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    At the heart of M. Horace Hayes’s Illustrated Horse Breaking lies the disciplined negotiation between human intention and equine instinct, a patient schooling that aims not to crush resistance but to translate the horse’s flight-born energy into cooperative strength through measured control, careful observation, and humane consistency, where the trainer’s authority must be balanced by tact, timing, and kindness, the animal’s fear must be met with clarity rather than confrontation, and every lesson, from first handling to confident work, must convert uncertainty into trust without extinguishing the vitality that makes the partnership both powerful and safe.

Illustrated Horse Breaking is a nonfiction manual of horsemanship by M. Horace Hayes, a British veterinary surgeon and accomplished horseman, produced in the late nineteenth century, when systematic training and veterinary knowledge were increasingly codified for a broad readership. Framed as a practical guide rather than a narrative, it addresses the handling and education of young or difficult horses in stables, yards, and open ground familiar to British equestrian practice of the period. Its illustrated approach situates craft knowledge within a teachable sequence, offering readers a structured path through techniques that had often been scattered across anecdote, tradition, and trade experience.

Hayes organizes the work around principles that prepare horse and handler for progressive tasks, moving from foundational control and confidence-building to more exacting responses, while keeping safety in view. The voice is authoritative yet measured, preferring clear directions, rational explanations, and demonstrations over flourishes. The style favors economy, repetition for emphasis, and diagram-like clarity supported by visual figures. The tone remains pragmatic and humane, steering readers away from dramatic shortcuts toward steadiness and patience. The result is a reading experience that feels instructional and companionable: a teacher’s bench-side manner rendered on the page, attentive to sequence, equipment, environment, and timing.

Several themes recur with insistence: the ethics of control, the psychology of fear and habit, the primacy of patience, and the mutual safety of horse and human. Hayes treats horsemanship as communication rather than conquest, emphasizing that a trainer’s consistency and calm set the conditions for learning. The book’s method stands at the intersection of traditional stable craft and an emerging, observational approach to animal behavior, encouraging readers to watch for small signs and adjust accordingly. It argues for fairness in difficulty, incremental challenges, and the careful prevention of avoidable fights, so that obedience becomes a byproduct of understanding.

For contemporary readers, the book matters both as a cornerstone in the literature of training and as a historical lens on changing attitudes to animal welfare. Although modern practice has advanced in areas such as positive reinforcement, biomechanics, and welfare guidelines, many of Hayes’s core insights—clarity of cues, graded exposure, consistency of handling, and the avoidance of unnecessary force—remain sound. Reading it alongside current standards invites productive comparison: which procedures endure, which require adaptation, and why. Trainers, veterinarians, and riders can extract durable principles while maintaining a critical stance toward any technique that conflicts with today’s evidence-based, welfare-centered expectations.

The illustrated format is more than ornament; it functions as pedagogy, breaking complex procedures into manageable parts and showing body position, line of movement, and spatial arrangement that words alone might obscure. Hayes repeatedly returns to preparation—fit of tack, condition of footing, the horse’s readiness—arguing that good outcomes are engineered in advance. He cautions against escalation when calm repetition will do, and he gives readers ways to recognize when to pause or progress. Such systematic attention to setup, signals, and feedback loops equips novices with a framework and offers experienced hands a reminder that consistency often outperforms ingenuity.

Approached with respect for its historical context and with the discernment expected of modern horsemanship, Illustrated Horse Breaking rewards careful study. It preserves a record of method shaped by daily contact with working horses, yet it also proposes a timeless ideal: partnership built through clarity, fairness, and steady practice. The book endures because it teaches readers how to think about training, not merely what to do, cultivating habits of observation and restraint that remain indispensable. As an introduction to the discipline’s intellectual lineage and as a reservoir of practical craft, it continues to illuminate the path from handling to harmony.
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    Illustrated Horse Breaking by M. Horace Hayes presents a practical, illustrated manual for bringing horses from unhandled to reliable work under saddle or in harness. Written in a clear, progressive order, it frames training as a sequence of manageable tasks grounded in observation and measured control. Hayes emphasizes that success depends on understanding equine temperament, preventing resistance before it forms, and maintaining safety for both horse and handler. The book’s visual plates support the text by clarifying positions, tack, and procedures. Rather than offering shortcuts, it advocates a methodical approach that builds calm responsiveness and confidence, suitable for varied ages and levels of experience.

