Western Mythbusters
Champion trainer Sandy Collier explains why you shouldn’t believe everything you hear.
By Micaela Myers

“You need a stronger bit.” “Lean into it!” “You should work your horse on his ‘bad’ side twice as much as his ‘good’ side.” “Lower your hands, it will help put his head down.” “You’re going to ruin that horse if you pull on his mouth.”
We’ve all heard comments like these. But do any of them hold merit? American Quarter Horse Association, National Reined Cow Horse Association and National Reining Horse Association champion Sandy Collier busts these myths and more in her book “Reining Essentials: How to Excel in Westerns Hottest Sport.” Here, she shares her thoughts on the most common western misconceptions. 

Myth #1: Horses that are strong in the bit need a stronger one.
“If a horse is strong in a bit, it’s usually because they haven’t been taught to respect the rider and/or whatever equipment the rider is using on them,” Collier explains. “Our first inclination is to get a stronger bridle for them instead of spending the time to train them to respect our aids and cues.”
Imagine that whenever you’re training a horse, you’re putting him in a box. You are teaching him to respect the sides of that box and the front and back. “When they’re really green, they’re in a really big box,” Collier says. “You pull your right rein, and it may take half the arena to negotiate it around.” However, as training progresses the box gets smaller until you can just move your hand an inch, and the horse will move right off it, or flex at the poll or roll back--whatever you’ve requested. 
“It’s a question of getting the horse to respect the front of that box and not pushing on the bit and not going forward, forward, forward,” Collier explains. “And it’s also the back—not stringing their body out and hitting the back of the imaginary box.”
“It’s more about taking the time to train them than just grabbing a bigger piece of equipment,” she continues. “That’s the shortcut, and it never really works. Soon they are out of that bit and you need a stronger one because they still never learned to be respectful.”
Of course, there are legitimate reasons to switch bits as well. “It is legitimate when you have a good training program, and you’re moving through the basics and you want to refine your horse more,” Collier says. “That’s what more bridle is for, not the horse who that runs through it.”
One example is graduating a young horse on from the snaffle. “When we’re really trying to teach our horse collection, the snaffle bit doesn’t really teach collection,” Collier explains. “That’s why they race horses in a snaffle bit. They’re sort of designed for a horse to move freely forward. So when you try to get a horse collected and refined in something like a snaffle, it’s kind of like a surgeon trying to do surgery with a pair of pliers. There are times in the training process when a leverage bit helps put the horse in frame and collect him. We do evolve and graduate to more bridle, but it’s because our horses are progressing in their training and becoming more refined and sensitive, not the other way around.”

Myth #2: It’s best to use “body English” to guide your horse.
Collier says that many riders try and get their horses to do things like turn or switch leads by leaning. “When you lean and you cause your horse to lean, then what’s actually happening is that your horse is dropping his shoulder and moving through a change of direction shoulder first, which is never a really balanced way to do it,” she explains. “When you want to maneuver a horse around, it’s always better if they come back on to their butt, and you guide them nose first through whatever you are doing, whether it’s a change of direction or change of gaits or anything like that.”
Although it’s a common inclination, using too much body language is counter productive. “You’ll see cutting people try and lean toward the cow instead of sitting down into the stop, or reiners that want to lean back to stop the horse,” Collier says. But leaning when you change direction throws the horse off balance, and leaning back to stop a horse actually makes him go forward. Riders who lean to change leads may find that the horse changes in front but not in back. “Anything that we do to influence the horse’s movement by leaning isn’t going to be the best way for the horse to move,” Collier says. 
So what should riders be doing instead? “The best thing that we can do is to sit up there and direct it all through our reins and our legs but not by using our weight,” she explains. 
That’s not to say that professionals don’t use any body English, but when they do it’s subtle. “We do let our air out to sit down and help our horses stop,” Collier says. “Those little teeny movements that an educated horse responds to are huge. Just a little movement of your hand or shift of your body weight means a tremendous amount to an educated horse.”

