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I’d like to dedicate this book to my mum and dad, because without the

many opportunities they have given me, and their support in the bad times

as well as the good, I would never have had the knowledge, experience,

or confidence to write this book for the good of the horse.

Thanks mum and dad xxx
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The author with Star Edition.
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FOREWORD

Richard Davison

I consider myself fortunate that I have had the opportunity of competing ponies and horses for more than fifty years. I still love competing but my true fascination has always been the training of the horses.
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Learning how to check for discomfort in your horse is important in improving performance.

Horses are among the most willing and compliant animals on the planet. Through the passage of time they have allowed us to use them for so many different purposes.

I have learned that, while being handled, ridden or driven, their behaviour is entirely our responsibility, and is a reflection of the strengths or weaknesses of our horsemanship skills and knowledge. In order to ride and train horses humanely and effectively we need to understand why horses behave and react as they do, including why, at times, they demonstrate undesired behaviour, movements and reactions. Acquiring this understanding involves, among other things, studying how the horse’s natural flight instinct manifests itself, discovering how their learning processes differ from those of humans, and how they function both physiologically and biomechanically.
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Whenever a horse demonstrates a difficulty or reluctance to perform what we ask of him – whether that be a dressage movement, a jumping exercise, or simply not going where we want to go whilst out on a hack – a good horseman or horsewoman will instinctively question whether the behaviour is connected to discomfort or even pain; whether it could be a result of the horse’s natural fear and flight instinct; or whether, perhaps, the horse is simply testing the rider’s skills, timing or determination.

Deciding which of these factors contribute to the behaviour and therefore how to react, always creates a dilemma, even for experienced riders. But Sue Palmer has provided a simple road map to help steer the reader towards a practical evaluation, to pinpoint the possible causes and suggest appropriate action, including deciding upon whom to call upon for further advice and help. She has also provided fascinating anecdotes and input from many eminent horsemen and horsewomen, as well as other experts, and the reader is bound to find their experiences both reassuring and helpful.

I would like to congratulate Sue on tackling this subject and providing a simple guide, which I hope will help to make the journey of training even more enjoyable for both horses and humans.

RICHARD DAVISON

Olympic rider and trainer, former Performance

Manager Great Britain Dressage Team


PREFACE

Horses have been a part of my family for many years. My granddad was a milkman who used a pony and trap to deliver the milk, and my mum was pony mad from an early age. I have ridden since I was three years old, been on the committee of South Oxfordshire Pony Club and South Oxfordshire Riding Club, and have worked with horses since before I left school. At home we bred Welsh Cobs and my brother, sister and I spent most weekends at shows with our ponies. My jobs have included working in private yards, livery yards, point-to-point yards, dealers’ yards, competition yards, a polo yard, and a riding school, amongst others. I have been a groom, rider and instructor before qualifying as a physiotherapist, and handled everything from Shires to Shetlands, with racehorses, showjumpers, eventers and dressage horses in between.

For several years I had a reputation for riding ‘dangerous’ horses, and at some point I realized that this was not what I wanted to be doing when I was fifty. It was around then that I decided to qualify as a riding instructor (BHSAI), and to study the Monty Roberts Preliminary Certificate in Horsemanship and become an Intelligent Horsemanship Recommended Associate (IHRA). When I was working with horses with problematical behaviours, I could often see that there was some kind of physical problem – perhaps the horse was stiffer on one rein than the other, one hip was lower than the other, or he didn’t seem quite sound. I would advise people to call someone to fix the physical problem, then to let me know it was fixed so that I could come back to work with the problematical behaviour. The trouble was that, when I went back, it often looked to me as though the physical problem was still there. I decided to follow the maxim that if you want a job done properly, do it yourself, so I went back to university as a mature student to study physiotherapy at King’s College, London. I then worked in the National Health Service for a couple of years as a physiotherapist, and then did a master’s degree in veterinary physiotherapy at the Royal Veterinary College, London. I count myself incredibly lucky to have had the opportunity to do all of this, and also to be a mum and to have the support of my loving and talented husband, Simon, who took most of the pictures that you will see in this book.

This combination of knowledge, experience and qualifications has given me a unique approach to assessing physical, performance and behavioural problems. Did you know that, at the time of writing, only one person in the world holds qualifications as a chartered veterinary physiotherapist, intelligent horsemanship recommended associate and BHSAI? I work to help owners make the most of their time with their horses, and to promote welfare, safety and enjoyment of horses. In my experience, owners want the best for their animals and I aim as far as possible to help them to listen to their horse – to interpret for him to the best of my ability – particularly when he’s communicating pain or discomfort.

I feel incredibly honoured to have received contributions to this book from eminent horsemen and horsewomen from many parts of the equestrian world, and also from clients who have agreed to share their horse’s story for the benefit of others. I am eternally grateful for the willingness of these people to stand up and be counted, to speak up on behalf of the horses, and for their support and encouragement in the writing of this book and of my goal to make a difference. I wanted there to be a message within this book that would speak to you, the reader, whatever your interest in horses and whatever your specialism. I wanted the message to be written in many different ways, so that for every reader there would be something that would strike a chord. I am so incredibly excited that, with such a network of like-minded people, I believe we have been able to achieve this.
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My goal is to make a difference to the lives of horses throughout the world. You may have bought this book to help you make the most of your time with your own horse, to help you overcome a ‘sticking point’ in your training, or to help you offer that ‘something extra’ in your work as a professional in the equestrian field. I know I can help with each of these ambitions. This book is part of my effort towards making that difference and twenty-seven incredible horsemen and horsewomen have joined me, lending their voices as guest contributors to spread the message that horses can only communicate pain or lack of understanding through their behaviour or performance. If you believe this message and would like to join us in improving the lives of horses, please use your sphere of influence to let your friends and colleagues know about the concepts that form the subtitle of this book – Brain, Pain or Training? – so that, if they so wish, then they too can apply these concepts in their efforts to be the best owners they can be.


