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Introduction

[image: ]ohn Lyons doesn’t believe in miracle workers when it comes to training horses. He doesn’t believe in equine swamis or horse gurus, and he doesn’t want a psychic to tell him what his horse is supposed to be thinking. What he does believe in is using a reasoned, logical approach to horse training. He believes the horse is a conditioned-response animal, and all of his work is based on the use of common sense and logic.

John’s training method is distilled from his years of giving clinics throughout the United States and Australia. The clinics were limited to ten horses and were open to all breeds and all styles of riding, as well as to any type of problem horse. Horse owners, on arriving, would explain what they wanted of their horse, and John agreed to satisfy their wishes or the clinic was free. He never turned away a horse or rider. Working in a limited time frame, with horses he had never seen and did not know, kept John striving for better training methods and solutions. His experiences in dealing with over two thousand horses have molded his unique training program. Today, most of John’s teaching is done in symposia that are geared toward larger audiences—fifty to three hundred people—who follow the breaking of only one horse.

I first saw John Lyons at a clinic he conducted in Tucson a few years ago. Typically, he congratulated all of us for coming out on a cold morning to see what a “turkey from Colorado” had to say.

Well, I didn’t see any turkeys that morning, but I did see a philosophy that so impressed me that it has had a profound effect on my dealings with horses ever since.

John doesn’t like it when people say he’s special. But he is. When you see John work with a horse you feel that something extraordinary is taking place between man and animal. More importantly, John is a special teacher.

This book might be better titled The Friendly Lyons, for it is an instruction manual in using friendly persuasion in teaching our horses what we want them to do. His methods do not include force.

But I’m getting ahead of myself.

So I went to the clinic and found myself mesmerized. Especially when John slipped the bridle off his stallion, Bright Zip, and the two of them began working an unbroken mustang mare who happened to be in season and was feeling friendly. In spite of her flirtations, Zip ignored her, and within two hours, John was riding the wild mare.

I returned home and played a little with my own horses, trying out some of John’s training suggestions. And I watched for the next John Lyons clinic in Tucson. The following year, I went back.

After attending the second clinic, I decided that since the round pen was such an important part of John’s work starting colts, I needed one. I bought a pen and began working my own horses. After a few weeks, I decided that I wanted to test John’s system, which I had seen him apply to wild horses, to see if it would really work for someone else.

I put out the word that I was looking for a wild horse. Within a week, I had a pasture-raised, wild-as-a-March-hare three-year-old filly in my round pen.

Now the real fun began. Not wanting to waste any time, I went to work, following the steps John had demonstrated at his clinic. Several old cowboy friends gathered to offer advice.

“We’ll hold her down so you can get a halter on her.” “Rope her.” “Where’s your snubbing post? You need a snubbing post!”

The comments were as cheap as well water. But the filly and I ignored them and continued our work.

Now I’ve got to tell you that I had worked a wild horse years ago. I did it the old gentle way. I tried to lure her with apples and carrots, and I sat in the corral for days before the horse would come anywhere near me. I talked to her, sang to her, whistled, and begged, and it was still weeks before she didn’t dash off whenever I got within ten feet of her.

But this time, following John’s instructions, I was petting the March hare within three hours. Petting her entire body! And the cowboys were scratching their heads and saying, “Tell us more about this guy from Colorado.”

Inspired by my own success with the March hare, I contacted John and suggested that we collaborate on a book. I knew that if I had success with his training methods, others would too. And so will you, if you use the principles and lessons included here. It’s that simple.

An exciting aspect of John’s training is that it will work on any horse or mule, regardless of its breed, age, sex, temperament or previous experience. Over the years, he’s worked with unbroken mustangs from the Bureau of Land Management, Olympic event and dressage horses, five-gaited Saddlebreds, hunters, jumpers, Peruvian Pasos, Thoroughbreds, draft horses, mules, Curly’s, Australian stock horses, as well as all of the common breeds. His methods will also work for any discipline—English, dressage, or western.

We’ve all read books where you need an overly complex schematic to train your horses. Frankly, I have trouble remembering all that stuff, so it was a real relief to learn that John believes in the K.I.S.S. method. Keep it simple, stupid.

