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Author’s note

It is my hope that this book will make a real difference to you and your riding, and therefore to the horses you ride.

In writing this book I do not claim that this is the ‘right’ way or the ‘only’ way. Nobody has all the answers: every horse, every moment and every rider is unique, so the answers are forever changing. It is up to you to find out what is appropriate in each circumstance - that is one of the things that keeps horses interesting. Just following this book to the letter, or any other source of instruction, will not necessarily work in every situation. That doesn’t mean I don’t believe in the principles and ideas I have set out here — they are all discoveries that have given me some fantastic moments with horses, and I hope they will work just as well for you.

What I wish to give you in this book are new ways of approaching horses and your riding, empowering ways to progress and alternative attitudes and ways to view horses and riding that you may not have looked into before.

Good luck with your riding.
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Prelude

Just imagine ...

Imagine being taken from your mother at six months old.

Imagine being tied to a wall by your head.

Imagine being loved so much, and not being understood at all.

Imagine having your top lip twisted to make you behave.

Imagine being bought and sold as a slave.

Imagine having no say in what you do or where you live.

Imagine committing no crime, but spending up to twenty-three hours a day in a cell.

Imagine having a hunk of metal (with a joint that pinches) in your mouth.

Imagine being pulled and yanked around by that hunk of metal.

Imagine being kicked in the ribs every day.

Imagine being taken from friends and family.

Imagine having your feet grabbed, hammered and burned.

Imagine being made to run in circles until you are sore.

Imagine someone bouncing around on your back.

Imagine being forced to do ‘ballet’.

Imagine being made to run flat out until your lungs burn and your legs go weak, then being whipped to run faster.

Imagine having your head tied down.

Imagine being forced to do the high-jump, and being whipped for being unable or unwilling.

Imagine being loaded onto a truck with strangers and the smell of death, and ending up in a can of pet food.

Sounds pretty heavy, eh?

Sorry about that, but it makes you think ...

Well, that’s the serious stuff out of the way. There is no doubt that riding/ horsemanship is an art, but that doesn’t mean it has to be all frustration, confusion, misery and mystery. Real Riding is intentionally light-hearted, and contains lots of amusing things to do both on and off the horse.

It works for me, I hope it works for you.


Part 1
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Horsework

To be really effective with horses and to experience fine riding, it is essential to develop a depth of knowledge and a feel for the true nature of horses. It is only by accepting the horse’s nature and working with Nature that great results and moments of real  unity can happen.

Horses are fascinating creatures, far more complex than people sometimes realise: sensitive, communicative, emotional, intelligent, loving, defensive, quick-witted, noble, gentle and wild. The more time we spend understanding the horse’s nature, the easier it is to find the answers to the constant stream of questions and challenges that come along as we work with these wonderful beings.

A horse is a horse is a horse: that is the real raw material with which we are choosing to work when we ride.

In this section we will explore the horse’s nature and look at ways in which to become more effective by working with that nature.


Chapter 1

Horses are totally amazing!

If you’re reading this book, you probably love horses and think they are totally amazing ... perfectly understandable, but why? What is it about horses that attracts so many people to them, that makes us put up with so much discomfort, heartache, frustration, shortage of cash, hideous weather and personal danger, and invest so much time in the bizarre pastime of riding?

Horses have been admired throughout the history of mankind for their wonderful qualities; they have been portrayed in art and mythology, praised in literature and even revered in great holy works such as the Bible and the Koran, so it shouldn’t be surprising that so many of us here in the twenty-first century have caught the ‘horse-bug!’

Horses mean different things to different people, but most agree that the horse is a noble, forgiving, beautiful, gentle, thrilling, powerful, graceful, sensitive, awe-inspiring, patient, challenging and exciting creature to have around. That’s an impressive list: if you knew a person who fitted all those descriptions I’d say you were totally smitten and helplessly in love!

Let’s just add the flip side of the horse’s qualities while we’re here: horses are also dangerous, uncomfortable, frustrating, unpredictable, expensive, hard work, oversensitive, insensitive, neurotic and smelly! (Well, maybe it wasn’t true love after all.)