Hayes begins with the horse’s mental and physical characteristics, arguing that training must engage instinct, habit, and association. He stresses quiet handling, consistent cues, and steady escalation rather than force. Early chapters outline how fear and confusion become the roots of vice, and why clarity in the trainer’s body language, timing, and equipment use prevents conflict. The text underscores that punishment is counterproductive when misapplied, and that reward and relief at the right moment foster lasting obedience. Safety of the handler remains a constant theme, with attention to position, rope management, and controlled environments.

The initial handling program covers catching, haltering, leading, and tying, with detailed notes on preventing struggles from turning into learned resistance. Hayes explains how to accustom a young or green horse to touch across the body, including the legs, mouth, and ears, and how to handle feet in preparation for farriery. He frames these tasks as short, specific lessons that end on a calm response. Practical advice on stabling, grooming, and feeding during the breaking process supports consistency, minimizing stress that could undermine training. The goal at this stage is quiet compliance, not speed, laying the foundation for later work.

From there, the book moves into groundwork that teaches balance, attention, and acceptance of equipment. Hayes discusses fitting and adjusting headgear and bits, and shows how to introduce pressure and release so the horse yields softly rather than braces. He integrates longeing and long-reining to establish steering, stopping, and the beginnings of collection without the complication of a rider. These exercises also prepare the back and mouth for the saddle and bridle. Careful saddle introduction, with attention to cinching and movement under tack, builds tolerance step by step, avoiding scares that can cause lasting aversion.

Mounting and first rides follow as controlled progressions rather than decisive tests. Hayes describes the sequence for bearing weight, accepting leg and rein aids, and moving forward without rushing. He highlights early steering in enclosed spaces, then extends to open ground and roads as confidence increases. For harness horses, he outlines desensitization to shafts, traces, and vehicle noise, ensuring the animal accepts draft and restraint without panic. Throughout, he links each new demand to a previously learned cue, maintaining logical continuity so the horse reads each stage as familiar rather than threatening.

A substantial portion addresses the prevention and correction of common resistances such as shying, rearing, bucking, bolting, jibbing, and pulling. Hayes frames many difficulties as byproducts of pain, poor tack fit, or muddled training, and urges diagnosis before remedy. He offers stepwise methods that restore control by reestablishing attention, yielding, and straightness. The tone remains firm but not punitive, advocating steady pressure, timely release, and repetition rather than harsh measures. Case-like examples demonstrate how small errors compound into entrenched habits, and how measured, consistent handling can reverse them without damaging the horse’s trust.

The concluding sections consolidate the system’s broader applicability and its reliance on patience, clear communication, and correct equipment. By coupling precise instructions with illustrations, Hayes makes procedures repeatable and safer for ordinary riders, grooms, and professionals training for saddle or harness. The book’s enduring value lies in its insistence that humane, systematic work produces durable results, reducing accidents and vices while preserving the horse’s willingness. As a comprehensive nineteenth-century guide that still reads as practical instruction, it resonates for emphasizing steadiness over spectacle and principles that continue to inform modern horsemanship.
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    Published in late Victorian Britain, Illustrated Horse Breaking by M. Horace Hayes emerged when horses underpinned military power, transport, agriculture, and leisure across the British Isles and empire. Hayes (1842–1904), a British veterinary surgeon and prolific equestrian author, wrote practical manuals for officers, sportsmen, and civilian horse owners. Issued in London in the late 1880s, the book addressed a readership accustomed to detailed instruction and to debates on humane training. Its appearance coincided with expanding imperial networks that moved horses, gear, and techniques between Britain, India, and other colonies, intensifying demand for reliable, adaptable mounts and systematic methods of handling them.

