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In vast high-desert pastures, in the shadow of Hermit’s Peak just outside

Las Vegas, New Mexico, Leslie Hammel-Turk and her husband Brad Turk breed
Arabians, and Leslie operates her training business.
Last October we visited their Rampart Ranch, walking the pastures and

greeting their herd of predominantly Russian Arabians. We enjoyed hearing
Leslie discuss the evolution of her training philosophy, and how she applies her
knowledge of the way horses think to her training techniques. On the following
pages, Leslie shares some of the revelations she’s had in her quest to bring out
the best in her horses … and herself. – Denise Hearst

b y

L e s l i e

178 b ARABIAN HORSE WORLD b juLy 2008

H a m m e l - T u r k

S0

Finding Zero

In vast high-desert pastures, in the shadow of Hermit’s Peak just outside

Las Vegas, New Mexico, Leslie Hammel-Turk and her husband Brad Turk breed
Arabians, and Leslie operates her training business.
Last October we visited their Rampart Ranch, walking the pastures and

greeting their herd of predominantly Russian Arabians. We enjoyed hearing
Leslie discuss the evolution of her training philosophy, and how she applies her
knowledge of the way horses think to her training techniques. On the following
pages, Leslie shares some of the revelations she’s had in her quest to bring out
the best in her horses … and herself. – Denise Hearst

b y

L e s l i e

178 b ARABIAN HORSE WORLD b juLy 2008

H a m m e l - T u r k

photo by arnd bronkhorst

H

orses want to get along. For example, they crowd the gate
when just one will be selected to work. They all want to be
the one to go. In the arena, the stallion, wanting to please,
performs spontaneous passage for the intermediate student
only learning to ride the horse on the bit at the trot. Or
consider the green horse who eagerly continues down the trail
even though it has turned into a roiling creek because of spring
runoff. He doesn’t want to turn back toward home because he is
enjoying the exploration.
All these wonderful but subtle examples can so easily be
misinterpreted. For instance, the horses are not crowding the
gate in anticiptation of treats — they never get treats — they
know that they will be going to work. As riders, we focus
too much on the physical aspect of “training maneuvers.”
Focusing instead on a deep understanding of the horse’s mental
perspective and fathoming its true spirit brings a simplicity to
the relationship between rider and horse that makes an even
higher level of performance possible.
I have sought to be connected to horses. The notion that
horses have to be forced because they “don’t want to” has always

been a huge dilemma for me. Searching for an alternative started
my journey to find like-minded teachers.
Along that path, I heard Tom Dorrance introduced in the
following way: “If everything that can ever be done with a horse
is from zero to ten, Tom Dorrance is the master of zero to one.”
The concept of zero to one became a marble that rattles around
in my head. First, I began to realize that riders tend to jump
past where a horse needs to be — zero to one — up to two, or
an even higher level. What follows is a frustrated rider because
the horse is struggling with a concept that is too advanced.
Another sticky point is the confusion over what, in fact, we are
teaching our horses. Take, for example, teaching a horse flying
lead changes. Watch young foals cavort and it becomes clear that
they know how to do flying lead changes better than we could
ever teach them. What we should be focused on is teaching our
horses to respect us and trust that we have their best interest in
mind, as we are developing a means of communication. This is
the single most important aspect in gaining a horse’s acceptance
of being tacked up and ridden. The flying lead change is only
waiting for the degree of communication and trust required
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A Practical Lesson in Applied Leadership. This series of photos shows
the presentation of an unfamiliar and generally scary item (a plastic
tarp) to the two-year-old colt Man O’Mars (Arsenal CAHR x *Minuet).
The progression takes the colt from being highly suspicious, but curious
about the tarp, to crossing it loose from the directives of the handler/
leader: 1) Looking to me for direction; 2) Suspicious, but curious; 3)
Worried, but willing to give it a try; 4) Comfortable, understanding,
accepting, and curious; 5) Secure in the company of the leader at the
end of a challenging lesson. The specifics of taking Mars from being
concerned about the strange article in his environment, to willingly
crossing the object of his concern utilizes what is inherent in all horses,
their desire to get along in their group. This brief session strengthened
the bond between Mars and me by showing him I did know what I was
talking about as a competent leader: it is perfectly safe to cross the tarp.
Superficially this session is about trailer loading, or crossing any object
such as a creek; the deeper lesson concerns the relationship between
horse and handler. Photos by David Beddow.

to request it. Zero to one is everything; one to 10 is a
continual refinement of the foundation that was built in
zero to one.
So, what is zero? Zero is within us, not the horse. The
starting point has to be our bedrock attitude toward horses,
other animals, and people.

