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Don’t Hold Your Horses

O

ne of my goals with
Espejo, and any horse
I ride, is that we go
together. None of us like it when our
horse takes us. With forward horses like
Arabians tend to be, the temptation is
to hold the horse, force him to stay at
a relatively slower speed, rather than
getting creative and effectively teaching
the horse to “go with the rider.” There
is a widespread belief that if we hold
our horses for long enough, at some
point the horse will figure it out and
stay with the rider. It doesn’t work.
Instead, the rider is teaching the horse
to be held.
How do we make the dialogue
specific enough for the horse to
understand and respond accordingly? It
is of upmost importance that the rider
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recognize the moment when the horse
has the thought “I think we ought to
hurry.” Tom Dorrance spoke of “what
happened before what you didn’t want
to have happen happened.” Ray Hunt
spoke of “prepare to position” — how
the horse physically set himself up
to start to rush. That is the moment
when he first had the thought. If, at
that moment, the rider can recognize
the feel/thought and make a suggestion
to the horse not to make that physical
change, then the message the horse
gets is, “don’t have that thought, it
won’t be helpful in this situation.” The
dialogue becomes very real and specific
for the horse, something that can be
built on for the future.
What happens at that moment
of change — when the horse has the

See it Now!

A video outlining the techniques described
in this article — as well as the entire series of
Leslie’s Espejo Project videos — can be found
at www.arabianhorseworld.com.
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first thought of rushing? It is when the
birdie flies away and takes his attention
with it (See “Where’s Your Birdie”
AHW February 2012). As the birdie
leaves, the horse starts to lean forward
and drop the root of his neck — this is
the “prepare to position” when he starts
to push. It is a mistake to correlate
the dropping of the root of the neck
to a specific head position. The horse
can both drop his head and dump the
root of his neck. A high-headed horse
can also be pushing with the root of
his neck. Dropping the root of the
neck is always connected to the horse’s
taking over mentally. Whether through
fear or dominance, your horse is now
taking you.
What is the problem with holding?
Mainly, the rider is forcing a separation
between the horse’s body and its birdie
(the greater the distance between the
horse and its birdie, the higher the
anxiety behavior). We need to figure
out a way to get the horse to call its
birdie back.
The problem with holding the
horse is that the rider is “trapping”

the horse’s body, not riding the horse’s feet. In order to get
specific with our horse we need to “talk to the horse’s feet”
as they are leaving the ground. Because holding is both reins
engaged continually, the horse interprets that as containment,
which has nothing to do with what should be a dance with the
horse’s feet. Containment is something the horse will work to
escape from.
The birdie theory tells us why holding turns into a
negative feedback loop. Holding causes the horse to be more
anxious, which leads to more holding from the rider, more
anxiety, more severe equipment, and more time spent on
the end of a longe line. This scenario results in many other
undesirable responses: the horse going behind the bit, gapping
mouth (even with a cavesson), champing at the bit, and a more
confused and frequently scared horse and rider duo.
Holding is also tied to lameness and lesser performance.
The explanation for these issues is a return to the analogy
of the rectangle (See “Thinking Inside the Box” AHW June
2012). Ideally the horse recognizes the presentation of the
rectangle, and respects and responds to the parameters
presented by putting himself in the middle of the rectangle.
The rider’s end of the bargain is to allow “space” (a bubble, if
you will) between the horse and the rectangle by not holding
with either the hands or legs. In order to be successfully in
the middle of the rectangle the horse has aligned himself to be
functionally straight. This is the only way to get a truly straight
horse — it must be his idea. A rider that is “holding” the horse
in the rectangle is cramming the horse into a space that is too
small. It is inevitable that the horse’s spine will be crooked to
some degree within that tight space. It also leads to anxiety,
with mental stress leading to physical stress. When the rider
can make it the horse’s idea to go together without being held,
then the performance is the horse’s idea and the athleticism
that attracted us to our horse in the first place shines through.

(1)

(2)

