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WHAT IS HORSE WHISPERING?



Throughout history there have been people famed for their exceptional abilities with horses. The tale of how the young Alexander the Great tamed the reputedly wild horse Bucephalus, by understanding that the horse was afraid of its own shadow, is an early example. In more recent centuries, people with incredible horsemanship skills have been referred to as ‘horse whisperers’. In the nineteenth century, an American farmer called Rarey thrilled audiences on both sides of the Atlantic with his horse-taming skills; in the twentieth century, people like Tom Dorrance and Monty Roberts raised much interest in how we interact with our horses.

Horse whispering is often thought of as working magic or spells with horses, but horse whispering is a broad term that describes subtle ways of influencing and communicating with horses. The word ‘whispering’ is used because the signals between the horse and human can be so subtle and quiet as to be like a whisper, so it appears that the human has whispered something and the horse, having understood, changes its behaviour.

By ‘talking’ the horse’s own language and understanding the horse’s nature, we can learn to develop ways to interact more effectively with these wonderful creatures and achieve fantastic results for ourselves and our horses. The methods and results of horse whispering sometimes appear so amazing that it is easy to see why people in the past thought horse whisperers were more like magicians, rather than fine horsemen.

Of course, some horse whisperers work with wild or very difficult problem horses, but it is important to realise that they have been practising the art of horse whispering for many years. Difficult or real ‘problem horses’ are best left to professional experts to sort out.

In this book we will be looking at various horse-whispering techniques and principles that can help you to develop better bonds with horses, hopefully with some ‘magical’ results. As a bonus, you may find some difficulties with horses gradually disappear on their own as you become more practised and skilful at horse whispering.
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EQUIPMENT FOR HORSE WHISPERING



The most important piece of equipment you need for horse whispering is your BODY; that is why it is good to look after it by taking care of safety issues and wearing the right clothing. You need to know what you are saying to the horse with your body, and to make sure you’re not saying anything you don’t want to be saying.


HALTER The halter should be strong and yet soft. It is important to have a good halter that fits the horse comfortably, leaving a bit of slack for him, but also so that he notices any increases in pressure and responds accordingly.

It is not normally necessary, indeed it may be detrimental, to use gadgets or ‘pressure halters’ that tighten on the horse’s face or head. Some experts use this type of equipment with success, but they require a lot of experience and there is a chance of hurting the horse. 
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BRUSHING BOOTS If the horse is shod and you are going to work with him in a round pen or something similar, it is good practice to use brushing boots to protect him from damaging himself.

HEADGEAR When practising horse whispering, for your protection I recommend you wear a current safety standard riding hat, since horses can be unpredictable and are big, fast and strong.

ROPES It is a good idea to use strong, yet soft ropes. These won’t break and will be comfortable for you to handle. A 12-ft (3.6m) rope is a good length for general use – it gives you enough length to stay out of the horse’s way if he starts playing up, but means you don’t have bundles of the stuff in your hand.

GLOVES Gloves are always sensible if you are doing work that involves ropes, as ropes can burn and damage your skin.

BOOTS Footwear that gives good protection and firm grip is essential.













ROUND PENS AND THE ALTERNATIVES



Many horse whisperers use a round pen. This is normally about 50 feet (15m) and diameter and ideally should be designed so that the horse cannot hurt himself. It should be high enough that he cannot jump out in a panic or demolish the pen.

You may be able to construct a pen out of something like straw bales if you have enough.

The reason the pen works best as a round shape is that it allows the horse to keep moving easily around the pen, whereas if the pen is square or has corners, the horse may tend to ‘stick’ in the corners.

The ground underfoot should be good for you and the horse, not slippery, or too soft or too hard.

Arena surfaces are usually the best, but grass is acceptable if the ground is not too wet or hard, as the horse may slip or hurt himself.

A 50 feet (15m) diameter pen has enough room for the horse to run reasonably comfortably but is not so big that you have to do lots of running yourself to keep up. You can use bigger spaces, such as a whole riding arena to practise your horse whispering (you could use a whole continent!), but remember that the bigger the space, the more you may have to run – and horses do ‘running’ a lot better than we do!

To practise some horse-whispering techniques you can use a lunge line or 12ft (3.6m) rope and halter rather than a round pen.

It is important when using ropes that you never let them coil around your hands or fingers. It takes a bit of practice to keep the rope up off the ground, and, at the same time, loose enough so that you are not relying on the rope to communicate with the horse, rather than using body language.
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UNDERSTANDING THE HORSE’S LANGUAGE



Although horses do use vocal sounds – neighs, nickers, screams, etc. – to communicate with each other, the main way they talk to each other is with body language. Horses are incredibly expressive with their bodies and almost constantly show how they feel and what they are thinking, by their body language. This is the main way that the horse whisperer uses to communicate with horses: using body language to understand what horses are saying and also to influence horses to do certain actions.

Here is a horse whisperer’s guide to some of the body language horses use and what they might be saying. It is important to remember that every horse is unique and, like humans, horses can express the same messages in slightly different ways.


EYES

The horse’s eyes look at whatever object his attention

is on.
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Eyes wide open, slightly glazed and wild-looking – the horse is feeling very emotional, probably fearful, he will want to run away or may fight if he cannot run.
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Eyes soft and slightly droopy but horse’s body is in motion – he is relaxing, maybe accepting another (hopefully you) as leader, emotionally settled and doing what he is asked.
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Eyes droopy – the horse is dozing on his feet (horses are good at that).





HEAD POSITION
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Head very high – tension, fear, excitement.
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Head turned away from you – not interested in you, attention is on something else.
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Head turned towards you – giving you his attention, may want to be with you.
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Head low – snoozing, being submissive and saying ‘OK, whatever you say’; or if it is a stallion, a low, snaking head can be a way of driving other horses along.





NECK

Neck soft – relaxed.

Neck hard – worried, emotionally charged.

Neck low – submissive.

Neck high – feeling tense or excited.


EARS
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Where the ears point is where the horse is putting his attention. The ears can point at two things at once, which means the horse’s attention is split.
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If an ear is pointing at you, he is aware of you. If neither ear is on you, he is more interested in something else and it’s time to get his attention.
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Ears flat back can be expressing physical discomfort, dislike, annoyance or anger; the horse whisperer will notice this and try to figure out what the horse doesn’t like.
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Ears back, but not right flat back – this can mean the horse is submissive to you or he is listening and concentrating on being good; people often misinterpret this as being angry when it is not.
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Ears pricked – he is alert, keen and feeling excited.
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Ears flopping – the horse is relaxed.





MUZZLE
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If the mouth and muzzle are tight or wrinkled it may mean the horse is tense, slightly uncomfortable, determined to stick to his way, or saying he doesn’t like something.
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Bottom lip hanging – relaxed, dozy and emotionally settled.
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Gently nipping at objects (including you) with lips – inquisitive, trying things to see what they feel/taste like, playing (horses sometimes use their
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LEGS
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OVERALL BODY
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BREATHING





TAIL
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