ACCEPTING TOUCH

My last two articles discussed taking leadership of your horse using passive round pen methods. Once you have established your leadership, and you’ve developed a bond with your horse, you are ready to start conditioning your horse’s behavior. One of the most basic lessons necessary for safe and efficient horse handling is that of being touched. Horses need to learn that it is OK for them to be touched-everywhere. Often, handlers will make excuses for their horses that don’t like to be touched in certain areas, calling them ticklish or shy. Instead of accommodating your horse’s dislike, it is best to work with him to help him overcome his resistance.

Accepting the Touch of the Whip

I always start the training of a young horse with these lessons. This method is passive and low impact, so that it can be safely used with youngsters of any age-the younger, the better. I also review these tasks with horses that are already trained, to improve their manners.  


You can do these lessons in a round pen, but if one isn’t available, these methods are still workable and can be done anywhere. However, if you have a green horse that hasn’t been handled a lot, he may try break away from you, so it is safest to work in an enclosed area, a paddock, small pasture, arena, or even in a barn aisle.

For the first step you will need a whip. A long dressage whip, a buggy whip, or a lunge whip without its lash is suitable. I find that using a rope halter on my horse with a 12-15’ lead is the most effective, as it is harder for the horse to pull against. Using a longer lead gives you a few extra seconds to react if your horse does try to break away, and wearing gloves will prevent rope burns.

Stand by your horse, facing his left shoulder, and hold the lead in your left hand about 1 foot away from the halter.  Hold the whip in your right hand and start stroking the horse by his wither and shoulder. (This is where the mother horse nuzzles her baby to calm him).  Stroke the horse rhythmically and predictably.  

If the horse doesn’t stand and tries to moves off, let him circle close around you. Make sure you keep the whip touching him as he moves. When he stops, take the whip off of him and reward him by petting and stroking him. The lesson you want your horse to learn from this is “When I stop, it goes away”.


Then, go ahead and start again. Repeat this maneuver until the horse stands quietly while being stroked on the wither with the whip. Once he’s quiet,  make your strokes longer down his back. Use the same technique, letting him move around you when he won’t stand, keeping the whip on him until he stops, and then removing it. 

Continue with this method until you can stroke the horse everywhere: on his back, hindquarters, tail, hocks, back legs, flanks, belly, front legs, and forward on the neck. When stroking a particularly difficult area use an advance and retreat method. Extend your stroking to the difficult spot, and then quickly retreat to stroking a tolerable spot, before the horse reacts with resistance, and reward him when he stops. Make sure you do this exercise on both sides of the horse.


The beauty of this method is that you can work with the horse’s hind legs and hindquarters without having to worry about getting kicked. If the horse kicks out at the whip while being stroked, continue as if nothing happened, only stopping when the horse finally accepts being touched by the whip. Do not stop stroking or touching the horse with the whip until he stops kicking. You don’t want the horse to learn that kicking makes the touch go away. Remember the lesson you want your horse to learn is: “When I stop, it goes away”


Once you’ve are able to stroke your horse everywhere with the whip without his moving away or kicking, you can repeat this exercise, but instead of stroking with the whip, use gentle taps. Tap the whip in a predictable and rhythmic fashion, so the horse knows to expect it. The method and lesson remains the same: tap your horse everywhere until he stands for it quietly, removing the whip only when he stands still. Make sure you spend a lot of time working with the legs of the horse so he’s prepared for you to handle his feet later.


Next, repeat the tapping exercise again, but this time, tap the whip at random so the horse doesn’t know where he will be tapped next. For example tap his shoulder and then his hock. If you prepared him well, he’ll be able to deal with an unexpected weed brushing him in the hock or belly without spooking, in the future, when you ride him. 
Accepting the Touch of the Rope

After working with the whip, you can work with your rope. Take the coil or the end of the rope and stoke him with it, rhythmically, starting at the wither. Use the advance and retreat method, as needed, working over the whole body and legs. (You’ll be glad you did this later if you have trouble picking up his hooves.) 
Progress to tapping the horse with the rope, all over, first predictably, then at random, until the horse stands calmly.  Remember to work on both sides of the horse equally, and to reward him when he does good!

Accepting the Touch of Your Hand

When your horse stands totally still for touching with the whip and rope, you are safe to start handling him all over with your hands.  Stroke your horse along the back, sides, flanks, hindquarters, tail, down the hamstrings, hocks and lower back legs.  Work back up toward the ribs and belly. Work forward and stroke your horse’s heart-girth, behind the forearms, between the front legs, down and up his legs, on the chest and back up the neck to the head.  Use the advance and retreat method if necessary, but at this point, if your horse is prepared properly, he should stand for the touch of your hands.
Develop a Following Hand

To start handling your horse’s head, come up close to your horse and put your palm on his fore-head. Pretend it’s glued on and keep your hand on the horse’s head even if and when he moves it. Let your arm, elbow and shoulder joints loose to do this. Some horses will try to evade your hand by throwing their heads up, jerking it down, or slashing it to the sides. Be ready for the movement, keeping your hand in place as well as you are able. These are the evasions the horse may try later on when you try to bridle it, and by learning to follow his movement, you will be a step ahead of him later on.