Lyons on Horses is a progressive training program in which you master one stage before moving on to the next. John breaks complex assignments into segments, or segment-goals as he calls them, as he gives us an opportunity to learn the art of horse training. Realistically, a lot of you will pick up this book and thumb through it, picking out only those parts you are particularly interested in. That’s fine. With one major exception: breaking colts.

Finding trainers who will break colts is getting harder and harder all the time. Now, with the lessons in this book, you can break your own colt. For your safety, it is important if you are working with an unbroken horse that you follow the instructions in the “Round-Pen Reasoning,” “Facing Fear,” “Sacking Out,” and “First Saddling” chapters before you get on the horse for the first time.

As we wrote this book, we treated the lessons like Sunset magazine recipes. While we don’t have a test kitchen, all of the lessons in this book have been tested. On horses. By me. I know John can do them. It’s his training program. But we figured if I tried everything out, as written, we could see where the writing fell short, or where we might need to explain something in a little more detail or a little more clearly.

To give you an example of how our “test kitchen” worked, after we wrote the trailer-loading chapter, I used John’s system to teach a confirmed bad loader to trailer. It went like clockwork except for my stupidity. I was so intent on having the horse get into, and out of, the trailer that I didn’t pay attention to our six feet, and one of my toes got stepped on and broken. Now we have a line in the trailering lesson cautioning you to watch both your feet and the horse’s.

We want this to be a messy book. Underline those passages you think will be especially helpful to you. Commit John’s three training rules to memory, for they will serve you well in evaluating any training method. Take the book out to your round pen or corral and use it as a hands-on aid as you train your horse.

Finally, I want to tell a story on John. I went to a horse show with him one day, and he turned my perspective around 180 degrees. At previous shows, I would ask myself, “What is that rider trying to get the horse to do?”

After listening to John for a few minutes, it quickly became apparent that he saw the horse show a bit differently. The question he was asking was “What is that horse trying to tell his rider?”

Looking at the participants from this viewpoint really opened my eyes. Horses with wide-open mouths were in effect saying, “Ouch, get off my face.” The horse that was dancing around its owner, who desperately wanted it to stand still, was asking, “Do I really have to stand here and take this?” A Prix St. George dressage horse, with arched neck and tucked head, was pleading, “Please give me more rein.” John pointed out that that particular horse was probably originally trained western. The signs of miscommunication were everywhere.

I said earlier that John Lyons is a special teacher. He is. Through the lessons in this book, John teaches all of us to look at horses in a new way, to approach our training in a new light. With his instructions we will be safer and calmer in our training. We will not only become better communicators with our horses, but we will also become better listeners.

I think I can speak for all of us who read this book, when I say, “Thanks for sharing, John.”

Sinclair Browning
Tucson, Arizona    




Chapter One [image: ]

My Philosophy
on Horses

[image: ] want my horse to be my partner. To me, that means someone who helps me, who isn’t a nuisance, and who makes my job easier. Someone I can trust and who trusts me; someone I don’t have to force to do something.

In order to have a true partner, I have to let go of him and trust him. As I let go I have to understand that he’s going to make mistakes. I don’t need to reprimand my horse for his mistakes, instead I need to show him why I want him to do certain things. I know that if I can avoid fights with him, I’ll end up with a better partner.

In many ways, dealing with horses is a lot like dealing with kids. There are times when in order to teach them you simply have to let go. For instance, a lot of people want their horses to stand by them or to follow them, but they never let go of the reins. If they do and the horse walks off, they’re inclined to think, “What a dumb horse; he has to be tied up!” If I let go of my horse and he takes off, I think, “I’m a lousy teacher.” His walking off tells me I need to teach him more in order for him to stay with me.

If I can’t get my horse to overcome a problem, it’s my lack of knowledge, not the horse that is at fault. If I can’t get him to load in a trailer, it’s not because his eyesight is bad, or that his mother was an Appaloosa, or that he’s having a bad day, it’s because I haven’t taught him right.

If you see a problem in a horse, or a training area in which he needs improvement, don’t ignore it. For instance, if you have a head-shy horse you know that overcoming this problem is a priority before you attempt to mount him. If you don’t correct the problem, you run the risk of being injured or even killed if you accidentally get close to his head. In such cases ask yourself which training problem comes first.