It is very difficult for some people to accept
that the real work is going to be on themselves
and their attitude, rather than on the horse.
The student must accept that the basic need of
horses is to get along within their group. That
need is so strong that it can be transferred to
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other animals, including humans. It is horses’ only way of being.
Because their very survival depends on the group, they must
find a way to get along within it. The implications for horse and
rider are limitless — once riders have accepted this concept, the
level of skills, harmony, and refinement have no bounds.

The N e e d f o r a L e a d e r

N

ature tends to favor those who meet their basic needs with
the least effort. And like all beings, horses want to be at the
lowest possible anxiety state in a particular situation. Once
the group dynamic is established — the pecking order —
then the other roles within the group, such as breeding
behavior, occur to the side of the pecking order. The challenging
and testing that occur while the pecking order is being
established provide subordinates with the comfort of a confident
leader who makes decisions that promote the survival of the
individual and the group. Horses are much better at picking
good leaders than people are: It is based purely on merit.
Our goal as riders and trainers or horse owners should be
to insert ourselves into this confident leadership role. We can
achieve our aim by seeing a horse through a tough spot in a
good way. For example, if a handler can show a horse that is
uneasy about being loaded in a trailer that it is safe doing the
handler’s bidding, then the horse will load itself in a relaxed
manner, and it will gain more confidence in the handler.

Accepting that the nature of the horse is to get along with
others in his group, and that the behaviors we find undesirable
(bucking, bolting, rearing, etc.) are actually well-founded
self-preservation responses, allows us to change completely our
approach to our work with our horses. Instead of using force,
we can learn how to understand what the horse needs from
us and how to communicate what we need from it. Anyone
who has hauled a mare and her young foal has likely observed
that loading can be the horse’s idea. As long as the mare is
comfortable with being loaded and hauled, usually the foal will
jump right in after her. That was the foal’s idea: going with
mom wherever she goes is the best and safest plan. When the
foal decides to jump in the trailer, he is looking straight into
it and he is straight physically as he enters. When we ask our
horse to load this should be our model. As the horse questions
our judgment it will get crooked and look anywhere but inside
the trailer, seeking another horse or person with the best plan.
A successful approach is for the handler to apply pressure so the
horse perceives that it ran into the pressure itself. The horse may
try harder before being convinced, and this tells us how much
pressure to apply, but we always ask with the quietest possible
cue. The pressure is just that, pressure, not force or punishment.
When the horse decides to try loading, it will be his idea because
everything else he has tried has turned into more work, but
nothing scary or nasty. He has tested our leadership abilities and
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we have shown that we are very sure and we know what we are
doing. The horse will take the memory of this successful lesson
to future tough situations and begin to trust in our judgment
more and more, questioning less and less. This makes all the
difference in our becoming the genuine leader. The mental
turmoil resulting from the horse’s being forced is frequently the
very thing that brings on the self-preservation behavior that we
don’t want.

2

Bad Behavior or a
Misunderstanding?

