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The First Ride
by Leslie Hammel-Turk
Photos by Brad Turk
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espite having given many horses their first ride
over the years, I am not a rider who claims
bragging rights to possessing extraordinary
abilities for bucking out horses. My focus is on preparing
the youngster for what is coming by presenting situations
he will experience, and scoping out potential problem areas,
and verifying that my horse partner and I are communicating
with each other. The most important aspect, however, is to
have earned the horse’s trust and respect.
The work with Espejo De Aztlan (Prospecktor x Evora
Cita) to this point has included learning situations in which
he has had to deal with increasingly difficult lessons. As I
help him through these spots, and he discovers that when he
listens to me he is safe and OK, his confidence and trust in
me grow deeper. The horse’s trust is the most powerful tool
I possess.
However, no matter how much preparation we do, there
is always the possibility that the first-timer will respond like
a horse is meant to and try to eject anything that dares to
climb on board. On those occasions when the colt does buck
or bolt I want to be sure to be ready with a means of taking
care of not only myself but the colt as well. If my reaction
scares the colt, whether I manage to stay on or not, I am
confirming his view that something bad will happen when I
get on. Of course the more frightened the colt is, the more
likely he is to unload me — if not now maybe in the future.
Nobody can withstand every maneuver that a horse is capable
of making when he is in full self-preservation mode.
It is a certainty that at some point the colt will get scared,
if not by my presence on his back, then by something in
the environment. It is just not realistic to think that if I am
perfect enough, I will never be on a spooking horse that feels
it is time to resort to bolting, bucking, or rearing. I want
something in my toolbox that keeps me safe and at the same

time de-escalates my horse’s anxiety. That tool is the ability
to disengage the horse. For the purposes of this discussion,
this action, when performed well momentarily disengages
the horse’s power, without throwing gasoline on the fire and
increasing his fear.
If the building blocks the horse and rider need for good
communication have been put in place, the first ride is often
anticlimactic. As a good leader my job is to keep my horse
out of trouble. The horse picks up on that and of course
wants to be around me. If I can help my horse to stay out
of trouble mentally, then he won’t need to go into selfpreservation mode and we are both going to be winners.

For demonstrations on mounting a horse
for the first time, see Leslie’s videos
“Picking Me up off the Fence” — Parts 1
& 2 on www.arabianhorseworld.com
Part 1:
“Mounting is the most vulnerable
moment in riding, when we are swinging
our leg over the horse’s back. I will start
this work with Espejo by preparing him
to pick me up off the fence that I am
sitting on.”
Part 2
“In the next session I am again working
Espejo while sitting on the fence. This
time he is saddled and I continue
presenting situations that will come up
when I mount him and start to ride him.”
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Disengaging
(1) If the horse is relaxed, the rider is safe. Espejo is clearly relaxed here, and his ears show that he has his full attention on me. I can do a lot
to help my young inexperienced horse stay relaxed if I don’t throw too many new things at him simultaneously. Since he already understands
to yield to the pressure of the halter in very specific ways, I ride him for the first couple of times in a rope halter. If he should get startled about
the one new thing that I have added, namely me, and I need to grab a hold of the rope to shut things down, I want that grab to be to the nice
soft halter and not to a bit. In this photo I am starting to pick up the “rein” as he is picking up his inside hind foot. As he unweights that foot, it
is “mine” to place where I need it. As I am moving my hand up over his midline (spine), I am simultaneously using my inside leg to encourage
him to place his inside hind in front of his outside hind. This builds on the earlier ground work. If I really need to shut things down, I would do
this part of the maneuver more emphatically to get him to cross his inside hind in front of his outside hind. At that moment I have disengaged
the horse, and he knows it, therefore it is a submissive move for the horse to make, but not scary. (2) This photo shows Espejo yielding to
the “bit” and placing his inside hind in front of his outside hind. This is also the first step of a turn to the right. (3) Here, I am “opening” my
inside rein to direct his inside fore to step to the inside. Once again I am timing my cue to the moment that he is picking up the foot I need to
move — this makes more sense to the horse. (4) Espejo’s right front foot is “in my hand.” This is the second step in a turn to the right. When
we try to move a foot on which the horse has all his weight it feels heavy and “resistant,” when the reality is that it is poor timing on the rider’s
part. (5) Changing the rein causes a complete lack of consternation. My previous work prepared him for the rope touching and appearing
on and around his body. (6) A beautiful yield on a soft rein with float, an illustration of how clear communication between horse and rider
can produce “advanced” movement using only simple equipment even at this first stage of his riding career.
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