This series of photos show my work with Espejo in two
sessions separated by several days. Spring is in the air
and his interest in the girls is drawing his birdie off and
causing him to try to take me, rather than the two of us
going together. This is the focus of the work, to make it
his idea to go with me.
(1) Espejo is sending his birdie out, dropping the
root of his neck and rushing forward.
(2) With my hand above Espejo’s spine, and the
pressure slightly upward (to ask him to lift the root of
his neck), I am asking him to yield to the bit, ask me
what I want him to do with his inside hind, and most
important, to bring his birdie back. He is yielding
to the bit, but that is all. Rather than truly yield his
inside hind, he is falling onto his outside shoulder
(as evidenced by the fact that he is overbending).
He cannot be lifting the root of his neck when he is
dropping his shoulder.
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If holding is not the answer, what
is? We need a means of telling our
horse to come back to the center of the
rectangle by calling his birdie back, by
shifting his weight to his hindquarters,
and slowing the tempo of his hind
feet. Since the horse walks and trots
one hind foot at a time, this entire
discussion must occur one rein at a
time. When we ride our horse’s feet,
the horse loves it. In teaching the horse
the desired response it’s important to
realize that there will be unwanted
collateral responses that, if ignored
(or simply blamed on the horse as
resistance), lead to riders holding. This
is where Tom Dorrance would say, “it’s
so simple it’s complicated.” In other
words, hang in there — this is going to
take real effort in order for the rider to
become proficient.
As the birdie starts to fly off and the
horse starts to rush out the front of the
rectangle, the rider should pick up one
rein (slight upward pressure with the
rider’s hand over the horse’s spine) and
use his inside leg. This should bring the
birdie back, slow the hind foot, shift the
horse’s weight back onto his haunches,
and move him back into the center of
the rectangle. At first, the horse will fall
to the outside of the rectangle onto his
outside shoulder rather than yielding
his inside hind. When this happens,
the rider shifts his hand to a more open
position (away from the horse’s neck),
and applies pressure with the outside
leg, to encourage the horse to step into
the center of what has now become a
turn. The step directly to the inside
with its inside fore (no forward to this
step) lifts the outside shoulder. Since
this has now become a turn away from
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(3)

(4)

(5)

(3 & 4) I want Espejo to learn to yield his hind without dropping his
shoulder when I put pressure on one rein. Since he dropped his shoulder, without
releasing pressure on the rein, I have opened my inside hand asking Espejo to
“follow my hand” and step to the inside.
(3) shows that he continues to drop his left shoulder. (4) shows Espejo
picking up his left shoulder as he follows my “open hand” and steps straight to his
right with his right fore.
(2-4) show how the rider can “talk” to all four feet with one rein. When it is
successful, this means that the rider will not have to hold his horse with both reins.
(5) The end result for this day’s ride: Espejo walking on a long rein, he and his
birdie in the middle of the rectangle with me. I am making it Espejo’s idea to carry
himself in the center of the rectangle rather than trying to force him to. When the
horse is forced, all he understands is that he is being trapped. He never takes the
mental step to realize that the rider is asking him to pick himself up and balance

(6)

(7)

(8)

(9)

himself in a functionally straight fashion. He can put himself together much more
effectively than we can ever hope to make that happen. He is happy, I’m happy, and I
am making my idea his idea.
(6 &7) These photos were taken several days later. Espejo is still asking me
how sure am I that he should stay with me, but his responses show improvement over
the prior sessions. In Photo (6), I am asking for his left hind, which he is stepping
up under his body. Photo (7) shows the next instant when I open the rein and he
steps to the inside following my hand. I picked him up in the first place because he
was starting to take me, but he is not falling out as dramatically as in (2-4). I am
using a supporting rein in a way that suggests the outside of the rectangle, along with
my outside leg.
(8 & 9) show what this work leads to. Once again Espejo is completely in
the center of the rectangle with me. Now when I pick him up with the rein, I get the
birdie, the yield, and him asking me what to do with his corresponding hind foot, all
without falling out of the rectangle. In (8) he is working at the collected walk on a
rein with float. He is lifting the root of his neck, which picks him up off the bit. It feels
as though he is floating above the bit. This, to me, is true on the bit — something the
horse does to the bit, not something the bit does to the horse. (9) is all of the
same at the trot. Maintaining this spot is like riding a razor’s edge, and it is very easy to
knock the horse off it, so it requires serious riding and focus from the rider.

the direction in which
the birdie was headed,
the rider is calling the
birdie back at the same
time. When the horse
yields and brings its birdie
back (this will happen
simultaneously), the
rider releases pressure,
rewarding the horse. If the rider
switches from one “inside”
rein to the other each time,
the horse will be learning the
desired response one rein/one
foot at a time, to yield and get
back onto his hindquarters (the
horse has to shift back to step
directly out to the side) without
falling to the outside and to
bring his birdie back. The
horse will teach the thoughtful
rider the most important lessons of
feel, timing, and balance. With good
timing from the rider, the horse will
start doing first what he had been doing
last — and getting rewarded for it.
Soon, as the rider picks up a rein, the
horse will call his birdie back, yield, and
ask the rider what he should do with
his corresponding hind foot. As this
dialogue becomes more sophisticated, it
is difficult for an observer to see that a
conversation is occurring, leading to the
perception of horse and rider as one.
It is working with the “inside” of
the horse that leads to real dialogue and
a truly quiet and happy horse that is
going “with” his rider.
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