The period witnessed the professionalization of veterinary science and equitation. The Royal Veterinary College in London (founded 1791) and the Royal College of Veterinary Surgeons (chartered 1844) set standards for training and licensing, while new colleges in Edinburgh and elsewhere broadened expertise. Practical handbooks, case-based teaching, and examination-driven curricula encouraged authors to reconcile stable lore with anatomy, pathology, and husbandry. London’s equestrian press—especially The Field—circulated lectures, letters, and controversies, giving technical works an eager audience. Hayes’s manuals, including Veterinary Notes for Horse Owners (1877), fit this environment by translating veterinary knowledge into clear procedures that owners and riders could apply.

Humane horse-taming gained public prominence in Britain after the demonstrations of the American trainer John Solomon Rarey in the late 1850s. Rarey’s highly publicized handling of difficult horses—including the notorious stallion Cruiser—challenged violent “breaking” practices and inspired debate on method and ethics. British trainers, officers, and writers absorbed and adapted his principles, seeking predictable, safer results without brutality. By the 1880s, discussions of cavessons, long-reins, and progressive desensitization circulated widely. Hayes situates his work within this current: he describes “breaking” as a disciplined, staged education, explicitly addressing resistance and fear while advocating techniques that aim to secure obedience through understanding and steady pressure rather than coercion.

Military needs shaped late nineteenth-century horsemanship. The British Army required steady cavalry chargers, artillery horses, and transport animals capable of enduring long marches, unfamiliar climates, and gunfire. Reforms after the 1860s reorganized regiments and training, while Aldershot Camp matured into a principal center for manoeuvres and instruction. Remount procurement, from Britain and imperial sources, demanded consistent training to mitigate accidents and wastage. Manuals emphasized mounting, bitting, mouthing, and control under saddle and in harness. Hayes writes into this matrix of practical necessity, presenting methods that convert green or problematic horses into reliable mounts suitable for drill, patrol, and field service.

Empire-era sport intensified expectations placed on horses. Polo, codified at London’s Hurlingham Club in 1874 after its spread from the Indian subcontinent, demanded quick, responsive ponies. Steeplechasing, foxhunting, and racing—thriving from Ireland to India—required boldness and tractability. Calcutta and Bombay hosted influential race meetings; regimental and civilian clubs encouraged competitive equestrianism. Dealers and auctioneers such as Tattersalls channeled trade, while breeding and remount traffic linked Britain with Ireland, Australia, and India. Hayes’s insistence on adaptable, well-schooled horses reflects this sporting landscape, where predictable manners and soundness under varied riders were essential for safety and performance.

Urban and agricultural realities also framed the book’s concerns. Before motor vehicles, cities depended on horses for omnibuses, cabs, delivery, and fire services; farms relied on them for ploughing and haulage. The Royal Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (founded 1824; granted “Royal” status in 1840) and popular works like Anna Sewell’s Black Beauty (1877) heightened scrutiny of everyday handling, harnessing, and stable conditions. Public controversies over checkreins and excessive bitting reflected broader ethics of treatment. Hayes’s recommendations align with this climate by emphasizing practical control, efficient equipment, and methods intended to minimize stress, injury, and waste.

Advances in printing and illustration helped technical manuals reach wide audiences. By the 1880s, process engraving and improved wood-engraving allowed clear, economical images of tack, positions, and stepwise procedures. Sporting and technical publishers in London made illustrated handbooks affordable, while imperial postal networks enabled circulation to garrisons and civil stations abroad. Hayes exploits this visual pedagogy: sequences and diagrams standardize instruction for readers with varying backgrounds—officers, estate managers, veterinary students, and colonial officials—who needed consistent results. The book’s visual clarity mirrors a broader Victorian preference for demonstration, measurement, and reproducibility in practical sciences.

