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Hands-OnHorseman

szg;gfoalsleafly URING MY LIFETIME of working with
\?vell -adil.r:s::iufot:;::at horses, I've had setvergl titles—ranch hand,
is easier to train. colt starter, veterinarian, horse and mule

breeder, rodeo and horse show contestant—
that together taught me four important
concepts. Although better understood now than they were
a few decades ago, these ideas are still not widely appreci-
ated by the horse industry.
How I wish someone had told me these four things when
I was young, and at 85 years old, I want to pass them along
to others. The four concepts that are the key to a good re-
lationship with horses include understanding predatory
behavior, dominance hierarchy, neurological maturity, and
commanding respect without showing fear.
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Horses are not afraid of
predators; they are afraid
of predatory behavior.

The horse is a prey animal. In the wild,
its principle enemies are the larger
members of the cat and dog families,
such as lions and wolves. To survive in a
grassland habitat abundantly inhabited
by such predators, the horse’s main de-
fense is flight. Unlike some prey species
that are armed with formidable tusks
or horns, like the rhinoceros or bison,
the horse’s anatomy, its physiology, fast
reaction time and incredibly perceptive
senses are all designed for immediate
and swift flight from perceived danger.

The hunt begins with the stalk. Note
that until the predator begins its stalk,
the animal is not alarmed. The prey ani-
mals are aware of the predators within
sight of them, but not until those preda-
tors assume a stalking posture is the
flight instinct precipitated.

This said, any stationary, unfamiliar
object might cause alarm in a horse. It
may be something as harmless as a trash
barrel or a coat hanging on the fence,
but if not identified by the horse as a
familiar and harmless object, it causes
alarm. The horse’s head goes up, the
ears go forward, nostrils dilate, the body
tenses, and the horse is prepared to bolt
and run.

The stalk is followed by the charge.
The horse’s survival depends upon im-
mediate detection and flight from a
perceived predator, That is why horses
spook from unfamiliar objects, station-
ary or in motion, like a bicycle or flying
piece of paper,

Moving vegetation in the wild may
signal an approaching predator, and the
eyes of the horse easily pick up move-
ment. This explains why horses get
spooky on a windy day.

When training green horses, time
should be spent desensitizing them to all
sorts of moving and stationary objects.
Desensitizing is a vital part of training
that cannot be overdone and will not
make the horse “numb”; rather, horses
can be thoroughly desensitized to ordi-
nary frightening stimuli, yet highly sen-
sitized to the rider’s signals.

Let us look at two examples. A good
cutting horse is oblivious to the shrieks
and movements of the audience, yet
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completely responsive to the slightest
movement of the cow or the rider’s sig-
nals. If you ever see a mustang stallion
herding his harem of mares away from
you, the perceived danger, note his atti-
tude. He runs in back of the herd, head
lowered into a charging, predatory posi-
tion. He is not a predator, but his mares
respond to his predatory posture and
behavior with flight.

In 1949, a year after [ started my first
colt by “bucking him out,” I attended
the Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bai-
ley Circus in Tucson, Arizona. One of
the acts consisted of a full-grown Bengal
tiger riding on the back of a completely
relaxed, unafraid horse. It was then that
I realized that horses did not automati-
cally fear predators, but rather, predatory
behavior.

We humans are predatory creatures.
In fact, we are tool users and the most
effective of all hunters, using spears and
arrows to take down any game.

This realization changed my approach
to horses. I began to act as non-predatory
as possible: avoiding a rapid, forceful ap-
proach; avoiding direct eye contact; mov-
ing in a relaxed and casual way; and giving
the horse time to sniff me and evaluate
my intentions. All this served me well in
a career spent handling equine patients
and doing procedures that are frighten-
ing and often painful for them.

Understanding that horses respond
with a flight reaction to what they inter-
pret as predatory behavior—the stalk,
the charge—also helps us understand
why retreat is reassuring to the horse.
Starting colts in my 20s, I learned that
retreat is a non-predatory behavior, and
that is why it is easy to desensitize horses
to “frightening” objects that move away
from them, and soon fear is replaced
with curiosity.

After five or six rides, I used the horse
to move cattle. I stayed in the “drag” po-
sition, at the rear of the herd, and the
cattle moving away from the colt encour-
aged it to move forward. Soon, the horse
was putting his nose on their backs and
even nipping at them. Also, continuously
turning left and right to encourage strag-
glers teaches the horse to turn.

Nobody liked the drag because it’s
dusty back there, but I found it to be the
best place to develop a confident and re-
sponsive colt.
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2 Horses establish the

dominance hierarchy by
controlling the movement of
their peers.

The dominance hierarchy is a behavior-
al scientist’s term that refers to the or-
der of leadership in animals who live in
groups (bands, flocks, herds, pods, etc.).
The way this is established in horses is
different from most other animals.

The lead horse controls the move-
ment of its subordinates, and can do so
with slight threatening movements, such
as the swing of a head with ears pinned
back, or the threat of a kick. If this re-
sults in a step away from the leader, that
response is the human equivalent of a
salute or bow.

An older mare almost always leads
wild horses, even though she is not the
strongest or swiftest animal in the band.
This mare has the most experience; she
knows when to run, which way to run
and how far she has to run. That is what
has kept her alive so long and why oth-
ers defer to her instinct.

This means physical strength has
nothing to do with leadership in horses.
A 5-year-old child or a 90-year-old frag-
ile lady can be a horse’s leader if that
person can effectively and correctly con-
trol the horse’s movement. Movement is
life to the horse, a flight creature, whose
swift feet are the only guarantee to sur-
vival in the wild.

Movement can be controlled in two
ways: Prevent it or cause it.

Now, we see logic behind the many
methods used to start horses: hobbles,
round pens, longeing and casting. Con-
trol of movement is the reason Monty
Roberts’s “Join Up” method, or Ray
Hunt’s “Hooking On” method, work on
the horse.

If we cause movement, we obtain
leadership. The secret of horse tamers,
past and present, is simply control of
motion. Done correctly, the horse auto-
matically accepts our leadership.

The horse is born
neurologically mature with
all senses functioning.

The horse, like many other animals—
such as ducks, sheep, cattle, deer and
quail—must be on its feet soon after
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