If the horse is afraid of being tied, you need to take care of that problem before you put him in a cross tie. If you take him to a horse show, someone who doesn’t know better might tie him, and while you’re off collecting your ribbon, he’s causing a major wreck. Suddenly things that don’t seem so important can become terribly important.

I don’t care what the horse has done before or what’s happened to him. From here on out we’ll deal with today only. We can’t change the fact that someone may have hit the horse over the head five thousand times, or that little kids may have thrown rocks at him. There is no way any of us can change what has already happened, so it’s futile to spend any time thinking about the horse’s past experiences. It’s his problem now that’s important, not the history of the problem. Sometimes we get so involved with that history that we can’t concentrate on correcting the problem.

The past can also cloud our thinking as we begin making excuses for the horse’s poor conduct, rather than asking the horse to change his behavior.

The horse is a very adaptable animal. He is fully capable of changing his behavioral patterns, especially if he is given time to make his own decisions.

I personally don’t believe any horse is either vicious or beyond being able to be trained.

Horses are never too old to learn or to change bad habits. The good thing about a horse is that whatever behavior we’d like to change, we can. We don’t have to accept any behavior from the horse that we do not like. We just have to concentrate twice as hard on training him to do those things we want to, to get him to change.

A woman came to one of my symposia and said she had waited two years before trying to change her horse’s behavior, because she didn’t want to do the wrong thing. Don’t be afraid of making a mistake with your horse. We all do. And we’re all forgiven. The biggest mistake is to succeed at doing nothing.

The bad thing about a horse is that everything I like about him today probably won’t always be there, unless I continue to practice the things the horse is doing that I like. I also never want to lose sight of the fact that my horse is always learning.

You must decide what it is you want your horse to do. Obviously some breeds do certain tasks more gracefully than others. A draft horse or a Thoroughbred can do a sliding stop, but neither does it as prettily, or holds it as long, as a horse that has been bred to do it. My point is that all horses are capable, to some degree, of jumping, sliding stops, barrel racing, trail riding, or any other task you wish them to perform.

PREJUDICE, AN UGLY CONCEPT

Prejudice is ugly in any form. There is not one breed of horses that is better than all others, or one best breed. Each has been bred for specific characteristics. A Paso Fino is not bred to pull a heavy wagon, few draft horses compete in calf roping, and a Quarter Horse is not designed to run a hundred-mile race. But there are more differences within a breed, than between breeds.

A good friend of mine, Tom McNeil, taught me a valuable lesson about prejudice. He never, ever, said a bad thing about anyone’s horse, even if they begged him to.

After I bought Zip, I called Tom. I told him I’d bought a stud. He was really excited and thought it was great. Then I said Zip was an Appaloosa. Dead silence invaded the telephone line. I waited. And waited. Finally a low, weak voice responded. “Well, I’ve known two good Appaloosas,” he sighed.

He had to dig deep. But even if he didn’t like Appaloosas, he wouldn’t say anything bad about them. This is a good lesson for all of us.

ATHLETES IN ACTION

The horse is extremely versatile. Because he is capable of executing over 108 different movements, even the very best trainer on the best-trainer horse will still get less than thirty percent of the horse’s potential out of him.

Can a horse canter backward? A man named Blackburn had his horse doing it in the 1860s, and on the correct lead! Can you get your horse to swish his tail on command? Scratch his ear? Lift his lip? Roll over? All on command? Probably not, but the horse has no problem at all doing these movements on his own. Trainers don’t teach horses to do sliding stops and rollbacks. That’s ridiculous. Horses can already do everything we get them to do. A two-day-old foal can slide and roll back. In our training, we’re just trying to say, “Remember when?”

A CONDITIONED-RESPONSE ANIMAL

My method of training is based on building control over the horse through reasoning with him. And I want to be in control one hundred percent of the time.

The horse is a conditioned-response animal. We set up a condition (kicking with our right leg), and we get a response (he picks up his left lead). If we set up the condition often enough, and we get the same response consistently, then the condition becomes a cue for a specific, desired reaction or response. This is the cornerstone of my training program and will be repeated often throughout this book.

