LUNGING A HORSE THAT BREAKS AWAY

My previous articles reviewed natural lunging techniques, and the various ways to incorporate lunging into your training program. In this article, I will discuss how to prevent a horse from breaking away from you, while you lead or lunge him.

When you start to take your horse out in the open, there is always a possibility that your horse will try to break away from you. This bad habit can be formed by young horses that aren’t handled correctly. If a young horse breaks away, he learns he can. Then when you handle him in the future, he may try breaking away again. If he succeeds a second time, he learns that he can do so repeatedly. Unfortunately, once the horse learns this, he may try breaking away from you every time he disagrees with you, about what he should be doing. Dealing with this situation takes patience, skill and experience.

If you haven’t taught your horse to disengage his hindquarters yet, you will need to do so before you are can address this problem.  Disengaging the hind-quarters actually teaches the horse to give to the pressure of the halter, and to yield his hip. Teach your horse to disengage by standing at left side facing his ribs. Slide your left hand on the lead and cue your horse to bend his head left. Put you right hand on your horses flank to cue him to move his hindquarters away, crossing his back left leg in front of the back right. Make sure you practice disengaging from both sides (reverse instructions), and until your horse does it automatically and without hesitation.

Once your horse is familiar with the disengaging maneuver, you can use it to get control of your horse when he tries breaking away. When you are lunging your horse in the correct driving position, you line up with the horse’s hip, and your rope makes a 45( angle from you to the horse’s head. To disengage your moving horse, will need to change your position; closing the angle of the rope to about 20(. Make sure that as you change your position you stay out of kicking range! (See illustrations)

As the horse runs off, release the extra coils of rope, but make sure you hang on to the end. Then quickly change your position to close the rope’s angle. This new angle usually gives you the leverage you need to disengage and stop your horse.  Plant your feet and brace yourself as you put both hand on the end of the rope, so that when your horse hits the end of the rope, he’ll disengage. The horse’s conditioning to respond to the disengage cue will break his forward movement and give you the ability to stop him.

Some horses, that have pulled away repeatedly, may have learned to drag and pull so hard, that you might not be able to disengage him, and you may have to switch techniques. Work in a fenced area that is not too large, and use a 60’ lariat instead of a rope or lunge line. (You may want to practice working with the lariat before you actually use one.) Put the lariat on the horse by pulling it’s loop through the halter.

 Then go ahead and send your horse out. When he attempts to break away, let him run off, uncoiling the lariat as he takes it. When he gets to the fence on the opposite side, grab the end of the lariat with both hands and lash it up and down. This will send energy through the lariat to the horse’s halter, shaking it on his head.  This action becomes negative re-enforcement, not causing your horse any pain, only discomfort.  

Then, you can recoil you lariat, and send your horse out again. If you offer this negative re-enforcement and discomfort every time your horse tries to pull away-he’ll eventually change his thinking about breaking away. Using this method, you can recondition your horse’s undesirable behavior. He will learn that when he lunges nicely, his session will be brief and he gets rewarded. But, when he breaks away- he gets annoyance, and, he will have to keep working at it until he stops fighting and lunges nicely.

One session like this might not cure the horse completely. You may have to repeat it several times. Also, the horse may respect you and stop breaking away from you, but he may still try breaking away from another handler.  As a result, you should warn other handlers to be on guard at all times, when handling your horse in the future. You may have to work with the handler to help him learn how to get control of your horse. The more consistent you can keep your horse’s handling, the more effective his training will be!

If you have any questions regarding this article, or other training issues, please feel free to contact Juli at jsrequine@gmail.com, or

call 815-568-0017
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