TRAINED WHEN I BOUGHT HIM, BUT LOOSING HIS MANNERS……

Question: “Six months ago, I bought a wonderful 10 yr. old horse that seemed fully trained. He was mannerly, and cooperative when he was shown to me, and I had no trouble handling him and riding him when I tried him out. When I brought him home he was ok at first, but then little by little, he started changing.  Now, six months later, he seems to be a different horse. I can’t catch him any more, and when I do, he acts nervous and whinnies for his herd mates all the time. He won’t stand still anymore when I try to tack him, and he tosses his head around so much whinnying that I can barely get a bridle on him. I can’t even mount him anymore without someone holding him, and even then, it takes a while. I know he likes me, he gives me head hugs all the time and touches me with his lips a lot like he’s giving me little kisses. What went wrong? Was his training incorrect, or do you think he was drugged when I tried him out before I bought him? I don’t know what to do and he’s making me scared. Should I sell him and try to get another horse?”

Answer: Don’t feel alone, this is a common scenario that happens all the time to new horse owners. Many people just getting into horses don’t understand enough about the his instinctual behavior and needs. The deterioration of a horse’s manners stem from the lack of  leadership, which is so necessary for him. A horse that is well trained for one person can easily become “untrained” for another in many cases. Unless you take on the responsibility of providing leadership as needed, getting a different horse would probably end up with the same result sooner or later.

Horses are herd animals that instinctually need leadership. There is a herd leader in every herd for them to follow and trust. When you take your horse from his herd, in essence, you need to become your horse’s herd. If you do not offer your horse leadership that he can understand, respect, and trust, then he will begin taking over, little by little. If you do not recognize the little tests of authority and small acts of disrespect and correct them right away, they will eventually turn into bigger issues like you have described above. 

The horse’s nervousness and whinnying for his friends-shows h is insecure when with you, so he would rather be with his herd, where he gets comfort. This accounts for the difficulty catching him, as well as his restlessness which manifests as not standing for tacking and mounting. His head hugs and kisses are actually tests of dominance to see how he ranks with you, and by allowing him into your space, you have given him the higher rank, putting him in charge. He doesn’t seem to be comfortable being his own leader, so he worries about getting back to his herd. (Don’t worry, you can hug and kiss your horse if you want to, but it should be you going into his space-putting you at a higher rank, and not allowing him to come into your space.)

To remedy this situation, it would be best for you to work with a trainer, or someone with more experience, who can teach you proper equine leadership skills. You will need to establish rules of acceptable and unacceptable behavior for your horse and learn to enforce them. Your handling will have to be consistent, enforcing the rules each and every time you handle your horse, even if it is just for a few minutes. Even the simple task of leading him from his stall to a paddock can be done correctly enforcing your leadership, or incorrectly, showing a lack of leadership and allowing the horse to take over. Here are some examples of little things that may happen when a horse starts to challenge your leadership: 

He won’t allow himself to be caught.

Turning to kick at you as you approach him

Moving his head away from the halter as you try to halter him

Refusing to lead forward for you, dragging back

Pulling ahead of you while being led.

Trying to stop and graze as you lead him over grass

Knocking into you if he sees something that scares him

Brushing you with his body as you take him through a gate or doorway.

Keeping his head in an elevated position so as to stay “on guard”

Not picking his feet up for you if he knows how

Whinnying to his friends

Not standing for tacking, or mounting.

Putting his head into your personal space

Touching you with his lips or head

Nipping at you

Breaking away from you as you lead or lunge him

Turning the hindquarters to you when you go into the stall.

There are more things that can be added to this list, but these are some of the most common problems that start coming up when horses test their handlers. Often, these misbehaviors start in small ways, and are barely noticeable. But, if not corrected immediately when started, they will eventually get worse until the horse is out of control, and may even become dangerous. 