CHAPTER ONE
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HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

Where in this wide world can man find nobility without pride, friendship without envy, or beauty without vanity?

Here, where grace is laced with muscle and strength by gentleness confined.

He serves without servility; he has fought without enmity.

There is nothing so powerful, nothing less violent, there is nothin so quick, nothing more patient.

England’s past has been borne on his back. All our history is in his industry; we are his heirs, he is our inheritance.

— RONALD DUNCAN

The Horse, © the Ronald Duncan Literary Foundation
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‘Brain’, ‘pain’ or ‘training’ – which key will unlock your horse’s potential? You know your horse better than anyone else. You are his strongest advocate, his ‘best expert’. This book is about helping you to make the most of your time with your horse, as opposed to making your horse do the most. To achieve success with a horse in any sphere you need to understand him and he needs to understand you, because good communication is the key to any successful relationship. Understanding horses comes through education and experience, and leads to improved welfare, safety, and enjoyment. That is my motivation for writing this book. I would love to hear what your motivation is for reading it, if you would like to share this with me, drop me an email via my website www.thehorsephysio.co.uk.

The content of this book is very much a road map, offering different routes to the same destination – finding the key to unlocking your horse’s potential – and thus making the most of your time with your horse. My aim is to give you an awareness of the different roads available (‘brain’, ‘pain’ or ‘training’), and to help you decide how you might choose a particular one to follow. I give you some ideas to get you going and pointers to look out for, but I do not try to tell you how to travel your road, what speed you might go at, whether you need any rest stops, and so on. At the end of the book I’m hoping you will have as many questions (if not more!) as you did when you started, but that they will be different questions, and you will have much more of an idea where to look for the answers. This book, in itself, does not give the answers; it helps you to know where to look.
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Good communication the key to any successful relationship.


I suggest that you begin by reading the book all the way through, to get an overall feel of the ideas it generates. Then read it again in more detail with a particular horse in mind, making relevant notes in whatever form you find most convenient as a reminder of the pertinent points. Work through the practical exercises, and again make notes of what you find. Read through your notes, perhaps with a like-minded, non-judgemental friend, and decide whether you should begin by taking the road labelled ‘brain’, ‘pain’ or ‘training’. You will probably find that you would like to investigate a combination of two or even all three of these routes. Finally, look in the Further Information section at the end of this book to find the relevant organization(s), and contact them to help you begin the next leg of your journey with your horse. When it comes to unlocking your horse’s potential and making the most of your time with him, it is not just the destination that counts; the journey is also crucial.
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This book is like a road map, offering different routes to the same destination – making the most of your time with your horse.


There is a huge amount to cover, and one thing I instantly recognized in putting this book and the Brain, Pain or Training DVD and course together is that they will be enhanced by follow-up information. I have put the beginnings of this follow-up, and more, on a ‘bonus’ webpage specifically for followers of the Brain, Pain or Training project: just type www.thehorsephysio.co.uk into your browser to find it. I will be adding to this page over time to keep it up to date and to include feedback from readers, viewers and course participants, so have a look there for more ideas, and check back there regularly.

Success is not a destination, but the road that you’re on. Being successful means that you’re working hard and walking your walk every day. You can only live your dream by working hard towards it. That’s living your dream.

— MARLON WAYANS


CHAPTER TWO
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MAKING THE MOST OF YOUR TIME WITH YOUR HORSE

You can’t do passion halfway. Living your passion means you’re all in.

You trust your heart and trust your gut wherever that takes you.

— JOE PLUMERI

The Power of Being Yourself: A Game Plan for Success by Putting Passion into your Life and Work

Are you making the most of your time with your horse? Do you have a goal for this week, this month, this year? If you could do anything, what one thing would you do to improve your horse’s life and the lives of others?

Let us start by thinking about the Children’s Act 2004. This is a UK law which makes it illegal to hit a child if this causes bruising, swelling, cuts, grazes or scratches and is punishable by up to five years imprisonment. Take a moment to wonder whether someone would know if a horse was bruised and, if so, how would they know?

According to the British Equestrian Trade Association (BETA) National Equestrian Survey 2015, in 2014 British Horse Society welfare officers responded to more than 1,400 reported welfare issues. That statistic does not include figures from the RSPCA, Blue Cross, World Horse Welfare, or any of the smaller charities in the UK. I would suggest that the figure quoted is the tip of the iceberg, and welfare issues go far beyond those that are actionable by UK animal welfare laws.

If we are not doing our best to lead by example in our efforts to understand our horses, communicate with them, and respond to their needs, then in my opinion we are not doing enough. This book is part of my ongoing effort to educate and inspire people towards improving the welfare of horses throughout the world.

To motivate us all, I would like to offer you a few words from one of my heroes, Monty Roberts. I was lucky enough to be physiotherapist on tour with Monty in the UK for several years, and he has been an inspiration to me for most of my life.
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Are you doing your best to lead by example in your efforts to understand your horse, communicate with him, and respond to his needs?


Understanding

GUEST CONTRIBUTION FROM

Monty Roberts

Monty Roberts, ‘The man who listens to horses’, is an honorary member of the Royal Victorian Order, which is given by the British monarch to people who have served the monarchy in a personal way. He is an award-winning trainer of championship horses, a best-selling author, foster dad to forty-seven children (in addition to three of his own) and creator of the world-renowned equine training technique called Join-Up.

MONTY SAYS:

Often, when I see people working with horses, it seems clear to me why a horse might be confused. We humans are far from perfect at understanding the mind of a species whose behavioral patterns are so far removed from our own. I wish I could live another hundred years because I believe we
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