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INTRODUCTION
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Western riding’s modern roots began in the US West during the 1800s when working cattle ranches were common. American cowboys were influenced by the Spanish style of riding through Mexico’s vaqueros (cowboys) and caballeros (horsemen). Many Western terms, some that you will see in this book, were born of that era, including bosal, jaquima, latigo, and lariat.

Early ranch horses can be traced to Spanish Barbs, Chickasaws, Thoroughbreds, and mustangs. Mustangs are small, hardy, wild horses still found in the Western US and Mexican plains. Over the years, cowboys selected horses with superior cow-sense and agility, and in 1940 these horses became the foundation of the American Quarter Horse Association, America’s oldest and largest stock horse breed association.

Western riding differs from English riding in a few significant ways, yet in many areas there is little difference. Because Western riding was developed to perform a function – so that the cowboy could rope, brand, and doctor cattle – the Western saddle needed to be a much more substantial item of tack than the “postage stamp”, as the cowboy often called the English saddle. Also, since the cowboy required one hand free for roping, Western horses have been traditionally ridden with one hand and Western riders have refined the art of neck reining.
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Good Western horse training and riding is characterized by knowledge, understanding, and skill. In that way, modern English and Western riders have much in common. This is evidenced by the frequent pas de deux demonstrations consisting of one top-notch dressage rider and one reining horse rider.

The vast majority of today’s Western riders are not professional cowboys but hobbyists who participate in trail riding, showing, rodeo, and pleasure riding. Although many show ring classes, such as trail and working cow horse, have a real-world basis, today’s competitions are designed strictly for exhibition.











THE STOCK HORSE
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The stock horse is the type of horse most suited to riding Western. Standing 14.2–16 hands and weighing 1000–1300 pounds, the stock horse is well-muscled, quick on his feet, and has “cow-sense”. The stock horse is not a breed but is typified by the American Quarter Horse.

The head is short to medium, with well-muscled jowls, wide-set prominent eyes, and small ears. The throatlatch is wide and clean; the muzzle is trim but with adequate nostrils. The eye indicates a quiet, tractable temperament. The neck is well muscled but long with a slight convex curve.

The stock horse has medium substance of bone. The shoulder is well-muscled but not coarse and the muscles running along the inside and outside of the forearm should end in a gradual taper at the knee. The pectoral muscles at the horse’s chest floor form an inverted V. These and the forearm muscles help the stock horse move his limbs sideways and elevate his forehand.

The hindquarters are the source of power and propulsion. They are symmetric and well connected to the barrel and the lower limb. The gluteal muscles tie well forward into the back. The hamstrings tie down low into the Achilles’ tendon of the hock. The gaskin muscles are prominent both inside and out. The widest point of the hindquarters should be the width between the stifles.

The barrel shows a deep heart girth and good spring of rib. The back is well muscled and strong and has a natural place for a saddle. The loin is broad, well muscled and relatively short. The loin and coupling transfer the motion of the stock horse’s powerful hindquarters up through the back and forward to the forehand, so they must be strong and well connected. A short, heavily-muscled loin has great potential strength, power, and durability.
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BREEDS AND COLORS
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The American Quarter Horse is the basis for many other stock horse breeds such as the Paint, Appaloosa, Palomino; 14.2–15.3 hands.

The American Paint Horse is either tobiano or overo and has Quarter Horse and Thoroughbred ancestors; 14.3–15.3 hands.

Tobiano – dark color usually covers one or both flanks; white crosses the back between withers and tail; blocks are distinct; head markings normal.

Overo – white is irregular and splashy and usually does not cross the back between withers and tail; head markings are often bald-faced.

The Appaloosa originated in the northwest US, land of the Nez Perce Indians. Coat patterns include leopard (spots all over), white blanket over hips with spots in the blanket, or frosted all over; 14.2–15.2 hands.

WESTERN COLORS


Besides bay, brown, black, chestnut, and gray, stock horse colors include:

Blue roan – born with uniform mixture of black and white hairs.

Buckskin – tan, yellow, or gold with black mane, tail and legs, no dorsal stripe.

Dun – yellow or gold body and leg color often with black or brown mane and tail; usually dorsal stripe, zebra stripes on legs, and stripes over withers.

Grullo – smoky or slate coat; mane, tail and legs usually black; often dorsal stripe.

Palomino – golden coat with a light to white mane and tail.

Red dun – yellowish, light red or flesh-colored body; mane and tail are reddish, flaxen, white or mixed; red dorsal stripe and usually red stripes on legs and withers.

Sorrel – a copper-red body with self-colored or flaxen mane and tail.

Strawberry roan – also called red roan, a mixture of red and white hairs; head and legs darker.
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MANES AND TAILS
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A natural mane is allowed to grow full length. A pulled mane is from 2–4in. and can be swept along the crest or combed straight down.

A banded mane is sectioned off into 30–50 tiny ponytails fastened by bands that match the mane color.

The bridle path is 3–4in. A bridle path shouldn’t be longer than the length of a horse’s ear laid back.


 



A tapered tail often occurs naturally – the longest hair is the skirt (the middle of the tail) and the sides feather in a taper to meet the point of the skirt at mid-cannon.

A banged tail, similar to that of a dressage horse, is cut straight across at fetlock level. However, the Western horse’s tail is not shaved or pulled at the top. A blunt cut is tidy and makes the tail look thick.

Tail extensions are horse-hair hanks artfully woven into a show horse’s tail to increase fullness and/or length.


 



Horsemanship and pleasure horses are shown with full-length tails with any mane style. Reining and cutting horses sport long manes. Their tails usually end at mid-cannon to prevent them from getting stepped on during the back. Roping and timed-event horses often have tapered tails and short manes to prevent tangling.
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Western manes are either full-length natural manes (left), 4in. pulled manes similar to a hunter’s (right) or 4in. pulled and banded (below); 85% of stock horses’ manes fall on the near side.
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Western tails are either shaped and tapered (left) or full-length banged tails that are naturally long (right) or have had tail extensions added for the show ring.















SADDLES
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CUTTING SADDLE 35–40 pounds; long, flat seat; upright fork; low, flat cantle; oxbow stirrups
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PLEASURE SADDLE 30–40 pounds; comfortable seat; stirrups set for proper leg position; often ornate
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ROPING/RANCH SADDLE 40–45 pounds; wide fenders; deep, wide stirrups; lowest cantle 
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BARREL RACING SADDLE 20–25 pounds; minimal leather; round skirts; short, deep seat; leather or aluminum stirrups
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REINER SADDLE 30–35 pounds; free-swinging fenders; comfort tread; higher cantle than cutter
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