Now that we have entered the twenty-first century, we have an incredible opportunity to forge a special relationship with horses, Nature and ultimately ourselves. And why? Because, the role of the horse in the western world is almost entirely recreational. This allows us to relate to these incredible creatures on a ‘higher’ level, and to gain more, much more, from our relationship with them than in the days when they were primarily needed for our livelihood.

However, along with this opportunity to share something ‘higher’ with horses comes a responsibility, and that is to do the utmost to understand the horse’s needs, physically, mentally and emotionally. Our responsibilities to the horse can only be fulfilled by controlling ourselves, by gaining more understanding of the horse and by learning to work within the laws of nature.

Despite our highest intentions, the horse’s life is often filled with fear, discomfort, and misunderstanding. This is a prime motivation for writing this book and for doing the work that I do. It is my hope that it will make a difference, not only to riders, but also to the horses themselves: they deserve it. I sincerely hope you agree.

Our link with Nature

The more technologically advanced our everyday lives become, the more popular it becomes to ride horses and spend time around them. Could it be that horses give us the direct link with Nature that we need and have lost in our modern lives?

Although people think of horses as being ‘domesticated’, little has really been done in evolutionary terms to take away the horse’s true nature and instinct for survival. When they are born, foals don’t pop out of the womb human-friendly, ready to wear tack or be led by a halter; they are fundamentally feral, and they normally try to leg it!

So even the domesticated horse is still an animal of pure ‘Nature’. The fact that we can learn to relate to horses, be with them, share experiences with them, sit on them and borrow their natural reactions for flight, gives us a direct link to Nature itself, and since we are also creatures of Nature, linking up with horses helps to put us back in touch with ourselves. (Whoa, this is getting a bit deep ...)


Let’s go over that again. Communicating with horses is communicating with pure Nature. Since we are a part of Nature, communicating with horses can put us back in touch with ourselves. Wow!



Face to face with ourselves

In no other situation are people so hypersensitive about being questioned or criticised as when they are riding a horse. You can tell someone they ride a push-bike worse than a dog, but say the slightest thing about the way they are riding and it’s as if you have thrust a knife into their very soul! Perhaps this is because, underneath, we know that when we are dealing with or communicating with horses, we are dealing with a reflection of our own inner self, and that is why it is so important for us to feel that our communicating or treating of the horse is in a just and fair manner.

A great gift

Against the underlying desire to reconnect with Nature and prove ourselves ‘worthy’ to the horse, things can become pretty testing for us, not least because we can always rely on horses to bring out the weakest link in our personality!

The fact that being around horses tests our individual weaknesses is a great gift, since having attention drawn to our shortcomings, however annoying or unpleasant it may feel, means that we become aware of them and can do something to improve ourselves. Whether the shortcomings are self-doubt, lack of patience, lack of focus, being over-bearing, heavy-handedness, being weak-willed or whatever, the horse will surely bring it to the surface for you to examine and require you to fix it before you can proceed very much further into the game of horsemanship.


It’s a funny thing, but we always seem to get the horse that teaches us the very thing we need to learn.




So there you are: a horse is not only good fun, it is also a beautiful-looking pyschotherapist who lives on grass and doesn’t charge by the hour!



Horses are so forgiving

Fixing our personal shortcomings is not easy, so one of the other great things about horses is their willingness to forgive and keep forgiving. While we bumble about making an mess of everything, repeating the same mistakes over and over again and trying to sort ourselves out, they forgive and forgive and forgive in order to let us have yet another try.

Time and time again horses will forgive unjust or clumsy handling. If you were seven feet tall, fast as lightning, strong as a horse and weighed 500kg, would you put up with some of the stuff horses put up with? I know I wouldn’t: in fact I don’t, and I’m much weedier!

Domination and force

Because horses are such forgiving and naturally passive creatures, it can be so easy to slip into using force or domination to impress our will onto the animal. This is a trap that is ever-present.

Sometimes we feel that there is no other way than to resort to force, but most likely there is another way and it is just that we haven’t become skilled enough to discover it yet.

‘Sell it and buy another!’

