of Gustav Steinbrecht’s pupils a few months after the author’s death. It also provided the basis for the H. Dv. 12.

Prior to that, the first military riding manual, entitled Instruction zum Reit-Unterricht für die königlich preußische Kavallerie [Riding Instruction for the Royal Prussian Cavalry], had been published in 1822. And in 1791, Ludwig Hünersdorf had brought out a book on training horses, meaningfully entitled Die natürlichste und leichteste Art Pferde abzurichten [The Easiest and Most Natural Way to Train Horses].
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THE (R)EVOLUTION OF HORSE TRAINING

The four stages of the evolution of horse training.



“Training Horses”

Hünersdorf analyzed working with horses from his human perspective, because at the time of his book there was still no scientifically investigated thesis on the nature or language of horses. He described behavior patterns related to the nature of horses that still apply today. His work paved the way for horse whisperers who, 200 years later, reflected on communication with horses and tried to further develop the classical and traditional methods.

Along with many other cavalry captains of this time, Hünersdorf was already thinking about the horse’s natural impulses way back in 1791. It was something he wrote that prompted my own train of thought about the instinctive behavior of horses:


“However, the horse naturally has a strong desire for freedom that is only stifled by obedience, but its liveliness must still be preserved because, shortly before, the horse’s gaits and his movements depended on his independence alone. This freedom stops the moment the rider takes up the reins, because from then on the horse is told what way he should go.

We should therefore limit the degree of subservience in the horse as much as possible, and change nothing about how he carries himself and his natural gaits, but content ourselves when the horse moves forwards when we ask him to.” (Hünersdorf, 1992)



It was from this that, in 2005, I derived a reward system from the horse’s instinctive behavior, following my extensive research of relevant literature. I then examined my reward system scientifically.

The use of coercive aids on horses who do not cooperate has been commonplace and long a part of riding instruction. As I’ve described, I learned early on that I should use my whip if my
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STAGE 2 — CLICKER TRAINING: CONDITIONING FROM THE PREDATOR’S PERSPECTIVE
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STAGE 3 — NATURAL HORSEMANSHIP AND HORSE WHISPERING
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STAGE 4 — EBEC: SCIENCE FROM A HORSE PERSPECTIVE
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