We must remember that the horse doesn’t understand right or wrong. I often hear someone say “the horse is in a wrong lead.” The horse doesn’t know he’s wrong.

Ninety percent of successful horse training is in correctly defining a problem. By dissecting the problem, we’ll be breaking it down into very specific parts. My impatience has taught me to put steps into the teaching process. Most of us learned to write the letter A in steps: We were taught to first make a slanted line, and then another, and, finally, the cross line. To make the entire A at one time would have been too much for a small child’s mind. The same is true in training horses. As we go through the exercises in this book, you will find that they are broken down into segments, small steps to be accomplished on our way to reaching our designated goals.

Throughout our training, we must never fall into the trap of thinking that we are tougher than the horse. Even the scrawniest seven-hundred-pound horse is capable of inflicting great, even mortal damage to any man pitted against him. So during our training, we’ll be working with safe ways to teach the horse, where we’ll be in control.

THE THREE TRAINING RULES

Since there are as many training techniques as there are trainers, I established the following rules for evaluating any training procedure. I strongly encourage you to apply them to any method, whether it’s mine or someone else’s, that you choose to train your horse.

1. The Training Must Be Safe for Me.

A training procedure isn’t any good if you or I end up in a hospital. We are more important than any horse. The horse may not mean to hurt us, but he is so big and strong that he may not be able to help it.

I always tell myself the horse I’m working with today has no more value than any other horse. A free horse and a million-dollar race horse are treated exactly the same way. They can also do the same amount of damage. Your or my little finger is much more important than the million-dollar race horse, so the training techniques we use must insure our safety. Accidents will happen, but we must, and can, minimize the danger. We also need to listen to ourselves and remember that every time we put ourselves in danger, we are wrong.

2. The Training Must Be Safe for the Horse.

So what if we can force a fractious horse nto a trailer if we have to have him patched up by a vet when we get him out of it. The technique is of little use if the horse needs his head stitched, or he breaks a leg. We’ll take as many precautions as possible for both ourselves and the horse.

3. The Horse Must Be Calmer After the Lesson Than Before It Started

This is the horse’s way of telling us that he understands and is comfortable with what we are trying to teach him. It’s important that the horse remains calm throughout the training process. Pain distracts. The more pain you inflict on a horse, the less he’ll be able to concentrate on what you’re trying to teach him. If I ask you to solve a math problem and then slap your knuckles with a ruler, could you concentrate on my question? The same is true of a horse being jabbed with spurs. Pain gets in the way of learning and should be avoided. If a horse is nervous, he’s telling us that he’s not sure of what we expect of him.

A calm, responsive horse is the best proof of the success of our training, much more so than a wall full of ribbons. The behavior of a horse in a show reveals just how well the trainer is doing. If the horse performs well it is because he understands the lessons that the trainer has taught him and he is comfortable responding to the trainer’s commands.

THE BASIC CHARACTERISTICS OF THE HORSE

While we’re teaching our horses, we must never forget the four characteristics of the horse, for these will influence not only his behavior, but our teaching methods. They are listed here in order of importance:

1. The Fear/Flight Instinct

The horse is not a predator. His natural instinct is to run, rather than fight. This means that if he is startled or is afraid, his most immediate reaction will be to run, to try to escape his concern. His fear will take precedence over everything else. We can understand this, because when most of us are afraid, we want to get away from the thing that’s scaring us.

Since we can’t possibly get a horse used to everything in the world, we need to approach his fear and teach him how to deal with it. We can’t tell the horse not to be afraid, because that request would be unreasonable. But we can teach him what we want him to do when he does become afraid.

If a horse is reacting out of fear, then we’ll treat him the same way we would if we found a lost five-year-old girl crying on a street corner in a big city. Would we yell at her to quit crying? Tell her to shut up?

No. We’d try to get her to relax, and we’d try to build her confidence. That’s the same way we’ll treat the horse if he is fearful.

Bear in mind also that there are some things that your horse should fear, but may not. For example, he may go up to a rattlesnake and stick his nose into its face. All this means is that he doesn’t know that the snake is dangerous.

2. The Pecking Order

The horse’s social framework is highly structured. Horses are herd animals. This is a very important influence on a horse’s life, for it starts from the time he hits the ground as a foal.