Another alternative to coming face to face with ourselves and learning to grow as a result of being with horses is this: sell it and buy another one! Sometimes it is better to sell a horse on to someone with more skill and experience, but sometimes the horse that won’t do ‘this or that’ for a person is the very horse to teach them the thing they most need to learn. What happens so frequently (and you may well have seen this) is that Mr X will sell a horse because it has a certain behaviour trait, then three months down the line his new horse will start showing exactly the same behaviour trait as the last one! So what does Mr X do? He sells it and buys yet one, which starts doing the same! Will he ever be a great horseman? Will politicians ever stop lying? Will pigs learn to fly by the end of this week?

Never-ending challenges

Wouldn’t it be a little boring if everything went well all the time? There isn’t much chance of that where horses are concerned. Let’s be honest most humans like a challenge, and no one more so than horse people: people who don’t like a challenge ride bicycles or lawnmowers instead of horses and don’t get any nearer to horses than looking at them over a field gate or at photos of fancy-maned Arabians and Andalusians on calendars.


Imagine you’re a horse . . .




You have an innate and total sense of justice.



Overcoming challenges by perseverance, physical skill, mindpower and fair means is one of the ultimate ways for a person to experience real satisfaction: horses almost constantly offer us that opportunity.

The wonderful thing about the challenges that horses present to us is the fact that these challenges happen on all sorts of different levels.


To lead through respect, rather than fear:

1. Be focused, without having tunnel vision.

2. Notice when the horse ‘tries’ for you.

3. Praise a lot.

4. Be self-confident without being egotistical.

... well, that sounds easy (not!)



To be really good with horses we need to hone our physical skills, learning a high degree of body awareness and body control. Not just learning to do precise things with different parts of our bodies simultaneously, like rubbing your tummy and patting your head at the same time, but learning the often more difficult skill of doing almost nothing at all whilst the horse’s movement bounces us around.

We also need to learn a great deal of mental control, learning to be a positive and just leader, learning self-control in the face of fear and frustration, thinking of effective ways to communicate with an ‘alien’ creature, learning to be patient and learning to think our way around sometimes insurmountable problems (cor blimey!). This is real character-building stuff and it is difficult to go near horses for much time at all before some of these issues come up and require us to face them.

The path of learning, experiences and challenges offered to us by horses is never-ending. You could spend your whole life dedicated to becoming great with horses and there would still be another horse turn up that would be a challenge for you or have something new to teach you. This is another reason why horses are amazing: they can keep it interesting for a whole lifetime, and then some!


Things to do . . .




1.   Appreciate the horse not only as a source of fun, but also as a way to show you things about yourself — being a better horseman might help in other areas of your life. For example, developing an ability to have more self-control with the horse may help you to have the same control whilst sitting in traffic or when things aren’t going well for you at home or at work.

2.   Enjoy the challenges that horses present to you as exactly that: challenges. Overcoming challenges can be very rewarding. Challenges always bring a gift along with them; see if you can find the gift in the challenge and the whole thing will become fun instead of difficult. Always avoid over-challenging yourself, as this is not only unhelpful to you, it also often results in the horse suffering too.

3.   Appreciate the fact that the horse is a forgiving creature. Let him know you appreciate his patience when you can’t get something right.

4.   Read as many books as possible on the horse’s nature (especially while commuting to work or while having lunch at work in the city).

5.   Spend as much time as possible around horses. Watch horses in the field and observe what they get up to. What do they do with each other? What do they do with their time? What do they do differently from each other? How does each horse fit in and socialise? What is each horse like with other people? Which ones are playful? Which ones are independent? Which ones are leaders? Which are bullies? Which are loving? Which are wind-up merchants? Which are dozy? Which are intelligent? Which are mentally challenged? Which are hyper? And watch HOW they do the things they do. Get yourself into HORSE MODE.




Quick Reference . . .




Horses are a challenge; horsemanship requires mental skills as much as physical ones; be totally open-minded; horses are pure Nature; they bring us face to face with ourselves; to be a master requires understanding of the horse’s nature; horsemanship is a very broad subject; horses are very forgiving.




