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Have a question about your horse’s health, care or training? Our experts offer solutions for a
range of equine-management problems. Write to EQUUS Consultants, 656 Quince Orchard
Road, #600, Gaithershurg, MD 20878; E-mail: EQLetters@EquiNetwork.com. Send photos
when helpful.

TRAINING

When resistance
develops suddenly

I've owned my 6-year-old

® fox Trotter gelding for three

® years, but just last year he
started to periodically balk when my hus-
band or I rode him. He stops out of the
blue, sometimes rears or bucks a little,
and refuses to go forward. I've trained
horses for many years, and I cannot think
of how to get him past this behavior.
When I turn him around and try to go the
otherdirection, he still stops and refuses
to walk on. I have tried turning him in
circles, getting off and walking him for-
ward (which he does willingly), and then
getting back on, all to no avail. I've tried
using spurs and a crop to encourage
him, but he will not budge. What could be
causing this behavior and how do I fix it?

Donna Middel
Fort Collins, Colorado

husband’s “please AGTING UP: When

A horse usually resists or go forward” a horse becomes
® refuses a request from his cues. But he resistant, it's important
@ rider for one of fourreasons: ~ understood be- to determine whether
pain, misunderstanding, fear or disre- fore, so we can he is acting out of
spect. To correct the problem, you need  eliminate that pain, confusion, fear
to identify and address the underlying  possibility. or disrespect.
cause. Without being able to observe * Fear—as

you, your husband oryour horse, I can prey animals horses are afraid of only
only share my thoughts based on what one thing: being eaten by a predator.
you've written. But because you've owned and ridden

+ Pain can be caused by any number  your horse for three years, he has had
of issues including poor saddle fit or a sufficient time to feel safe with both
sore mouth, legs or back. Based on your  you and his surroundings, so let’s
description, I don't believe pain is the eliminate fear.
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source of your horse’s problem, but it « Disrespect, then, may well be at
still might be wise to have a veterinarian the core of your training issue. Every
rule out this possibility. decision a horse makes is based on

* Misunderstanding means your his own best interest for survival. If
horse didn’t understand you and your he is alone, he will make these deci-
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sions on his own. If he’s in a herd
under an alpha leader, he will become
a follower and respect the judgments
and decisions of the leader. However,
a horse will sometimes challenge the
authority of the alpha to see if he can
rise in the hierarchy.

A“herd” doesn’t have to consist of
just horses—people can also be a part of
the social hierarchy. For a horse to com-
ply with your requests under saddle,
he must fully accept you as his leader.

[ suspect that, at some point last year,
your horse challenged the dominance of
your husband and continued to test his
leadership skills on the leader of his
herd (you) to see if he could bump up
his ranking and become the alpha.

Horses establish leadership with
each other by playing dominance
games, often referred to as horseplay.
The horse who controls the movement
of the other horse or human is the
winner of the game and is accepted
as the leader. That’s why, when train-
ing orretraining a horse, groundwork
is important: It replicates the natural
dominance games and establishes the
human as the leader. It is both more
effective and safer than trying to re-
establish respect while mounted.

Sometimes a person can ride a horse
foryears without experiencing any
resistance. But that does not necessar-
ily mean that the horse has completely
accepted his rider’s authority. It could
be that the horse considers himself the
leader but has decided it’s easier and
more comfortable to comply with his
rider’s requests—but he always has the
potential to suddenly announce, “I don’t
feel like going forward today.”

At this point, kicking harder, spur-
ring, hitting and becoming frustrated
and angry (which are all predatory
behaviors) only destroy any trust and
respect he may have had for his rider
and reaffirm that it is still in his best
interest to continue being the leader.

Long before a horse refuses to go
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forward he may give us clues that he

is testing our leadership role. Moving

a few steps when we go to mount or at-
tempting to bite while being groomed
are common signs of disrespect. If left
uncorrected, these subtle behaviors will
invariably escalate to more pronounced
resistance like bucking, rearing orin
your case balking.

Anytime a horse is resistant while
riding, | recommend fixing the problem
on the ground. In other words, practice
groundwork exercises to reestablish
your position as herd leader. A number
of today’s training programs include
simple, effective groundwork exercises.
Although every clinician has his favorite
methods, each is based on the same
principle—to teach the horse to move
away from both physical and emotional
pressure and reward him when he com-
plies. When you can control and regain
your horse’s respect on the ground, he
will go forward willingly and with re-
spect when you ride.

Tim Hayes

Natural horsemanship clinician

East Hampton, New York

Tim Hayes is a
natural horsemanship
clinician based in East
Hampton, New York,
with affiliates in the

New England and Mid-
Atlantic states. He conducts clinics, classes
and private sessions for both English and
Western riders throughout the United States
and Canada. Hayes is currently a visiting
instructor at the University of Connecticut
and The University of Vermont departments
of Equine Science. His website is www.
hayesisforhorses.com.

EQUUS 429
JUNE 2013

73



