Getting Past the Bullies to Catch Your Horse
Question: I just got a horse for my birthday, and we’re doing ok except for one thing. He’s at a boarding stable and goes outside daily in a big paddock with 6 other horses. When I go in to get him, the other horses get in the way. My horse is sort of the shy type, and he’s scared to go past the other horses to get to me. The others are overly friendly- to the point of being pushy. They even make me nervous when 2 or 3 of them approach me at once. I’m not sure how to handle this-Help!

Answer: The situation you describe is quite common when horses are turned out in groups outdoors, especially if they are in dry lots and paddocks that don’t have grazing available.  


Whenever horses are in groups, it is instinctual for them to organize themselves by rank. The dominant horses usually claim their favorite spot, the best feeding available, and decide which horses goes where. If forage isn’t available, the horses get bored, and the dominant ones get pushier as a result.


Your horse obviously falls into the submissive category which makes him easier for you to handle. But, if the lead horse wants to keep him away from you, it makes it harder for you to catch him. Your horse will instinctually respect the lead horse and yield to him, and not out of any disrespect for you. 


The safest way for you to deal with this, is to build the skills needed to get a certain amount of respect and control, over all of the horses in the paddock. This includes learning to use the correct body language to effectively communicate with any/all horses.


Horses use body postures and eye contact to communicate with each other, You’ve probably seen horse’s signal each other already. For example: a lead horse wanting to move a submissive horse will glare at him, step towards him, snake his neck, toss his head, lay his ears back, wring his tail, stomp his feet. If that doesn’t work he’ll stretch his neck forward and dive at the submissive horse with his teeth bared and mouth open, perhaps strike out with a foreleg, or even turn his hindquarters around to threaten or/and kick out with his hind legs.


That’s already 12 cues using body language!  It certainly makes the message loud and clear and the horses naturally respond. If you mimic their postures, the horses will respond to you the same way. While you don’t have a tail, and your ears will never be able to swivel like a horse’s, there are still enough postures and movements you can imitate effectively. Adding the use of your voice, and signaling with a rope or whip, expands the dimensions of your communication, and helps make up for the lack of tail and ear movements.

Step One: Get Prepared


1. Learn to read and use body postures and movements



2. Use the blocking signal



3. Use the rope/whip for safety & to support your cues 



4. Layering cues


Prepare yourself by learning equine body language and communication skills. You need to be able to deliver your cues in a manner that horses understand, and you also should be able to read them and predict they’re behavior. 


Facing your chest to the horse is a dominant stance. Making direct eye contact and glaring reinforces that position and tells the horse to stop or back off.  Advancing towards your horse and glaring at him tells him to move away. Even if you lack confidence, get dramatic: toss your head, puff up your chest, and stomp your feet. These are all aggressive actions that horses understand. 


If a horse doesn’t respond to the above, you can add a blocking signal. Lift your hand up and block the line of vision between you and your horse with your palm facing the horse, and your fingers spread out.  Your hand should block the line of vision between you and your horse. Done correctly, your hand position keeps you from seeing your horse’s eye, and keeps your horse from seeing your eye. This cue is very effective and tells the horse to stay. You can also use this blocking signal to move a horse away from you-by moving your arm in a pushing motion, as though you are pushing your horse away, in addition to using your open hand to block eye contact. 


Along with body language skills, you must learn to use either a rope or whip as an extension of your arm. This will allow you to cue your horse and stay out of the kicking range. Take time to practice handling the tool of your choice until it becomes second nature to you, and, be prepared to make contact between the rope/whip and the horse-if the horse tries to ignore you and your cues.


If you use a lead rope, it should be at least 10-12’ long, making it long enough for safety without being cumbersome. You should be able to toss it where you aim it, and recoil it quickly- to be ready for the next needed toss. You can also twirl the end in the air, slap it on the ground, or lash it at the horse if necessary.  (You may need a defense tactic if a horse decides to challenge you and charge at you.)


