HALTER & ROPE WORK FOR THE YOUNG HORSE

Preparations for Starting Under Saddle

There are many exercises that you can do with a young horse, even a weanling or yearling that will prepare him for future saddling and riding. The more you expose your horse to when he is young, the easier it will be for him to accept the saddle and bridle later on when he is mature enough. These exercises are simple and low stress, and won’t put any pressure on the soft growth plates of the bones of the youngster’s legs. You can start presenting these tasks to your colt or filly as soon as your youngster is halter-broken, leads, and allows you to touch him all over-body and head. These exercises are also suitable for older horses that may need a refresher course or re-training


One of the first things you can cover is leading from the right side of the horse, instead of the left. This simple task is usually neglected, but can be very helpful in several ways. When leading on the left side of the horse, if your horse is spooked passing something on his right, he may try to jump in your lap for security, which is risky for you. If your horse can lead from the right, you can

change your leading position, and safely pass by the  “monster.”   Then, if the horse wants to shy away or spook, he will be moving away from you instead of into you. However, if your horse trusts you, the fact that you place yourself between the monster and him may prevent him from spooking at all, as he will feel protected by your new position. Also, if you ever need to lead two horses at once, it is much safer when the horses are familiar with being led on the off-side.


Another good exercise to work on is teaching the horse lateral flexion. This will help your horse stay soft trough his neck, instead of bracing it, later on when you want to teach the horse to steer. Stand by his left side and take contact with the lead, asking the horse to bend his head to the left.  Your goal should be to get flexion without the horse moving his feet. Then, repeat this sequence on the right side of the horse. If your horse moves his feet and hip instead of flexing his head to the side, you can stand him next to a fence or wall, so that he doesn’t have room to move his hip away. Start slowly, only asking for a little flexion at first. As he gets the idea, you can ask for more flexion, until eventually, he will bring his head all the way to his side.  


To prepare the horse for bridling, work with the lead rope, putting it over his head and back, as if you were putting the bridle reins over his head. You can also use the rope to expose your horse to neck-reining. Place the rope over his head and about midway down his neck. Put pressure on the rope until he moves away from the pressure and takes a step sideways towards you. Once he gives to the pressure and steps toward you, make sure you release the rope, and reward your horse. Learning to yield to the pressure of the rope at this stage will condition the horse to respond easily to neck-reining later on. 

One more task to work through after putting the rope over the horse’s head, is to take the rope all the way around the horse, (around his hindquarters), asking the horse to give to the rope and turn away from you, instead of toward you. This is sometimes confusing to the horse, because in the lateral flexion exercises, the horse is always flexing toward you instead of away from you. The horse will eventually figure it out, and in the meanwhile, he will learn to tolerate the feel of the rope around his hindquarters also. This exercise is perfect to prepare your horse to ground drive or long line, which is excellent preliminary  work prior to backing the horse.


You can also work with the rope around your horse’s barrel to prepare him for the surcingle or saddle. At first, just drape the rope around your horse’s barrel, and snug it up for a moment.  Don’t make it too tight yet, and release it right away so the horse doesn’t panic. Continue with this, little by little, until you can tighten the rope as much as you would a cinch. This conditioning will make it easy for the horse to accept the saddle later on. 


Once the horse is relaxed with the rope around his barrel, you can put pressure on one side of the horse with the rope, until he yields his body and moves away from the pressure of the rope, stepping toward you. Make sure you do this on both sides of the horse. This exercise prepares the horse for eventual leg yields.


Working through the above tasks, step-by-step, will prepare your horse for bridling, saddling and riding in the future. These exercises are simple and are can be spread out over a period of time, while your horse grows physically and mentally. In most cases, at this stage of training, you should be able to condition your horse without assistance from a trainer. The more time you take preparing your horse, before starting him under saddle and backing him, the less he will be traumatized when you do, and the smoother things will go. So, get smart, stay safe, and start the young horse as soon as you can, with this low-stress program that will work for your horse, regardless of how young he or she is!
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