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  Introduction


  There are plenty of books on Western riding. The catch is finding one that has the information that you really desire. Some Western books on competing also have big sections on cattle events, while others go in-depth about the finer points of colt starting. There are some very excellent titles that take the reader step by step into Western training–which is fine if the advanced elements of riding and training are understood, whereupon the reader can then go on and start, say, a futurity prospect.


  But chances are that you’re still seeking information on the fundamentals. You’re not looking for information on “How to train my next World Show prospect,” but rather “How do I get my horse to do what I want? How do I ride correctly on my horse?”


  These words–your horse–are key in this book. These tips were gathered and assembled with the understanding that you indeed have a horse in your life: It may be the one grazing in your pasture, boarded at the local stable, or a horse that your friend lets you ride. You want to gain greater understanding about how to ride and handle this specific horse, not a nameless, faceless horse of the future, or some ideal of what you “should seek out and buy.” Let’s face it–we ride the horse that we have, and what we’re really after is whatever information will make that relationship better. So this book is going to help you enjoy the horse you have now by giving you great Western horsemanship and riding tips that will assist you, whether that’s ironing out the rough spots, or having a harmonious relationship overall.


  As Joe Friday on Dragnet used to say, “Just the facts, ma’am,” and that’s what this book intends to give you: simple tips to help improve your riding and horsemanship, so you can enjoy your favorite pastime. And if you’re looking to set a hoof in the show pen, there’s plenty of good advice here that can help you have a winning ride. True, 101 Western Pleasure and Horsemanship Tips won’t help learn how to do a sliding stop with your next reining prospect, but it will give you solid, sensible advice on practical Western horsemanship that can help you and your horse for years to come.


  Chapter 1.


  Horsemanship Fundamentals


  Western riding may look easy, but that appearance is misleading. There’s a subtle skill that goes along with its relaxed, comfortable style. It’s good to gain some insight on horses and riding before ever putting your boot in the stirrup.


  [image: Horses can enjoy long careers and maintain their vitality if they are cared for properly.]


  Tip 1. Let your horse’s health and soundness dictate his career.


  Your horse is not a machine, so be attentive to the subtle changes he goes through during his life. As horses age, they may develop a few minor lameness issues that simply require a little maintenance (change of shoeing or diet, addition of supplements or medication) so that they can happily continue working at their current level. However, there are certain conditions (for example, laminitis or navicular or degenerative joint diseases) that may require you to adjust the intensity of his work, or even change what he does altogether. For example, a show horse that starts to develop DJD may not move well enough anymore for top competition, but he would be fine for local shows and pleasure riding.


  Tip 2. Put your horse in a job he’ll be successful in.


  It’s not fair to take a rocket scientist and make him into a dentist. The same goes with horses. If you want to compete in a particular class or event, or even if you’re merely hoping to be successful in basic Western riding, make sure that your horse is capable of it. It doesn’t take that rocket scientist to know that a horse bred and trained for Western pleasure probably won’t be the ideal choice as a speed event horse. And if your dream is to have a steady-Eddie trail horse, maybe you shouldn’t have bought a barrel racer. Resist forcing your horse into a job he doesn’t have the aptitude for.


  Tip 3. Groundwork is critical, but don’t forget to ride.


  There is one faction of Western riders that heartily believes “In Round Pen We Trust.” After all, round-pen work is ideal to help develop a respectful relationship with your horse. Top trainers, legendary clinicians, and natural horsemanship gurus swear by them. And while round-penning and groundwork are important and helpful in establishing yourself as the herd leader, you still have to work on your riding ability. There are no substitutes for proper equitation and effective cueing from the saddle. All the “hooking-up” with your horse on the ground won’t help you if you’re unbalanced, have rough hands, swinging legs, and a weak position in the saddle.


  [image: Allow your horse some variety in his routine, such as tackling some obstacles on the trail course.]


  Tip 4. Keep variety in your program, whether you show or not.


  While horses like routine, they don’t want to be bored to death. So challenge your horse with a host of different activities. If you’re strictly a recreational rider (you don’t compete), you can still liven up your arena work with trail obstacles and ground poles. Get off the rail and practice patterns. Use cavaletti (elevated ground poles) to help your horse develop rhythm, improve his topline, and engage his hind end. And if you do have a show horse, you can improve his attitude by getting out of the arena altogether. Work on perfecting lead changes on the trail. Ride with a bunch of friends. Your horse will appreciate the different work from time to time.


  [image: You can have a wonderful friendship with your horse, as long as you are the wiser friend that he always turns to for advice.]


  Tip 5. Understanding relationship versus partnership.


  Horsemen will say that it’s important to have a partnership with the horse. This isn’t entirely accurate. A partner by definition has an equal say in what is going on and can sometimes call the shots. A horse and rider should instead be better described as a solid working relationship. You, of course, are the empathic, sensitive, but decisive manager, while your horse is the eager, content, enthusiastic employee. You know how important it is to clearly communicate with your horse so that the business of riding is successful. You realize that it is important to coach your “employee” when necessary, to give encouragement and praise, and most importantly, when to get off his back. Your horse will reward you, as his leader, with a job well done.


  Tip 6. When in doubt, check it out.