Illustrated Horse Breaking thus reflects a transitional moment in equestrian culture: from tradition and force toward system, welfare, and professional competence. Hayes consolidates veterinary reasoning with field-tested horsemanship, presenting graded exercises, attention to temperaments, and careful use of equipment. He questions harsh, spectacular “cures,” favoring steady work that reduces danger to horse and handler. Addressing military, sporting, and civil uses, the book embodies late Victorian confidence in teachable technique and print-enabled standardization. At the same time, it participates in the era’s critique of cruelty, proposing that reliable performance arises not from intimidation but from informed, consistent education.
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I offer this work to the favourable consideration of the public, as an attempt to describe a reasoned-out system of horse-breaking, which I have found, by practical experience, to be easy of execution, rapid in its effects, and requiring the possession of no exceptional strength, activity, pluck, or horsemanship by the operator, who, to become expert in it, will, as a rule, need only practice. It is in accordance with our English and Irish ideas on the subject; for it aims at teaching the horse “manners,” and giving him a snaffle-bridle mouth; so that he will “go up to the bridle,” and “bend” himself in thorough obedience to rein and leg.

As a personal explanation, I may mention that after having spent many years racing and training in India, during which time I practised the ordinary methods of breaking, I returned to England, where I learned the use of the standing martingale and long driving reins, as applied specially to jumpers, from Mr. John Hubert Moore, who was the cleverest “maker” of steeplechasers Ireland ever knew. He, I may remark, obtained these methods, in his youth, from an old Irish breaker, named Fallon, who was born more than a century ago. I had also valuable instruction in “horse taming” from Professor Sample[1q]. Having read an account of MM. Raabe and Lunel’s “hippo-lasso,” as a means of control for veterinary operations, I conceived, with happy results, the idea of utilising this ingenious contrivance in breaking. I also learned, about the same time, how to halter a loose horse without running any danger of being kicked, or bitten.

Having thus acquired a fair amount of information, on what has always been to me a favourite subject, I naturally wished to put it into practice.

As I knew, judging from my former ignorance, how much men in India stood in need of instruction in horse-breaking, I determined to return to that country with the object of teaching this art; so as to acquire the experience I needed, and to “pay my expenses” at the same time. I am glad to say that I was successful in both respects. During a two years’ tour, I held classes at all the principal stations of the Empire—from Tricinopoly to Peshawur, and from Quetta to Mandalay—and, having met a very large number of vicious animals and fine horsemen, I obtained experience, and greatly added to my stock of knowledge, which I shall now try to utilise for the benefit of my readers. As I proceeded through India, I felt the necessity of rejecting some methods I had formerly prized, altering others, and adopting new ones; so that the course of instruction which I was able to give to my more recent classes, was far more extensive, and of better proved utility, than what I had to offer at the beginning of my travels. The great want which I had, at first, felt was a method by which a person could secure and handle, with perfect safety, any horse, no matter how vicious he might be. However, after many kicks, a few bites, and several lucky escapes, I was able to perfect the required method, which is so simple, that the only wonder is that I did not think of it before. I may explain that the Australian horses met with in India, where they form a considerable proportion of the animals used for riding and driving, are far more dangerous and difficult to handle and control, than British stock. Had I remained in England all my life, I should not have acquired a quarter of the experience of vicious horses I was afforded, during the time I lately spent in India. It goes almost without saying, that the harder the pupil is to teach, the greater chance has the instructor of becoming expert in his business. I need hardly say, that I shall, always, be very grateful to any of my readers who may favour me with special information on this, or kindred subjects.

I may mention, that, after returning from India, I held classes in England, Gibraltar, Malta, Egypt, Ceylon, Singapore, and China.

I have much pleasure in giving, in the body of this work, the sources from which I have taken various hints.

The chief claim I, here, make to originality, is, that in bringing together the results of experience in different countries, I have endeavoured to reduce the art of breaking horses to a more or less complete system, many of the principles of which, I venture to think, I have been the first to expound, and that I have made several improvements in existing methods. The new things which I have introduced need no special mention here.

My best thanks are due to Mr. J. H. Oswald Brown, for the faithful and painstaking manner in which he has illustrated the letter-press of this book. The drawings speak for themselves.

Although I am aware that the proceeding on my part may be deemed unusual; still, in order to strengthen my words, I have ventured to submit to my readers, in an appendix, the recorded opinions of various members of my classes on the practical working of the theories and methods described in this book.

I shall, at all times, be ready to give practical instruction to persons wishing to learn this art of making the horse a safe, and pleasant conveyance.