Chapter 2

Nine ridiculously obvious facts about horses

1. All horses are big and strong

However obvious that may seem, it is important to remember the spindly size of our arms compared to the size of the horse’s neck: forget strength, there is no contest! Increase your skill, knowledge, feel and timing to guide the horse to your way of thinking.

Most horses just don’t realise how big and strong they are in relation to humans, but see themselves as a very edible morsel about the size of a chicken kebab or a hamster. This is a very, VERY fortunate aspect of their nature for us. Things only start falling apart when our behaviour shows the horse the extent of his size and power.

2. Horses are not machines, they have minds of their own

About the only similarities between machines and horses are that they can both wear out and they will both do what you ask if you know how to work them properly.


When you press a ‘button’ on a horse and don’t get the reaction you want, it may be that:

▹   The horse hasn’t understood your request. You haven’t asked clearly or properly.

▹   The horse would rather be doing something else, somewhere else. He wasn’t listening anyway.

▹   He is not physically capable of carrying out your request or would find it physically uncomfortable to do so even though he understood: this is important.

▹   The horse is not sure you are worthy of the respect necessary for him to do your will (he’s sticking a hoof up at you).

When you press a button on a machine and don’t get the reaction you want, it may be that:

▹   It’s bust!

▹   You pressed the wrong button.

▹   It’s not switched on.

That’s it!



3. Horses react first and think later

Imagine spending much of your life thinking you may be about to get killed and eaten. To say you’d be ‘a bit on your toes’ is an understatement.

Somewhere in every horse’s mind is this ever-present thought, which instinctively makes him react with lightning speed to whatever he sees as a potential threat. Horses can react so fast that they don‘t have time to think — so what chance does a rider have of keeping up with them? The chance is sometimes a pretty slim one.


Imagine you’re a horse . . .




You almost always behave in a way that reflects your desire for self-preservation.



We have all seen film footage of a zebra (a stripy horse) being chased by lions. The zebra runs like hell for a certain distance, then stops, turns around and has a look back to see if it really was a lion. If the zebra had stopped and had a look before it ran, it may have been the lion’s dinner. This is exactly why horses are suspicious of anything new, and why they react first and think later. Horses react to each other, and most particularly to their herd leader: if the herd leader says something is OK then it probably is. It is our responsibility to be that trustworthy herd leader; to be there for the horse at all times.


Remember: the horse’s body expresses his emotions — sometimes in a very big way.



4. Horses are emotional creatures with busy social lives

Because horses totally rely on being in a group for their personal survival, they have evolved complex relation ships. Since we humans also rely on being part of a group for our survival, we too have developed complex relationships — bonds of love, friendships, strong family ties, hierarchies, associates — and all manner of ways to communicate with each other in similar ways to horses. The fact that horses naturally have these relationships within their society just as we do, means that we can easily tap into this aspect of their nature in many different ways.

Unlike dogs, horses have a constantly fluid pecking order (hierarchy). This means that they are always thinking about trying to move up the promotional ladder. Because that is part of how horses naturally treat each other, they try to do the same with us. Like another horse, they can see us as either the little guy that always gets pushed around and beaten up, or the bully who nobody likes because he beats everyone else up, or the calm, admirable leader whom they respect and trust, or one of the followers in between.

Respect, trust and how to get it

DO


▹   Look sure of yourself.

▹   Be calm in a crisis.

▹   Be kind, but don’t be a wimp or a pushover.

▹   Be a colourful character and keep life interesting — boring leaders don’t usually last long in government because they don’t inspire their followers

▹   Achieve an independent seat — i.e. ride with balance alone, without having to grip with your legs or hands.

▹   Listen to everything the horse is telling you when you are on the ground, in the stable, in the paddock or on his back — leaders who don’t listen to their followers are not popular for long.

▹   Be competent at things without ‘showing off’.

▹   Move in a confident, smooth and effective way, not jerky, apologetic, wimpy, snappy or hyper.

▹   Smile a lot.

▹   Praise and reward the horse much more often than you’d think necessary. Ask for a little and be pleased: sometimes you ask for a little and get a lot. Look at things from the horse’s point of view.