If we watch horses in a pasture, we’ll see a dominant animal push another around the field. That lead horse may want to stop moving, but he can’t because the dominant one won’t let him. Just as each horse has his place in the herd, you’ll have a place in your horse’s social order. To the horse, you are not a person, you are just a two-legged animal. If your horse bites you, he’s telling you that you are lower in the pecking order than he is. Whether or not he bites us is dependent upon his perception of where we fit in his social order. Just as he will bite one horse and not another, so he will bite one person and not another.

Other signs that the horse thinks he is above you in the pecking order include: walking all over you when you’re leading him, crowding you into a gate, walking off when you’re saddling him, throwing his ears back at you, kicking, or turning his head elsewhere when you ask for his attention.

Don’t worry about establishing dominance over the horse, just make sure you get the right answers to the questions you ask. The important thing is not that we think we are higher in the pecking order, but what the horse thinks.

For instance, if the horse steps on our foot, we’ll slap him and make a big ruckus so the incident is not pleasant for him either. When something becomes important to you, it becomes important to the horse. If it’s not important to you, it will never be important to your horse.

We need to crawl inside the horse’s mind to tell him that we’re higher in the pecking order than he is. We can learn from watching other horses in the pasture how they establish their order.

If we put ten unfamiliar horses in a pasture, the only way to find out who is the dominant horse is to put out a bucket of grain and watch to see who gets it.

Most horses pair up. As they do, one of them will become dominant. Rarely would the #1 dominant horse in a herd pair up with the second most dominant. For the purpose of illustration, we’ll say that the #1 horse has paired with the #5 horse, that is, the fifth most dominant of the herd. He is not friendly with #2.

When the #1 horse, the dominant one, walks over to the feed bin, poor old horse #2 is saying, “Uh-huh, I better get out of here, here he comes.” As horse #2 walks off, what is horse #1 saying? “Ho, ho, I am the toughest! I can control any horse here. I rule this herd.” This is a positive reinforcement for the #1 horse, a negative reinforcement for #2.

When new horses are put together, there’s usually a lot of squealing, striking, nipping, and kicking, but after the pecking order gets worked out, then horse #1 doesn’t have to be quite as violent in his reign.

Now if we take a grain bucket into the corral, and the #1 horse comes up to chase the #2 horse off and we are in the way, what will happen? If the #2 horse thinks we are below him in the pecking order, the chances are good he’ll bump into us, kick at us, or in some other not-so-friendly manner tell us to get out of his way, or else. If, on the other hand, he perceives himself as being below us on the pecking order, then he’ll probably show us respect and get out of our way.

Since the horse is always learning, we need to be aware of what our actions are teaching him. For example, let’s say I’m feeding my horse. He is on the other side of the corral as I walk into the pen. I walk to the middle of the corral and set the feed bucket down, then turn around and begin walking toward the gate. The horse begins walking toward the feed bucket as I’m walking away. What am I teaching him?

Is he thinking, “Here comes old John. He’s such a nice old guy, he’s gonna feed me.” Or is he thinking that I’m leaving because he’s #1 and that he is chasing me away from his feed bucket. If I don’t want him to learn this, then I’d better make sure that when he comes up to the feed bucket he comes with a good attitude.

We need to recognize this characteristic of the pecking order in our horse because it is of paramount importance in our relationship with each other. Never let your horse come up to the feed bucket with a bad attitude. Remember, what your horse knows has been ingrained in him for thousands of years.

3. Laziness

A horse will usually take the road of the least amount of work. He’s basically lazy. Just like you and me. If you were given a choice between digging a ditch with a teaspoon or a shovel, you’d choose the shovel. Now if you were given the choice between digging with a shovel or using a backhoe, I’m sure the backhoe would be the winner. Finally, if you had the choice between the backhoe, or not digging the ditch at all, I feel certain the ditch wouldn’t get dug.