Myth #3: Every horse has a “good” side and a “bad” side.
We’ve all heard that horses have a “good” side and a “bad” side, or are left or right “handed” just like people. While Collier agrees that most horses have a preferred way of going, she says that each side poses a different challenge. 
“To me, they are both bad sides—they are just bad in a different way,” she explains. “I feel like a horse has a hollow side, which is usually going to the right clockwise, and their stiff side is the left side. The hollow side, though it feels better in the beginning, is really no better as far as trying to get a horse to be precise and move really well.
“The hollow side is too hollow,” Collier says. While the horse may feel as if he bends easier to the right, he will often leave his shoulder out rather than drive it up underneath himself, which is needed for turns and spins. Meanwhile, the opposite side is usually stiffer but with quicker turns and spins. 
You can see this phenomenon play out with many cow or barrel horses. “I think more barrels are knocked down on the left lead when a horse is turning to the left than on the right lead where they lose more time because that right turn on the barrel is not as tight,” Collier comments. “Same thing with a cow going down a fence. Same thing in the herd—they want to drop their left shoulder and speed through the turn too rapidly, and then to the right they’re a little bit slower and later, so they’re slapping the cow in the butt. Neither really works.”
Rather than trying to fix a horse’s “bad” side, riders can work on improving each side’s weaknesses. 
“They both need equal education,” Collier says. “I like to think about getting my horse to be ambidextrous, where they feel equal both ways.”

Myth # 4: Riding with low hands encourages your horse to lower his head.
“When people pull down toward their thighs, the horse’s head often comes up,” Collier explains. Because of the way leverage bits are designed, it’s more effective to pick up your hands ever so slightly. “You just have to pick your hands up a little and educate their mouths,” she comments. 
“People think low hands makes a low head, but it’s not true. Soft, educated hands make a low head,” Collier says. “A low head is a horse’s compliance—his jaw is soft and he is educated about the bit. When a rider picks up the bit, an educated horse softens his chin; he gives his face. That’s what makes a horse’s head low. To do that, you have to pick your hands up to work on the corners of the horse’s mouth. You just don’t get that achieved when you pull down and pull more on the bars of it.”

Myth #5: Pulling on your horse makes him hard-mouthed.
“It’s not a question of pulling hard or not pulling,” Collier says. “What makes a horse get a softer mouth is getting educated to the fact that pressure from the reins means soften the chin, drop the head, get off the bit, rock back on the hocks.”
Exactly how much pressure you have to apply to get a response from a particular horse varies. “Every horse is different,” she explains. “Some horses are so sensitive that you have to be soft and quiet with your hands, and they learn from repetition. Other horses you have to get into them deeper to get them softer.”
Rather than focusing on pulling, Collier focuses on releasing pressure as the horse’s reward for responding. “A horse learns by the release of pressure not the application of it,” she explains. “So if you’re trying to get your horse to soften in the face and stop and back up, then the minute they start to soften in the face or shift back, you release them and then do it again. Do it and release, do it and release. Pretty soon the minute you pick your hands up, they’ll drop their chin and back off the pressure.”
Not applying the release as a reward is what causes a horse to be hard-mouthed. “You could pull equally soft and not release, and pretty soon you’d have a hard-mouthed horse,” Collier says. “It’s the release of pressure when they do what you want that teaches them.”
That said, she recommends using the least pressure needed to achieve the desired reaction. “I don’t ever advocate that you pull harder than you have to get your mission accomplished.”

Myth #6: I need a push-button horse.
“There isn’t any such thing,” Collier says. “I think a horse will always descend to the level of the rider. So even if we have a horse that’s super well trained and has been ridden with a tremendous amount of consistency in their training process, and they really know their job, as soon as someone gets on and doesn’t ride them with an educated hand or isn’t able to get the horse to do what they really want them do to, then the horse gets duller and less responsive. Then all of a sudden you really don’t have a push button horse any more.”
The solution? Riders need to educate themselves on proper cues and techniques. “Otherwise the horse can’t possibly be expected to come up with the correct results,” Collier says. “They do need a little help!”


Sidebar: Meet the Trainer
Sandy Collier was the first and only woman horse trainer to win the prestigious National Reined Cow Horse Association World Champion (NRCHA) Snaffle Bit Futurity. Collier’s credits also include NRCHA World Champion Snaffle Bit Futurity Reserve Co-Champion, NRCHA Stallion Stakes Champion, National Reining Horse Association Limited Open Champion and American Quarter Horse Association World Champion. In 2008, Collier won the NRCHA Hackamore Classic and was presented the Western Lifetime Achievement Award by Monty Roberts. Collier is the author of “Reining Essentials: How to Excel in Westerns Hottest Sport” and lives in Buellton, Calif. For more information, visit www.sandycollier.com.

[P S——