So, how can you turn things around? By starting to learn how to take the leadership role with your horse. Keep in mind, that a good leader knows how to effectively communicate. If you aren’t aware of how horses use body language to communicate, and how to use your body language to communicate with your horse and reinforce your cues, then this is the time to learn. Otherwise, you will be confusing your horse instead of helping him learn to trust you. Here are some tasks for you to work on:


Keep the horse out of your space: Work with the horse anywhere you want, and learn  

to use your body language in a way that influences the horse to move away 

from you. If your horse is particularly aggressive, you may need a rope or whip to help you at first. Eventually when the horse respects you more, you may be able to do without extra equipment. Driving the horse away from your space establishes your rank over him.

Lowering the Horse’s head on cue: tells the horse to relax while you stand guard.

        
Cue the horse to lower his head any time he throws it up, during any task. At 

first reward the horse for lowering his head even a small amount, even if he 

pops it back up right away. Eventually you can demand that the horse lowers

his head lower, and keeps it lowered longer.

Leading exercises: done from both sides of the horse, that puts him in the correct 

        
position, with his head lined up with, but not if front of, your shoulder. Make sure 

that you, and not the horse, are the one that dictates what speed you move at 

while leading. Practice leading at a slow walk, a fast walk, and a slow trot.

Backing the Horse: When backing the horse, you are making him yield to your 

                  
personal space, enforcing your rank. Don’t allow the horse to step forward



toward you until cued. Practice backing your horse up straight, and then in a 

circle to the  left and right.

Stepping your Horse One Step at a time: one step forward, standing & waiting, then 

one step back, standing and waiting. Also, stepping the front end of the horse over one step to one side, then the other. This teaches the horse to wait and stand for you. (You can do this on the way to the mounting block if your horse

won’t stand for mounting). 

Square your horse’s feet up. Teach your horse to go into “Park” and square your 

horse’s feet up every time you stop and ask him to stand. This task takes quite 

a bit of work learning how to cue each foot separately, but does wonders in helping the handler and horse get the feel of each other. Squaring the horses feet up when stopping and standing gives the horse the idea of standing and waiting, as opposed to stopping the horse and letting him stand with his feet like he’s in the middle of a step-which gives the horse the idea that he should be ready to move again. You can also go the mounting position and rock your horse from side to side. If he is not standing balanced on all four feet, this will cause him to spread his feet out to rebalance himself, and is another great way for the horse to learn to stand for mounting.


Standing: Cue the horse to stop and stand, and move back away from him a bit. 

Watch him so that he doesn’t move a foot. If he does, send a little energy 

through the lead rope to remind him to stay. Remember, if he lifts his head,

ask him to lower it. If he moves a foot, cue him to put it back. Start with short

stands, reward the horse as soon as you can, and gradually lengthen the amount of time he stands. 

Focusing exercises: Back the horse and cue him to stand still for a bit. Keep him 

facing forward and focused on you. Every time he looks away, use your lead to 

gently bring his face forward again. This task also tells your horse not to worry 

about what else is happening, and that you will worry for him. Lower his head if

needed.

Disengaging the Hindquarters: Ask the horse to step his hindquarters over by

crossing his inside hind leg in front of the outside hind leg. This maneuver momentarily disables the horse from bucking, rearing or bolting while his leg is crossed. By asking for this maneuver you are asking your horse to trust you for the moment that he is vulnerable. Without trust, the horse may refuse to do it.

Combine Leading, Backing & Squaring up:  together into one exercise. Go back and 

forth from one task to the other. Also, take time to stop & lower your horse’s head when he raises it, or to refocus him when his attention wanders.

Submission Training at Liberty in a Round Pen: A specific round pen method that 

relies on your correct body language and positioning that uses pressure to get 

control of a dominant horse –not just running him around until he gets tired and 

gives in. Keep in mind, that round penning can have the opposite result


giving the horse more rank, instead of less, if done incorrectly.

Again, I stress working with someone skillful who can help you learn to do these exercises correctly. Once you get the hang of it, you can practice them anytime you find your horse getting distracted, worried, or forgetting his manners. But, don’t overdo it and get into a big fight with your horse, or expect for your relationship to change overnight. Just chip away at his dominance little by little, one task at a time, until your horse starts thinking in a more submissive way towards you. Good luck in your search for harmony with your horse!

If you have any questions regarding this article or other training issues, please contact Juli at

815-568-0017  
 jsrequine@gmail.com    

www.goldengaitstable.com
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