This characteristic relates to horses as well as to people. If you give a horse a choice between not moving and moving, in most cases, he will choose not to move. So our first step in training will be getting the horse to move. We must have movement in order to train him. Once we have movement, even if it is wrong, it can be redirected by setting up either easier or more difficult circumstances, depending upon the response we want. If a horse trots when I want him to walk, then I’ll practice a few trotting exercises. I’ll trot him a few steps, turn him left, trot a few more steps, turn him right, back him. Pretty soon the horse will think, “Gee whiz, I just wish he’d let me walk.”

4. The Reproductive Instinct

Unlike either mares or geldings, stallions have a built-in drive to reproduce. God said to the stallion, “You have a reason to be on this earth. You need to reproduce by mating with mares.”

If we were to take down all the fences in our vicinity and turn loose a gelding, his main concern would be eating and sleeping. He’d walk around thinking, “Dum, dum, de, dum, time to eat,” or “Dum, dum, de, dum, time to sleep.” Chances are good he’d not stray very far to pursue either of these endeavors.

If we turned a mare loose in this same fenceless country, she’d spend her days eating and sleeping too. But some days she’d be grumpy, other days she’d want to be loving a stallion to death if there were one around, and at other times, she’d want to kick his everloving head off. So we could say, at times she’d be less content than the dum, dum, de, dum gelding, and if she’s in season, she might be grumpy and, therefore, not quite as willing to respond to our commands.

Now we turn the stallion loose without fences. He’ll eat. He’ll sleep. Because he has to. But most of his time he’s going to spend walking, walking, walking, looking for that mare that God sent him down here to meet. He’ll walk all of his life searching for her.

We can learn a lot about our stallion by watching him in the pasture. Is he rearing? Is he jumping everything in sight? No. Who tells him when it’s OK to breed? The mare. She controls that stallion miraculously without a lead shank. Why can’t we?

This reproductive drive is behind many of the stallion’s behaviors. If a stallion wants to put all fifty mares in a corner of the pasture, he can do it even if he’s not the #1 horse there. Why? Because he has the drive to do it. If we recognize this, we can then deal with it in a logical manner. We’ll teach the stallion when and where to use this inner drive, when it’s OK to breed, and when it’s not.

Because of the stallion’s strong purpose in life, we’ll need to invest more time in his training. It may take us two hours to train the gelding, five hours to train the mare, and twenty hours to train the stallion. While we’ll be able to put any of them in a pack string, if we’re in a hurry, then we’d better train the gelding.

It’s important to remember that age, breed, sex, lineage, and experience do not affect any of the horse’s characteristics. They are endemic to all stallions, all mares, all geldings and should be considered any time we are planning our training program.

THE THREE ASPECTS OF A HORSE

When we are considering training the horse, there are three additional aspects that we must consider: his physical, mental, and emotional capabilities. Our progress in training is determined by our horse’s area of slowest development. A letdown in one area is similar to the weakest link in a chain.

First consideration is the physical. Our horse must be physically able to do what we’re asking. A six-month-old foal, for instance, is not physically ready to be ridden, although he may be mentally capable of learning cues. While we can do many tasks with him, such as leading, loading in a trailer, or ponying, he is just physically incapable of being ridden at this point. Size isn’t everything, for a 16-hand two-year-old may be able to be ridden, even raced, but he may lack the coordination, or the physical maturity—for example, he may have open knees—to barrel race or do a lot of mountain work. While most horses can be trained to perform most tasks, again, physical abilities must be considered to get the best possible training results. For instance, a short, low-hocked horse may be more physically suited to cutting cattle than a 17-hand long-legged warmblood, who, in turn, may be more physically suited to stadium jumping.

Next we must consider the horse’s mental comprehension. Does he understand what we are asking him to do? This is where our schooling comes in. We must be sure we are explaining clearly to the horse what we want him to do, and that he understands it.

Finally we must consider a horse’s emotional state. Does he show persistent signs of nervousness or fear? Does he seem unable to relax? Does he go to pieces under pressure? If so, we will give him exercises and cues that will help him control his emotions. We will need to get him excited and then calm him down. The more practice we give him, the calmer he will become.

There is always an answer to a training problem. Whenever I run into a problem I always review the rules, the characteristics and the aspects of the horse for insight and for a possible solution.

Armed with this knowledge, we’re ready to begin training.

WE CAN ALL BE TRAINERS

First of all, be assured that, given the desire, you can train your horse. You don’t need to be a professional. Persistence overcomes fear and impatience, and teaches us how to handle our frustrations.