▹   Treat the horse with respect for his strength, gentleness, willingness, heart and soul.

▹   Become aware of your body language and what it is saying to the horse. Give the horse lots of rest between requests.

▹   Let him know every time he is doing something right.



DON’T


▹   Cause pain or discomfort.

▹   Let horses walk into your space.

▹   Appear afraid or fazed by anything.

▹   Loose your temper, get impatient or angry. Ask for too much.

▹   Act heavy handed or uncoordinated. Talk yourself down.

▹   Act like an incompetent, even if you feel like one!



5. Horses are cleverer than you think

Many people say horses can’t be that intelligent or they wouldn’t let us ride them: but if we’re that intelligent, how come we go to work every day, sit in traffic, pay a mortgage, elect incompetent governments, fight wars, watch TV, ride unpredictable herbivores for ‘fun’ and feel obliged to spend Christmas with our relatives?

The funny thing about the horse’s intelligence is that the more you look for it, the more you see it in action. The opposite is also true: many horse people talk about how small the horse’s brain is and how horses are as ‘thick as a brick’, but they are only judging it from their own subjective viewpoint in human terms. Actually, horses are very clever at being horses. Often when horses appear to be thick, they are trying to tell the dumb human something, and from the horse’s point of view the dumb human just isn’t listening in the right way!

Remember: a horse is not a dumb animal!

The horse’s memory capacity is phenomenal. It is part of his survival mechanism. The combination of the horse’s memory and his enjoyment of habit are both essential aspects of training the horse. Before losing your temper, punishing or doing anything unwise with a horse, don’t forget that he won’t forget — which means that you may be making more work for yourself in the future, setting back the progress you have made together and throwing away the respect and trust he has built up for you. Horses remember emotionally charged experiences with more clarity than they do unemotional events, so something scary will have more of an effect in the future than something dull and boring.

Remember: horses always remember!

It takes about three repetitions of something for a horse to log it into his memory and make something a habit: bear that in mind as you structure the riding you do. It is all about common sense and being intelligent all the time while you ride.


If a horse does something three times it can become a habit.



6. Horses were not created to carry a rider

In evolutionary terms we have been riding horses for only a nano-second of time (opinions disagree, but about six thousand years). The process of evolution normally takes place over millions of years, although experts now believe that animals develop and evolve in fits and starts. Even all owing for the idea that animals can evolve quickly, six thousand years is very little time in which to develop the horse physically or mentally from its original feral state as a nomadic, foraging prey animal, into a beast that can easily carry a man on its back. There is no doubt that we have bred horses to be stronger and more suitable for our purposes, but there is still a long way to go (probably millennia) before horses fully evolve to carry a rider.

Horses need us be sensitive to the fact that they have delicate backs, so we should learn to sit as ‘well’ as we can. It is also important to consider physical pain as a very common source of apparent behaviour problems (or ‘playing up’) in the horse.

7. Horses are sensitive to pain and discomfort

Despite horses’ size and frequently apparent insensitivity, one of the characteristics that enable us to ride them is their high level of physical sensitivity. Any animal that can flick a fly off its skin, as horses can, has to be sensitive. As well as the advantages, many difficulties that we have with horses also stem from the fact that they are so incredibly sensitive, not only physically but mentally and emotionally too.

Paradoxically, although they are very sensitive, emotionally excited or scared horses will instinctively move into pressure and push against something ‘solid’ or even uncomfortable for all they’re worth.


Horses are always in the NOW.



The fact is, that whoever you are and at whatever level you are riding, every time you ride a horse you are either training it or un-training it: you make horses either more or less responsive by your actions. (Yikes, that sounds like a real responsibility.)


There are three areas for us to consider here:

1.   How to make horses more sensitive (to the aids).

2.   How to make horses less sensitive, when required.

3.   Recognising when we are causing discomfort to the horse without meaning to, and how to avoid doing so.



Remember, it is mostly animals that hunt for food who give food to each other as reward, comfort or tokens of love — animals such as dogs and humans. Horses never give each other gifts of food as reward. They just give each other friendship, safety and a bit of peace .
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