Junior Army and Navy Club,

St. James’s Street, London. S.W.


January 1, 1889.
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The object of horse-breaking is to teach the animal to obey the orders of his master in the best possible manner. Hence, this art includes instruction in the advantageous application of his powers, as well as methods for rendering him docile.

Causes of faults which can be remedied by breaking are:—1. Nervousness; or the unnecessary fear of the presence or handling of man, or of the effect of any of the horse’s other surroundings, which, however startling they might be to him in a wild state, he can find by experience will not hurt him.

2. Impatience of control, which frequently co-exists with nervousness, in the same animal.

3. Ignorance of the meaning of the indications used by man to convey his wishes to the horse.

4. Deliberate disobedience. There is no doubt that sulkiness of temper is, often, inherited.

5. Active hostility, which, as far as my experience goes, is, always, the result of bad treatment, whether brought on by cruelty, or by allowing a naturally fractious animal to get the upper hand.

It is evident that vices caused by disease, or infirmity, do not come within the province of the breaker[5q].

6. The fact of having been taught some trick—for instance, kicking when touched behind the saddle—the practice of which constitutes a vice.

Vice in the Horse, from a breaking point of view, may be held to signify the practice, on the part of the animal towards man, of disobedience—wilful or otherwise—of any legitimate command; or want of docility.

The distinction between nervousness and deliberate vice may be easily made, if we observe how a horse acts after we have proved to him that he need have no fear of us. For instance, if we fix up a horse, say, in a “strait-jacket[4],” (see page 118) so that he cannot kick, and continue to “gentle” him over with our hand, until he is thoroughly assured of the good faith of our intentions; we might justly term him a vicious brute if he kicked at us, without our touching him, the moment the restraint was removed. I may mention, in this connection, that fear of the near approach of man will often induce a purely nervous animal to kick out, if a person, and especially a stranger, ventures to come within reach. Although we may frequently find a horse kick from nervousness, he will rarely bite from that cause alone. As a verbal distinction between faults due to deliberate vice, and those caused by fear of man, or of the animal’s strange surroundings, would not, generally, be understood at first glance, I need not attempt to make it in these pages.

The more experience I acquire in the breaking of horses, the more convinced I become, that the so-called “nervousness” of animals that have been handled some time, is largely made up of impatience of control, and, in many cases, of active hostility. Without, for a moment, imputing intentional deceit to a “nervous” “old stager,” I make bold to assert that many crafty, dangerous brutes pose before their owners as ill-used victims of a too highly strung nervous system. Take, for instance, an aged horse, like many I have met, that snorts with apparent terror at anyone that approaches him, and is ready, on the slightest chance of reaching his mark, to strike out in front, or lash out from behind, if saddling or mounting him be attempted. His nervous emotion, the first time he was taken in hand, or the first time he began his unpleasant tricks, may have been thoroughly genuine; but its exhibition was evidently attended with the result of his more or less successfully resisting control. This act of insubordination having revealed to the horse the extent of his own power, which, to every animal, is a pleasurable sensation, was naturally repeated again and again, until the vicious habit was confirmed; although its necessity might have been, scores and scores of times, disproved by the saddling or mounting having been accomplished without the infliction of any pain to the horse, however great the trouble may have been to the groom or rider. In the case I have mentioned, the fault lay with the person who had charge of the animal, and who ought to have, then and there, mastered him the very first time he shewed resistance to a legitimate order. Whether the continued failure to resist discipline was caused by the infliction of cruelty, or by the exhibition of incompetence on the part of the man, matters little as regards their detrimental result on the animal, except, that unsuccessful punishment always aggravates a vice to a deplorable extent. I am inclined to think that really nervous horses are not as naturally “game” as their more placid fellows; while I am thoroughly convinced, that the majority of the pseudo nervous sort are sulky, treacherous brutes. I am, however, ready to admit that there are many exceptions to the rule I have ventured to lay down. At the same time, it would be most unwise to ignore the fact that the repetition of any trick, however it may be caused, the practice of which renders the animal difficult of control, has an increasingly bad effect on
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