W

3

4
Foal loading. 1) The mare Evora Cita (*Emanor x *Vienna MBF) and her 2008 colt
by Prospecktor (Arsenal CAHR x *Provodka) have volunteered to be our subjects
for a trailer loading demonstration. Note the safe environment for a loose foal. 2)
With the mare loaded in the trailer, she is drawing the colt’s attention into the trailer,
the job that we need him to do. 3) With his attention still on the trailer, the colt is
working out how he is going to solve this problem. 4) Mission accomplished. The colt
has worked out, on his own, how to successfully solve the problem of joining mama in
the metallic cave. He is looking in the trailer and his body is perfectly straight as he
enters. When humans can assume the role of the mare, being the trusted leader, they
can get a very similar result loading a horse for the first time. Photos by Brad Turk

hy then does the horse-human relationship tend to have
such constant strife compared to the horse’s interaction
with other horses? Why do we hear “He’s not going to
want to do this” so often? Most of the “bad” behavior I see
in horses results from a misunderstanding of the horse’s
natural responses and herd interactions. That happens in one
of two ways: First, the horse is anxious or even fearful because
we are being too strong or forceful — acting like the successful
predators that we are. The forceful posturing from our side
stems from our desire not to lose a single battle — an attitude
that makes the relationship a contest in which there is a winner
(us) and a loser (the horse). The only interpretation the horse
can make of this contest is that it is predatory, so the end result
is actually a lose/lose situation. Getting bucked off (bucking is a
powerful predator evasion behavior), is an extreme example. It
is a big mistake to think that the horse feels he has “won” when
he bucks off a rider. From his perspective this is a life or death
situation. He doesn’t want to be lunch.
In the second case, the horse perceives submissive humans
as subordinates, not leaders. No battles here. Some people are
intentionally too soft, thinking that by being that way they
will be better liked by their horse. For the rest it is merely
their nature to be soft. Either way, the horse sees that level
of softness as subordination and not as confident leadership.
Horses absolutely test their leaders to find those most confident.
In the process, they find their leaders’ boundaries. The spoiled
horse, often the most dangerous, results from this type of
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Follow the Leader. The stallion Prospecktor (Arsenal CAHR x *Provodka)
is doing what horses do when they are giving their attention to an
effective handler. His attention is on the leader, something that cannot
be forced, and because of this his whole manner is that of relaxation
and ease. He is tuned in and his ears are relaxed. This is the same
response as that of the foal following a quiet dam into the trailer.
Prospecktor is completely comfortable with the rapt attention of my
overhelpful assistant, Iris, because his focus is where it should be. Photo
by Brad Turk.

human interaction. To add to their confusion, horses frequently experience
a combination of predatory and submissive behavior from the same person.
The confusing leader punishes basic horse behavior (is predatory), then
ignores behavior that indicates the horse is taking over in a subtle way (acts
submissive). An example of a person who is oblivious to the dialogue, is
when the handler unwittingly yields space to a horse. Let’s say that while
the handler is leading an excited horse, the horse pushes into his space. The
horse is looking away, something other than the person has its attention,
and in so doing is pushing into the handler with its shoulder. The handler
then backs off to avoid being trampled, thus inviting more dominant
behavior from the horse. Frequently the horse is allowed to circle the
handler until things escalate to a point where the handler starts jerking on
the lead line. If this is a common discussion, then the handler might opt
for a more “persuasive” tool — such as a chain. The real lesson here is that
the handler let the horse push into his space and look away. The message is
submission — only submissive horses yield space to more dominant horses
and they give them their full attention. When the handler then punishes
the horse and attempts to force it, he has switched into a more predatory
mode. The horse has missed none of this discussion, but the handler has
missed most of it. Life within clear boundaries with a confident leader tough
enough to take charge when a job needs to be done, but also confident
enough to see how little it takes, is a comfortable place for a horse. The
desired place for the handler/rider to operate from is a narrow line between
doing too much and doing too little. This ‘sweet spot’ between force and
passivity establishes the rider as a good, predictable, and trusted leader.
As riders we must come to understand that we are not training physical
maneuvers; we are mentally preparing the horse for what we’ll ask of him
next. We need to read the signs that tell us the horse understands and
accepts our request. The signals can be as simple as “soft, tuned-in ears.”
When this mental and physical communication is in place, we prepare the
horse for what we’d like him to do. And when the horse is 100 percent
prepared, the maneuver has already occurred.
Working from the horse’s perspective yields glorious results, the sort
of unity that most horse people dream about but rarely attain. There is a
subtle but profound difference between having the rider set up the pressure
in a way that lets the horse find the right response, versus using the same
pressure in a more adamant way to “make him do it now.” The difference is
a person who understands the importance and the dialogue of zero to one.