Another effective tool to use is a long whip.  A buggy whip, or a lunge whip without a lash (you can usually find one in a garbage can,) are my favorites, because they are long enough to keep you out of kicking range when you use them. A regular lunge whip works well too, but it is harder to control because of the lash. 


When using a rope or whip, start with small cues, only increasing intensity if absolutely necessary.  Most horses will move off in response to a gentle toss of the rope, or light tap of the whip, especially if your body language supports your cues. Each horse will have a different response to the same cues, and you will have to feel out and find the least amount of intensity needed, adjusting yourself and your cues, for each horse and situation. 


If you refer back to the example of the 12 body signals the lead horse used to get control, you’ll find that many of them were delivered simultaneously, with cues being added and layered as needed to get the desired response.


Just as the lead horse will glare, lay his ears back, and advance at the same time to establish control, you will also need to combine and layer cues to make them as effective as possible. Go ahead and glare at the horse, stepping forward to signal him to move away from you. If that doesn’t work, stomp your foot, toss your head, show your teeth, and growl out a “get out of here.” If the horse still doesn’t respond, add more layers: advance again, add the blocking signal, and if needed, use your rope or whip. When the rope or whip contacts the horse, it mimics when a controlling horse bites at, or kicks out at a lower ranking horse. 


Before you face a group of horses with your new equine communication skills, you should practice using your body language to “converse” with your horse when you are alone with him. His response will let you know if you are communicating clearly enough to approach other horses safely. 

Step Two: Defend Your Space


When you are finally ready to face the group, put on a helmet and get your rope or whip.  Go into the paddock and pretend you are in a bubble -consider it your personal space. Smaller spaces are easier to defend, so you might want to start with a bubble about two arms lengths away. Your job is to protect your space, and to keep the horses out of it. By doing this, you will be demanding that they respect you. At this point, don’t even worry about catching your horse, just work on protecting your space.


Every time a pushy horse approaches your bubble, use body language to cue him away.  You’ll find that some horses will respond to just one cue, others need a couple, and the very dominant and stubborn ones will need as many layers as you can deliver.  Once you are able to control your small space with confidence, challenge yourself and expand your bubble.

Step Three: Develop Dominance


Once you are comfortable defending your bubble, you can approach a horse and ask him to give up his space. Move into his bubble of personal space using subtle body language. Increase the layers and intensity of your cues as you approach until you get the desired response. When the horse finally moves out of your way, approach the next horse and start again. By taking control of which horse goes where-you will establish your dominance and rank among the herd, and you shouldn’t feel as vulnerable as you did before.

Step Four: Invite and Protect Your Horse


Once you know you can influence the dominant horses to move away from you, you should be able to approach your horse and protect him from the others. As you go toward your horse, adjust your posture. Approach him with your shoulder facing him instead of your chest, and avert your eyes. This will invite him to come to you and encourage him to accept your approach. At the same time, if another horse tries to interfere-it is your responsibility as your horse’s leader to protect him. Face the intruder with your chest and eye contact to drive him away, and if that doesn’t work, combine and layer cues until you get results.

In Conclusion


All in all, I hope I haven’t discouraged you with this drawn out process-but that’s what it really is. Learning to deal with and influence 1100 lb. animals is not easy and there are no short cuts. It requires experience, skill, commitment, and also quite a bit of risk. 


As you go through this learning process, consider approaching your stable manager to let her/him know of the difficulties you are having, and express your desire to develop the skills needed to handle this situation yourself. Perhaps you can request assistance in catching your horse, or a different turn-out arrangement. If this isn’t an option, try finding a qualified trainer to work with that will help you to develop these skills and achieve your goals. Good luck in your AAsearch for harmony with your horse. 

To learn more about equine communication, establishing leadership and earning respect, Juli’s book and DVD are now available for sale:
“Preliminary Handling For You and Your Horse”,
2004 DVD  “Spookproof Your Horse”  .

If you have questions about this article, any training issues, or would like to order Juli’s book or DVD,  please feel free to contact Juli at JSRequine@aol.com ~  815-568-0017 ~  www.goldengaitstable.com
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