Riding
Smart

Training horses is
not supposed to be
mortal combat.

We are expected to be smarter than
they are. (If the reverse were true,
they would be “riding” us, right?)
Ideally, we use our bigger brains to
make learning seem doable and feel
non-threatening to our horse.

Here are the rules of thumb for
“riding smart” that I’ve accumulated
over the years.

» You can’t train a horse that’s hurt-
ing, so rule out physical pain.

Whenever your horse is being stub-
bornly resistant, make sure it’s not
because he’s in pain.

Is he not stopping well? His hocks
may be sore.

Resisting a spin? His suspensory liga-
ments (the structures supporting the
back of the lower leg) may hurt, or he
may have bumped his knees together,
making them tender.

Tossing his head? His teeth may
need floating.

Always check with the appropriate
expert—a veterinarian, chiropractor,
orequine dentist—to rule out a physical
problem whenever you hit aroadblock.
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Only afteryou get the green light should
you push on with your training. To head
off problems, | have my horses checked
regularly by my vet—I don’t wait until
one starts resisting.

» Maximize every moment.

Whenever you’re with your horse,
you’re either training or untraining him.
If you’re picking out his feet and he’s
dancing around or leaning onyou, don’t
let him get away withiit. If youdo, you’ll
set an “I’m the boss” precedent in his
mind. Instead, take the time to set his
priorities straight by insisting that he
stand obediently whenyouask. If you’re
riding him through a gate and he won’t
move laterally off your leg, school him
until he does. If you’re going down the
trail on a pleasant morning and he’s
pulling on the bit, don’t think, “Oh, it
doesn’t matter now.” It does! All these
random moments add up to a lot of good
training; don’t waste them.

» Set him up to succeed.

Ahorse must understand and accept
an idea before it can become his own,
and only then canyou train him how you
want him to do it. Another way to think
of this is that you must show him until
he understands and accepts a maneu-
ver, and only then train himonit. It’sa
subtle but important distinction. And
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onlywhen he getsit canyou goon toask
for speed. If you push for speed while
he’s still confused, he’ll come toresent
what you’re trying to teach him, or at
the very least become badly rattled.

So use your aidsinaway that enables
your horse to findwhat youwant, rather
than forcing him to do your bidding.
Yes, hauling on the reins is one way to
get a horse stopped. But how much
better to lope him until he’s abit tired,
so that when you pick up your reins he
wants to stop. Help him figure it out,
and give him time todo so, thenreward
him when he does the right thing. Your
horse must have confidence that if he
needs a moment to think something
through, you’re not going to get all over
him for it.

Once he’s figured out the what, only
then can you start teaching him the
how. To use the stopping example, that
includes getting his hind end up under
him and not leaning on the bit while he
does it.

Think back to your school years: did
you learn more from the teacher who
rushedyou, then bullied and humiliated
you for a wrong answer? Or from the
teacher who set you up to find the right
answer, then told you how clever you
were when you got it? In the same way,
if you help your horse when he’s con-
fused—instead of hammering on him—
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he’ll start to think of you as a friend he
can look to for guidance when the going
gets rough.

« Be a contrarian.

This goes along with training every
moment. If your horse wants to do one
thing, make him do the other.

Is he leaning in one direction? Make
him go the opposite way.

Ishe “amped up” and wants to lope?
Make him stand still for a moment.

Does he want to stand? Make him
lope.

Is he eager to be at the front of the
line? Put him at the back.

Don’t let him train you, either. If
he’s a spook, don’t forsake trail rides—
go on lots of them and get him exposed
to all those frightening things. Don’t
make excuses for him. By being a
contrarian instead, and insisting he do
what you want rather than what he
wants, you’re continuously reinforcing
that you are the boss, not he. Horses
crave leadership, and if you don’t pro-
vide it, they will.

« Train both sides.

Whether you know it or not, you own
two horses, a right horse and a left
horse, and they both need to be trained.
Never assume something you’ve taught
your horse to do using one side of his
body will translate to the other; it won’t!
You must train both sides individually.
If he can shut a gate working off your
left leg, also teach him to do it off your
right. Each side will likely require slightly
different approaches, because most
horses are a little stiff (resistant to
bending) to the left and hollow (bend
excessively) to the right. More on this
when | talk about vocabulary in a mo-
ment (see p. 000). Ultimately, you’ll
spend about the same amount of time
working your horse to each side, striv-
ing to make his stiff side more flexible,
and his hollow side more evenly bent.

 Be precise.

Ahorse’s brainis like acomputer, so
the old “garbage in, garbage out” ad-
monition applies. With a computer, if
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In Reining Essentials, World Champion trainer and rider Sandy
Collier describes progressive training exercises for the reining horse.
Whether green, broke, or “push-button,” every horse will perform
more willingly, cleanly, and quickly with work on what she calls the
“Seven Essentials”—the foundational basics every riding horse needs.

You’ll learn about:

« Collection and steering—condensing your horse’s frame and getting
his feet to follow his nose

» Lead departures, circles, and spins—preparing for the lope, “hunting
the circle,” and driving into the spin

« Stops, back-ups, and rollbacks—perfecting the slide, moving
backward with cadence, and swinging ‘round 180 degrees over the
hocks

» Lead changes—getting it right and preventing anticipation

“You’ll want to have your highlighter with you when you
read [this book]. You can go chapter by chapter, and when
you’re done, start over again and advance yourself and your
horse even further on subsequent reads. As you acquire more
knowledge and ability, you’ll get more out of this book each
time you read it—because it’s deep.” — from the Foreword by

Al Dunning, World Champion Quarter Horse trainer and rider

you enter a command that’s just one
letter off, the computer won’t recog-
nize and perform the command. Simi-
larly, if you want optimal performance
from your horse, you must ask for a
movement exactly the same way each
time. Sometimes we get frustrated with
ahorse that’s not responding correctly.
We think, “You dummy—you did it fine

yesterday.” But our horse is thinking,
“Yes, but I’m confused, because you
cueditdifferently today.” Afully trained
horseis oftenable tofill in foramiscue,
but while he’s still learning, the more
precise and correct you can be, the
faster and more reliably he’ll learn.
Good stuff in, good stuff out.
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