LEARNING FROM YOUNG HORSES
By Julie Williams April 09

After going to the NE Horse Expo in March it occurred to me once again that the key to good
horsemanship or learning anything new is balance. | don’t mean the kind of balance where one
stays upright without falling down, rather | refer to a mental and emotional steadiness which
brings harmony.

A horseman who stays balanced has a stability produced by equality between two sides. When
we learn not to lean too far to either side of the road and go at a reasonable speed we will have
fewer crashes along the way. An aesthetically pleasing integration of common sense elements
will keep you traveling in an upward spiral of success. When a balanced approach is taken your
journey will be safer and you’ll have a lot more fun.

Whenever many horse people gather together you will find a variety of different experiences,
perspectives, styles, techniques, and purposes being professed and applied. Even though we
may all be involved in the same endeavor (HORSEMANSHIP) diversity does abound. But if one
looks close enough you can find some common threads of similarity underneath the differences.
It takes a discerning eye to recognize both the differences and at the same time the similarities. If
you can learn to do this you will be able to stay balanced and your horse will thank you for it.

Part of the balance needed to succeed with horses is having a means of judging and deciding
what is right for you and your horse. Every horseman will at some time have to cope with several
often conflicting ideas, factors, or situations at the same time. To horse owners this can often be
confusing and frustrating. Thus to learn what it takes to become really good with horses and
develop a system that works for you and your horse it requires a balance of openness,
skepticism and common sense!

Everyone of us hopes to find that holy grail of horse training which will solve every problem we
have with our horses. We hope to find a perfect working system which fits every horse and every
owner. The problem with every system is horses are masters at pointing out the weakness in
any system. So it takes a balanced person who is able to work within a system yet think outside
the box in order to resolve our weaknesses and allow the system to accomplish our intention.

| believe that if you are with horses it is because consciously or not, you desire to be challenged
and to learn. However you will never learn anything new or gain deeper understanding if you go
in with the attitude that a certain “way or training system” is wrong or not for you. | used to
compete in rodeos and my beginnings with horses could be considered pointing in an opposite
direction from where | am now. | have lived and breathed on opposite sides of two very different
systems, but for me they were both pointing at the same thing... the horse!

As | reflect on the people, horse and systems which have influenced my brand or style of
horsemanship | see they share similarities as well as differences. | choose to focus on the
common threads between those two systems which | have experienced, as the truth usually lies
somewhere in the middle.

The horse doesn’t care what we call ourselves....natural, dressage, barrel racer, roper, cutter,
trail rider, competitor, western, english, professional or amateur, the horse just wants us to
understand him mentally, emotionally and physically. | believe | now have a better
understanding of people and horses because of my diverse experiences and willingness to live
somewhere in balance between openness, skepticism and common sense. Plus | have put
myself under a proven training system and at the same time | allow myself to think outside the
box when needed. | have also given myself permission to experiment and learn from my
mistakes.



We can all learn and benefit for each other because at least in the basic form any performance or
discipline you choose does not need to be different from “natural horsemanship”. No matter what
activity you do with a horse a solid foundation is needed where you can carry freestyle riding into
the finesse it takes to compete at higher levels. We will all be better off, especially the horse, if we
begin to focus on the commonalities between our systems and celebrate our strengths
rather than our weaknesses.

Happy Trails,
Sherry Jarvis

PS: A balanced horseman has the ability to stay poised no matter what situation is thrown
at him.

A Creative Solution for a Hard to Catch Horse
By Sherry Aug09

Have you ever thought; “If | only had a round pen?”

Until very recently, I've not had a round pen at my place for over 6 years and | have gotten along
just fine. I've always kept an open mind about using a round pen. | do have some reservations
about a few of the techniques used in a round pen because a little too much unnecessary
pressure can be put on a horse when we forget about the release and draw. If we are not careful
a round pen can bring out the predatory tendencies in a person which will not benefit the horse.

I've read a lot of horse training books on harmony and feel with horses. I've watched my fair
share of videotapes on gentle horse breaking. | studied educational psychology in college and
can see how some of it relates to the horse human relationship. I've attended quite a few clinics
of popular clinicians both as an auditor and rider participant. I've learned so much from the
hundreds of horses I've worked with through my students and the many clinics that | teach. After
all of these experiences | can see the benefit of a round pen when it is used properly. But what if
you don’t have one? Many of you don’t have a round pen at home and many real-life situations
are not textbook or clinic examples, so you have to be creative and figure out ways to deal with
what you have. If you don’t have a round pen don’t be discouraged, just take time to think about
horse psychology and the training principles you know then apply it to your situation.

Here is an example of a real life situation that | encountered recently. A client called me to help
her catch a hard to catch mustang. The problem was, he was in a pasture with no round pen
available and there was not even a smaller square pen which we could chase him into. A pasture
several acres in size was the only available place to attempt catching this horse not to mention
that there were three other horses with him. | knew that chasing this horse around until he
stopped was not going to work. Bribing him wouldn’t work either, that had been attempted to no
avail. The little mustang had been winning the “You Can’t Catch Me” game for some time now, so
| knew | needed a game plan before arriving. Of course His favorite tactic was to hide behind the
other horses. In order to solve this dilemma | started thinking about how we could use the
concept of moving a horse in a round pen until he turns toward you without the advantage that
real panels would provide by keeping the horse confined.