Handling the Head

When your horse keeps his head still for your hand on his fore head, you can start handling his cheeks, muzzle, mouth and lips, ears and eyes. Move your hand down from his fore head to his cheek and gently rub in soft circular motions. Many horses enjoy this and relax for it, but some try to move their heads away. If so, again use the “following hand” method try to keep your hand “glued” to his cheek until he stops moving away and keeps still. Reward him when he succeeds.

Next, work your hands towards the horse’ muzzle and massage his lips.

Slip your finger in the corner of the horse’s mouth, where the inter-dental space is found and rub on his lower gums. He should respond by opening his mouth. (There are no teeth in this area of his mouth and you don’t have to worry about getting bit). This gets the horse to lick and chew-which helps him relax and prepares him for future bridling. 


After rewarding him for allowing you to handle his mouth, move to his neck and work your way up to his ears. You may have to use the “Following Hand” method again, glueing your hand to the base of his ear and keeping it there as he tries to move and evade your touch. 


Don’t get discouraged if your horse won’t let you touch his ears. Be patient and remember to use the advance and retreat method, working your way closer to the ears a little at a time. Reward your horse each time he stands for you to get even a little closer. If your horse is very fussy, it may take several sessions, or a dozen, to achieve your goal. Keep in mind that some horses may have had their ears twitched (twisted and held tightly) which creates oversensitivity and resistance to handling.

You should also work with the horse’s eyes. Gently stroke your hand quickly from the forehead down over the horse’s eye. (If your horse trusts you at this point he won’t mind the momentary loss of vision.) Massage around the eye softly. Lightly stroke the upper and lower eyelid. Your vet will love it later when he has to check or treat your horse’s eye, and, your bill will be lower if you don’t have to pay for tranquilizer!
Handling the Feet


Once you are able to stroke your horse’s legs, you need to start lifting them up. Don’t surprise your horse and just grab a foot-you might get kicked. Stroke your hand from the top of your horse’s leg down to the bottom.  To Handle the front feet stand touching your horse’s shoulder facing his rear. After you run your hand down, lean on him a little to take his weight off of his leg, and then lift his foot up. If he resists, you can squeeze or wiggle his chestnut ( a little horny growth found on the inside of his leg above the knee). As soon as he lifts his foot, release it and reward him. You want your horse to think “was that all?” 


The first time you handle your horse’s hind feet, you may want to use your rope, and if he’s been conditioned to accept the touch of the rope, you won’t have to worry about getting kicked. Starting on his rump, run your rope (a soft thick one) down your horse’s hind leg, placing it around his pastern. Lift the foot with the rope, and immediately let it down again and reward him. Keep using the rope if the horse kicks out, but as soon as he quits kicking, you can lift his leg without the rope.


At first, don’t try to hold the legs up. But, as the horse gets used to lifting his legs for you, you can start to gradually lengthen how long you hold them up.

If the horse struggles to pull his leg away from you, hold on the best you can, but let your arm, elbow and shoulder joints loose so that you can follow his motion.  When the horse quits pulling away and holds his foot still, put it back down and reward him. Eventually, you want to be able to lift them up, and pull them forward and back. Since you need to clean, trim, and perhaps shoe your horse regularly, this is a lesson that needs to be learned well.

Develop Lateral Flexion


One more exercise to work through involving touch is to ask your horse to flex laterally for you. This helps develop suppleness and flexibility. Stand facing the horse’s left shoulder and place your left hand on the bridge of his nose, and the right at the center of his neck. With your left hand, gently guide your horse’s head to bend to the left toward you. Your right hand can brace against the neck, encouraging the horse to flex left. You want the horse to keep his feet still and only move his head and neck.


Some horses are rigid through the neck, and instead of flexing their neck,

they move their feet and body around. You can prevent this by standing a horse next to the wall. If you want to flex your horse to the left, stand the horse with his right side next to a wall. If the horse is tense and rigid, he may resist, and working through his rigidity now will pay off in the long run in the saddle.
Conclusion


Working through these tasks requires some time and patience, but you will find that the time put in is worthwhile. It will condition your horse to be trusting and pleasant to handle, not only on the ground, but while mounted as well. All of your future training will hinge on the horses ability to deal with being handled in a safe and relaxed manner. This means less time fighting, wrestling,

and struggling, and more time for having fun! 

Next Month: Developing Leadership with the Three Acts of Submission

If you have questions regarding this article or about other training methods, feel free to contact Juli at (815)568-0017 or jsrequine@gmail.com

Also looking for spooky horses for clinic demonstrations at the 

Northern Illinois Horse Fest August 27-28 at the Boone County Fair Grounds.
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