Getting good results with your training is not just luck. When someone ends up with an extra-intelligent horse, that means that there has been a lot of hours of practice involved.

A little girl climbs all over her horse, and he stands still. By her attention, she’s training him to do just that.

Many times an owner training his own horse will actually do a better job than a professional, because the owner will take more time with the animal.

We see this all the time. An eight-year-old girl whipping the socks off a pro in the show ring, because she’s spent hours and hours with her horse. The girl and her horse are so closely knit that if she got on another horse, she wouldn’t know what to do. But on her own, the sky’s the limit.

The training methods outlined in this book will work for all horses and all riding disciplines. The dressage horse changing gaits at different letters of the arena, is no different case from the Quarter Horse going around trees out on the trail. You, the rider, are still learning that you’re asking the questions late if the horse misses a letter in the dressage ring, or a bush on the trail.

Most of the training exercises that follow will take minutes, not hours or days. None of them is hard. All they take is practice. You don’t need a master plan. You can go out and enjoy yourself on the trail, where you’ll be training your horse and no one riding with you will know you’re training.

Training should not look like training. It should look as though the horse and the rider are playing together. For instance, you can trot your horse to a certain point, raise your seat off the saddle and ask him to stop. If you do that fifteen times during a trail ride, the horse will stop any time he feels your seat rise. This will not only make your horse lighter in his stops, it will make you safer, for every time he feels you leave him, he’ll stop.

Any training procedure needs to work one hundred percent of the time on every single horse. If it doesn’t, then the horse is telling us that this program isn’t the one we need, because it won’t work on all horses. We’ll need to look for a procedure that does.

I need to solve riding problems from the horse’s back; manners will be taught from the ground.

A good training method will work on either a dumb or a smart horse. A good training method is a good training method. Period.

Conversely, if some training procedure has failed once, it’s apt to fail again.

If you pick up the reins and your horse does nothing, he’s telling you one of two things: “It’s Tuesday, and I never stop for anyone on Tuesday,” or “What? I don’t know what you’re asking me to do.”

The horse is a conditioned-response animal. If we set up a condition often enough, and get the same response often enough, then the condition becomes a cue. Remember, there are only two reasons a horse doesn’t respond to a cue:


	He doesn’t understand it. Mentally he does not comprehend what the cue means, which means we haven’t taught him well enough.


	He understands the cue but chooses to ignore it. He’s choosing to do what he wants, rather than answering our request.




Whatever our horse’s reason for not responding properly to our cue, the solution is the same. We must return to a place in the horse’s training where we can set up the condition and get the response we want.

Sometimes we make excuses when our horses won’t do certain things. I’ve heard a lot of them. “My horse is blind in one eye.” “He’s a Thoroughbred.” “Yeah, but his mother was head shy.” The list goes on. We’ll take the blind horse as an example. Just because there are things that that horse doesn’t know, or cannot see, is no excuse for his misbehaving. In fact, there’s a blind show horse in Phoenix who does quite well, and the owners never tell the judge he’s blind until the class is over. But that’s another story.

All of these rationalizations that we offer for our horses, are just excuses for our lack of ability to train them. I’m a trainer. Either I can get the horse to do things, or I can’t.

There aren’t any mental problems, only behavior problems. Lineage, conformation, whether the horse has won two thousand trophies or none, whether he’s one year old or twenty, none of it matters. Either we can get him to do what we want, or we can’t.

Training a horse can be compared to baking a cake. If you put a pan of flour in the oven and cook it for an hour, you’ll get something that doesn’t even look like a cake and sure doesn’t taste like one. Then you make the cake, using all of the proper ingredients, but you add a pound of salt. Now you’ve got something that looks like a cake, but tastes like a salt lick.

My point here is that training a horse, like baking a cake, requires the combination of many ingredients to produce a successful result. Just love, or just love and patience will not work by themselves. We must add additional ingredients in order for our training to be successful.

Some of the additional ingredients that must be brought to the training process are logic, knowledge, respect, and yes, temper. Sometimes we need to lose our temper in order to overcome our fear. Also, it is not always wrong to hit a
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