Feb, 2011 - Why Invest in Ground Manners?  By Linda Block, Carriage Hill Training Center.

Horse training success with the work from the ground whether it is for riding or driving.  A good, long-term relationship between you and your horse is built from the ground up, literally.  Ground manners are about teaching your horse how to behave around humans and that you are his protector and friend.  The two go hand in hand by building leadership respect and trust.  The time dedicated to building a proper foundation, by establishing control on the ground is well worth the effort involved.  If the horse, VSE or pony cannot understand a concept with you on the ground, how can he understand it with you in the saddle or in the carriage?  The answer is he won't.  Your weight in the saddle or pulling the carriage along with your connection to the horse's mouth adds complications for the horse.  We must start the equine from the ground to keep the learning process as simple as possible for the animal.  One of my mentors from a lifetime ago said to me once, "every time you put a halter on that horse, brush that horse, lead that horse, saddle that horse and ride that horse, you are training that horse."  Those are words to live by and be safe by.  

Why would you want to bother with ground manners?  

Safety for both you and your horse is the first answer that comes to my mind.  Teaching an equine of any size is simply explaining what actions are acceptable and which actions are not acceptable in the relationship between you and your horse.  

How do we do that?  

We accomplish that by reward and punishment techniques.  A reward can be a pat on the neck (not a slap, a kind pat) with a soft and compassionate word from you or some kind of treat ( a schnible of carrot, or a sugar-free treat) or a peppermint.  My horse Primo, a 17 hand Warmblood will do anything for a peppermint!  When I have a particularly difficult lesson to teach Primo, I use his favorite treat…the peppermint.  I always succeed then.  

What about bad behaviors?  

Well, the key concept here is that you only discipline to the degree that the bad behavior dictates.  By that I mean, if the horse simply turns and tries to run away from you while you are attempting to teach it to lung.  I would plant my feet in the dirt, pull the lunge line firmly and get the horse to halt and face me.  I would then start the horse off again in the same manner continually repeating the verbal command of "walk on."  Your job as a trainer is to show the horse that you are the leader and that the horse must respect you as its leader.  You don't gain respect by muscling or hitting the horse.  

An untrained or poorly trained horse with bad habits such as biting, kicking, rearing and charging (among others) is dangerous.  A horse can hurt a person with these behaviors, and the animal can injure himself.  Most horses will turn away from the action that is causing the fear (the natural flight instinct).  If the horse feels trapped, it will then resort to aggressive actions such as biting, kicking, rearing and charging.  When a horse has to resort to those actions, it is a sign that the animal has been pushed over its limit.  This is one of the key factors in training any animal is… NEVER PUSH THE HORSE OVER IT'S LIMITS.  If this happens, the horse must them be calmed down before you proceed with any training.  Many times, it is as simple as the horse not understanding what we want of them, which causes the horse to resist or evade our commands.  The learning process of a horse of any size requires the trainer to break down the movement to its most simplest form, and repeat the information to the animal over and over again until the horse understands that particular phase of the exercise.  If the horse is not advancing forward in its training that is a sign to the trainer that the exercise must be broken down further before the horse will understand your wishes.  Once the horse has a firm understanding of what thee trainer wants, and then they can move on to the next phase, but not before.  The horse must be free from tension and any anxiety before it moves on to more learning.  

Standing Still 

The horse that will not stand still is a danger.  One day you will be caught in the wrong spot, he will become frightened and someone will be hurt.  The horse that keeps leaning into you and treading on your (soon to be broken) foot is not fun.  The horse that tries to kick or pull his hoof away from you when you pick out his feet is going to injure you one day.  Good ground manners are about teaching the horse to respect your personal space.  However, a key aspect of gaining his respect for you is that you must respect the horse's space too.  You are the leading and he must trust you in order for you to be able to lead him.  

The nervous or disobedient horse is also a danger.  The jumpy horse that shies and knocks you over is a liability.  The horse goes into "flight mode" and tries to run every time he sees a plastic bag is exhibiting behavior that tells the handler that he does not trust you as a leader. Ground manners is about showing your horse that scary things are not so scary and to have confidence in you as his leader.  He must be taught, through positive actions, to trust that you, as his leader and protector, will always keep him safe. 

How is this accomplished?  

Good trainers show understanding toward their charges.  We present continual challenges to our horse through the training process.  The challenges are gradual, and increase in complexity as the horse successfully accomplishes each challenge individually.  As the horse realizes he's "OK" and that you have never steered him wrong…he will begin to trust you, and ultimately will do anything for you.  This should always be your goal.  Sometimes the successes are as small as a hoof stepping a ¼ inch closer to a tarp on the ground.  It is an improvement and we praise the horse for anything that is a positive action.  

Don't over work your horse!

Unfortunately, I see this far too often.  A training session is very mentally taxing for a horse.  It causes tension every time a new concept is presented to the horse.  That is why in the classical methods of training, as soon as we sense any tension buildup in the horse, we take a walk break.  When the tension has gone, we resume with the lesson.  

Always remember…A horse cannot learn when it is not relaxed.  If you try to teach the horse something new, and tension develops and you keep pushing, you will start a fight with the horse and he will resist because now you have triggered his flight instinct.  The animal may show signs of sweating without much physical work.  When the horse is in this mental state of mind, the only idea that horse has is survival, and then he becomes defensive in this thinking (get the heck out of Dodge).  So, if the horse starts to resist, back-off, release the reins, and just walk around for a bit.  Let his breathing resume to normal, then when he regroups, gently pick up the reins and start again.  As soon as you detect a positive response to your lesson, QUIT!  Yes, I know, now that you have gotten this far, you want to keep going.  No..don't do it!  Quit.  Your horse will be better tomorrow by stopping today at the right time. At the end of your training session, pat your horse and tell him good boy.  Break out the schnible of carrot too.  

Good manners on the ground makes the transition to riding and/or driving much smoother and much simpler.  You will have learned to read your horse's feelings or mood.  He is not your servant.  He is your partner.  He will have learned unquestioned obedience.  As a result, your riding sessions will be more fun. 

Taking the time to lay firm foundations will also mean that you will be training a horse that is willing to please, that is EASIER TO TRAIN IN THE LONG RUN, that is a joy to work with and not an obstinate animal that is always acting out and challenging you because he does not respect you as his leader.  When you choose to own a horse, you're making a commitment for many years, so you want to be sure you're going to have a well-behaved and easy to handle horse-friend.

Happy Riding and Driving!

Linda Block