  A horse that doesn’t do what you’re telling him to do probably has his reasons. It’s up to you to do a little investigative work. Before you reach for a longer-shanked bit, a tie-down, draw reins, or other equipment, see if the problem has other origins. A horse may be “acting up” if he is uncomfortable or sore. Check out the three E’s: Teeth, feet, and seat. If his teeth are bothering him, he will be stiff through the jaw and poll and may even carry his head awkwardly to alleviate the discomfort. A dental exam and regular floating can take care of this. His hooves can be another source of pain. Poor shoeing, stone bruises, and tender soles can all add up to a subtle lameness that makes a horse reluctant to cooperate. Finally, seat equals saddle. A poor-fitting saddle can cause a horse a world of hurt. If you suspect that your horse is suddenly not his happy self, have a professional horse person, whether that’s a trainer or vet, take a closer look at him.


  Tip 7. Ride a broke horse.


  If you’re just starting out, take the opportunity to ride a broke horse. No, it’s not being suggested that you go out and buy a finished horse with perfect gaits. But wouldn’t it be nice to sit on one for a day? Find a friend or trainer with a well-trained, nicely put together angel-on-hooves and spend an afternoon walking, jogging, loping, and cantering. Practice giving your cues and seeing the response. Gain a greater understanding of what it feels like to have all your aids understood. Remember that feeling. It will help if you try to re-create that on your own horse the next day.


  [image: One could spend a lifetime studying horses and still have much to learn. Here, equestrians get acquainted with a Quarter/Arab cross on the “Destination Equus” tour in Santa Ynez Valley, California.]


  Tip 8. Further your education.


  It’s great if you’re taking some lessons from a capable trainer on a consistent basis. But your riding knowledge doesn’t have to stop there. Going to horse expos, clinics, and seminars, watching DVDs, and reading books and magazines can not only help you keep abreast of current happenings in the Western horse world, they can also help you fine-tune your riding, or find solutions to current issues you might be having.


  Chapter 2.


  Tack and Equipment


  Your equipment makes a statement about you as a horseman. The type of bridle and bit you select and the amount of training tack you use (or don’t) speaks volumes for your skill with horses and knowledge of riding.


  [image: Even the most modest of tack stores will have a wide array of bits. Stick to what your horse needs, not the latest fad.]


  Tip 9. Use as little equipment as you can to get the job done.


  A visit to the tack shop is an intoxicating experience. All that gorgeous silver-appointed leather, the rows of ornate bits with various mouthpieces, the specialized saddles with matching accessories–delectable.


  Does your horse need a tie-down? Should you get a breastplate that matches your saddle? What about that new curb bit with the fancy mouthpiece? Instead of just loading up your tack room with lots of unnecessary stuff, select items that help your horse work as comfortably and responsively as possible. For example, there are dozens of bits that could go between your horse’s teeth–too many to mention here–but that doesn’t mean that they are appropriate for him. O-ring snaffles or medium port curb bits are staples of the tack room. If your horse doesn’t go well with one of them, have a horse professional help you figure out why. Don’t just reach for the latest gadget.


  [image: A good working saddle will still keep its value over ultra trendy styles.]


  Tip 10. Pay for fit more than glitz.


  When it comes to saddles, spend money on the part that matters the most to your horse: the saddle’s fit. An ornate saddle dripping with silver doesn’t do the horse any good if it causes him pain. When trying a saddle, avoid any contact with the horse’s withers. When you sit in the saddle, slide your hand under the front edge of the saddle and feel for obvious finger pinching. The contact should be consistent all the way along the front–avoid gaps here and hard pressure there. For more advanced saddle fitting, consult an expert who can actually evaluate your horse’s back and your intended purchase.


  Spending money on fit rather than bling has its benefits. The best thing about a plain, well fitting saddle is that you can dress it up later as your budget allows. There are many different silver saddle trim sets to add on to your saddle. Everything from horn caps, cantle plates, corner plates, bars, and conchos are available whenever your checkbook has a few extra bucks in it.


  [image: Spurs are designed to allow the rider to refine the leg aids. Instead of constantly kicking, a touch with the spur will get the horse to listen. Spurs should never be used to punish the horse.]


  [image: (A Roweled spur)]


  [image: (Start with blunt, rounded tip spurs if you’re just learning to use them)]


  Tip 11. Understand spurs.


  Spurs can be useful for giving subtle cues to a horse and getting a quick response, but spurs are meant for the rider with a steady, practiced leg and a horse that understands leg pressure. If you decide to use spurs, start with rounded, gentle ones. Spurs with rowels come in various sizes and points and differ in severity. Remember that roweled spurs are meant to be used with a gentle roll, not a jab.


  [image: Saddle blankets come in all colors and a variety of materials from synthetic to wool.]


  Tip 12. Saddle blanket statements.


  Your saddle blanket is the main contact between your saddle and the horse’s back. When you remove your saddle blanket, always turn it inside out and allow it to air dry. Sunshine will kill bacteria that build up from sweat. Bang the blanket against the barn door or fence to knock dirt


  [image: Draw reins are an effective tool when used sparingly. They shouldn’t be relied on, however, to train a proper headset.]


  Tip 13. Drawing the line on draw reins.


  

  [image: Have patience when you are taking your horse’s bridle off. Allow him to drop the bit on his own.]


  Tip 14. Unbridled care.


  

  Tip 15. New saddle tips.


  

  Tip 16. Inspect your gadget.
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