PARTICIPATE WITH YOUR HORSE      

             by ArtGrunig    1 Aug 2010


Let the horse participate.

I often see people either beg their horse to do what they want it to do, try to drag it around like a block of wood on the end of a rope, or they try to inject an instant, dominating type of control.  Often two or all three of these are done at the once.

When we beg a horse to do something we are holding the idea of what we want the horse to do.  However we are also holding the idea that the horse will not do it.  Being sweet to the horse, offering it bribes of pats and tidbits are often involved.  It sometimes works and it sometimes does not.  This holding the idea of what we want, holding the idea that the horse will not do it and bringing in the subject of treats can be confusing for the horse.  When a horse is given several options it normally chooses the ones it likes the best, not necessarily the one we have in mind.

If we only hold one thought asking for only one thing the horse can focus on it and get in to it and do it.  It still requires giving the horse time to read the situation and organize its response and execute the response.  I often see confusion in how people are with their horse on the difference between holding an idea and begging.  They both give the horse time to read and react but holding one idea has only one option presented and begging has at least two.

If we do not give the horse response time we will be taking the horse over and either spanking it or dragging it around.  This is disrespectful.  It makes it hard for the horse to take care of itself.  It takes away its coordination, sense of self, composure, and feeling of being part of what you are doing.  Instead of participating with you, you and your project are happening to the horse. It is like having something fall on you.  In this situation the horse can not take care of itself nor can it bring what it has to offer to the project nor can it take care of you.

To get the horse to learn to participate with you as a team mate you want to hold only one idea, set up the situation so that only that one thing can happen, encourage/motivate the horse just enough that it wants to do something with the situation, and let the horse assess, process, understand, organize itself and execute the action.  This can take anywhere from 3 seconds to a few minutes depending on the complexity of the situation.  Asking a horse to leave a corner of the arena should not take more than a few seconds.  The horse was born knowing how to leave a spot of earth when asked to.  Crossing a running stream, loading into a trailer, working cattle, or negotiating an obstacle course all can take considerably more time.

Pressure that is discipline rather than encouragement should be reserved for the times a horse intentionally chooses not to cooperate.  Attention needs to be paid to the line between these two levels of pressure.  Each horse will be different not only from horse 

to horse but at different moments, different emotional states and different levels of training.

We must plan what we want far enough in advance that we can organize our communication of what we are going to do and share this information with the horse in time for the horse to read it, process it, organize its response and execute its response in time with us and with the project we wish to do.  If we do not the horse is either ‘taken’ or ‘over run’ by us and can not ‘participate with us’.

If the horse is to fully participate with us we must also fully participate with the horse and the project we wish to do with the horse.  I often see people back off and wait to see what the horse will do and then when the horse does not do the desired thing they rush in getting after the horse leaving the horse feeling ‘what the **** just happened?’  ‘I had no idea you wanted something or that something was going on!’

If we want the horse to go around the inside of a square pen we need to be asking the horse to go through the corner well enough in advance that the horse can read our request, organize its body and then begin going through the corner before it gets to the corner. If we wait until it is stopping in the corner to tell it we do not want it to stop but instead we want it to go through the corner it is too late.  We have just caused the horse to fail in what we wanted.  If we then charge in and get after the horse until it leaves the corner we have tricked the horse into getting scolded.  Horses do not like this.  If we recognize that we have miscommunicated, regroup and start fresh with our request the horse will not feel confused or put upon.  If we started asking the horse to go through the corner 50 feet ahead of the corner and the horse stopped in the corner anyway we then want to put a discipline style of pressure on the horse.  (Provided there is no reason to believe the horse could not understand or physically complete the request.)  But even within discipline we want to give the horse the chance to change and participate with us.   We want to be looking for the moment when the horse is beginning to change its attitude.

Participation requires your total involvement in what you are doing with your horse.  This means total involvement with yourself, the horse and the project.  Anything that you are invested in at that time that is not part of your project will be there anyway cluttering up the results.  Anything you leave out that is part of the project will leave a hole in the results of the project.  The beauty of doing this well is the beauty of ONE.  One project, one team, one clean result.
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