Working with what | had available | planned to see if | could catch the other horses first and tie
them on the outside of the pasture, preferably in a corner. | figured that the mustang would run
over to be with his buddies in the corner. | presumed that when | made him move out he would
circle back so as not to get too farm from his friends, creating an invisible round pen. This was my
game plan and it worked with a few alterations. Remember always have a plan but be flexible to
change it when needed.

With my play book in hand I drove to the clients place. When | arrived it was raining, not buckets,



but enough to get us nice and wet. We had on slickers which added another unforeseen and
interesting element which we suspected would cause concern for the horses. | suggested this is a
real life situation where we can't always be in a textbook clinic type environment, so let's make
the best of it by using our creative thinking. | reached into my quiver full of savvy skills and
principles drawing out the ones | thought we could use to set this experience up for success.

As we walked in the pouring rain and very tall and wet grass to find the horses | advised my client
to not even think about catching her horse. | told her not to look at him, to ignore him completely
as if he wasn’t even on the planet with us, and above all breathe. Don’t hold you're your breath
because it will create brace in your body which will cause an unfriendly appearance. Wouldn't you
know the herd was in the farthest corner from where we began our journey?

When we approached the herd they snorted at our rain gear just as we thought they might. |
reminded my client not to put any pressure on them, that all we need to do is blend in and
become a part of the herd. It worked. The young Arab couldn't stand it, she was so curious she
had to check us out. As | stood still breathing very relaxed she came up to sniff me. Then she
turned farted and ran off bucking. The others followed suit but didn't go far before they circled
back around us. We began to blend with the herd again. The other two mares came up to greet
us, but the mustang never approached us. | suggested some other ways we could look more
inviting.

After petting all three horses, we kept ignoring the horse we really wanted to catch until he finally
got curious enough to come smell me. But he still said “No touching allowed” as | reached my
hand out to his nose. After he quietly left | again acted like | didn't even know he was in the
country. We continued to love on the other horses except the Arab who had decided | was indeed
the boogie man wearing that long black slicker. So | took it off, threw it on the ground and
continued to love on the other two horses. It was so funny when the Arab and the mustang
started stomping my rain coat. The mustang even began eating it. While this was going on we
haltered the two mares. By this time the mustang was entertaining himself with the stick on the
ground, he was chewing on the handle. We laughed when he picked up the string and drug the
whole thing around.

We only had two halters so we left the Arab loose. Remember my plan was to tie the other horses
on the outside of the fence in the corner. But since we didn't have enough halters, the other
horses didn’t belong to this gal and it was barbed wired with a bunch of farm equipment around it,
we decided to not take a chance of any of them getting hurt. Instead | had my client hold the two
horses we had caught about 60 feet away from the corner creating an imaginary round pen.

After putting my slicker back on | began to play with the two loose renegades. It wasn’t long
before the little mustang decided to catch me!!! If you have a hard to catch horse you need to quit
thinking about catching him. Use some reverse psychology. Take the attitude that you want the
horse to catch you. It was amazing how well the imaginary round pen worked. The smart
mustang never left 40 feet from the horses in the middle.

The Arab tried to get in our way a few times, but she was easy to move around when needed. |
never once thought about catching this horse. | stayed between him and the two mares in the
middle of our imaginary round pen. | mirrored his every move. | was very careful about staying in
the neutral zone. | stayed in the proper position so | could still keep him from joining the two
mares without driving him away. | only put pressure on him once when he tried to drive me away
so he could join the two mares in the middle. It took very little energy from me to let him know he
couldn't push me around. | didn’t even need to raise my hand. | just gave him the teacher look
“You’re in trouble now Buddy”. | did not have a stick in my hand. | did not use a rope or the lead
to direct the horse because my purpose was to draw the horse in to me not drive him away. The
halter was draped over my arm in a casual way.

We were surprise that the mustang never even tried to leave the imaginary round pen. It was



magical. Every time he stopped or gave the slightest indication he wanted to be with me, | walked
a little toward the two mares in the middle. | was a little amazed myself how well it worked. It only
took about 20 minutes before the mustang joined up with me. | still had not tried to catch him or
halter him. | sent him out about 3 or 4 more times as a test to see if he was truly caught and
wanted to be with me before | put the halter on without the lead. After that he continued to be with
me on his own accord.

Before leaving | helped my client come up with some alternative techniques and strategies to set
her up for success when she is by herself. After putting together her game plan we went to her
house to dry out and eat some lunch. It was a very successful and fun morning playing with
horses because we used some creative solutions to catch a hard to catch horse even though we
didn’t have a round pen, or a perfect setting to apply the principles. So the next time you are
bemoaning the fact that you don’t have a round pen or a real life situation presents a less than
perfect setting put on your thinking cap and experiment with the principles and savvy you have
worked so hard to learn. You might just be pleasantly surprised at the result!

There is a very happy ending to this story. The next day it only took the owner 10 minutes to
catch this horse using the strategies we set up for her and only 3 minutes the next time. | know
that it will only get better as these two continue to develop their relationship and savvy by using
creative solutions for real life situations.

Hope to see you on the trail this summer or fall,
Sherry Jarvis

PS:""There are three kinds of men. The one that learns by reading. The few who learn by
observation. The rest of them have to pee on the electric fence for themselves."--Will
Rogers