All a person has to do is go to a tack store to see
the myriad of equipment sold with the purpose
of forcing the horse into keeping its head down.
If instead the astute rider lets the horse run into
the pressure of the bit every time its head goes up,
in a slow elastic fashion, and then waits to have
the horse seek the place where pressure comes
off, the desired response becomes the horse’s idea.
With good timing and feel the rider will start
making his idea the horse’s idea. The fact that we
get what we do from horses is a testament to the
good nature of the horse. Quality dude horses and
school horses for beginners are extremely good at
“filling in” — interpreting crude cues from their
riders. Horses that cannot “fill in” require a rider
with a deep understanding that all the “difficult”
behavior is self-preservation. These horses react in
some fashion to every cue given. Horses that do
not fill in as well teach us to be better riders if we
give them that opportunity.

Good Horses versus Bad

M

ost of us have known a number of horses
with enormous potential and so-called bad
attitudes. “Bad” horses will buck, bolt,
spook … Although we may think of these
as misbehaving, it is all self-preservation.
When an astute rider — someone looking for the
good in a horse — comes knocking on the horse’s
door to go for a ride, the horse’s behavior offers
another opportunity for dialogue refinement. For
instance, when a horse spooks, it is giving the rider
an opportunity to work on many highly desirable
responses. One way of responding might be to
turn the horse into the spook as it is dropping its
shoulder away from it. The horse, not wanting
to move in too closely to the object it is unsure
of, will come around quite quickly in a rollback
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maneuver (be prepared). The dialogue is that the horse pushed
into the rider’s leg and that turned into a little work, and gave
us the opportunity to teach a quick, snappy rollback, rather
than punishing the horse for what in the horse’s mind was a
legitimate concern. This is not a spook cure-all — be creative
— you’ll eventually collect a “toolbox” full of techniques and
approaches appropriate for the specific situations that come
up. Over time the horse begins to ask if it needs to react to an
unusual stimulus, rather than jumping the gun and having to do
unnecessary work.
We show that we understand the horse’s needs and can
communicate in an understandable fashion, by responding
appropriately to signs the horse is comfortable, such as licking
and chewing, or the ear softly flicking back on the rider.
Conversely, we can read the signs of a troubled horse: tight,
stilted movement, ears tightly focused elsewhere, with the horse
becoming reactive. When firmness is required on our part,
it is presented so the horse is running into his own pressure.
For example, if the horse is getting crooked, he will run into
the rider’s leg on the side where he is pushing through, then
be rewarded for the smallest effort to yield with a cessation of

Follow the Leader under Saddle.
Prospecktor showing the same level
of ease under saddle. Note that he is
willingly “on the bit” with “float” in the
reins. He is accepting the parameters that the rider has
set up with the reins without firm contact. His mouth is
closed softly carrying the bit without being forced closed, his
ears are “soft and tuned in.” An interesting note is that there is a
pasture full of young mares just in front of Prospecktor, many of
them in heat, and he knows this. Photo by Brad Turk.

pressure. The amount of pressure is dictated by how much effort
the horse is using. This is behavior that he understands. The
end result is horses will do anything within their abilities for us,
looking to us for all the answers.

The F ruits of F inding Zero
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or both the horse and rider, frustration is a sign that we don’t
know how to solve a problem. The solution to the problem is
to figure out where the communication has broken down.
The handler who truly believes that the horse, every
horse, wants to get along, has found zero. This way of
thinking opens the door to the subtle gifts of a happy working
relationship. From belief in the horse’s natural desire to please
one can move to practice, and acquire the skills that invite the
horse to give more than he is being asked for: He gives brilliance
when all that was asked for was partnership.
If we are ever to make it to ten with our horses, we must
first find zero, the starting point within ourselves. This is
the foundation that creates the sweet spot from which all
further work can spring. Once a rider experiences this type of
relationship with a horse, there is no turning back.

S

