HORSEMANSHIP BY THE NUMBERS
By: Sue Watkins

Horsemanship by the numbers is an easy method I have created to remind yourself to use as little force as you can but as much as you need when giving your horse cues. There are as many horse training methods as there are horse trainers and almost as many horses trainers as there are horses. Yet, I’m convinced that if you take the time to understand and use the training ideas I teach here, and in lessons, at my clinics or on line you’ll enjoy any horse more, and it’ll get along better with you too.  
People frequently ask me: “Do you teach ‘Natural Horsemanship?” or “What kind of Horsemanship do you teach?” Fundamentally, I feel there is only one sort of horsemanship – the kind that puts the horse first and helps it to become the very best horse it can be. Learning feel, timing and balance with your horse is a lifelong journey. A journey I am happy to personally be on, and that means I’m still learning and sharing every day. Nothing brings me greater pleasure then helping a rider and/or a horse have a clearer picture of the light at the end of the tunnel or being able to see it myself with my own horses. Fostering good communication and true understanding between you and your horse is the basis of everything I do.
Learning to be firm but fair is the balance you must seek. Think of the range of communication with your horse as somewhere between zero and ten, with zero being where you intrude or assert on your horse the least. And ten being the most you are physically able to use to get him to try to do what you asked. You and your horse will always finish your ride calmer and happier when you have a sensitivity scale like this in mind when you start. I’ll explain.
There are many terms trainers use for a “soft feel”: suppleness, two ounces of pressure, instant release, a whisper, etc. I have found many riders, especially older adults, have a hard time with some of these rather abstract terms. Over the years I have found numbers to be easier for most people to understand and follow. All ages and levels of riders can understand how to compare their requests and the horses’ responses on a scale of 0 – 10. I took this idea from my years as a target archer. The Ancient Chinese trained their archers to grade every arrow they shoot from 1-10 and constantly compare each arrow to the last one or even to the last 5 or 10 arrows they shot, until perfection is achieved.
So, following that ideal, zero “0” on the scale with your horse equals no pressure. That’s the place horses will always strive to find. Like water, which will always level itself, horses, given the chance, will always seek the place of no pressure. They want to live at “0” or in a “no pressure” environment. It is the rider’s duty to show them where that is, and to make it simple for them to understand how to get and stay there. “Make the wrong thing difficult, and the right thing easy” is how Ray Hunt puts it. The horse needs to clearly see that the instant they try to do the right thing they feel the release of pressure. When doing the right thing (Such as standing still, when that is what you want them to do) there is no pressure. They are then living at “0”. If they are not given the release they seek (and deserve), they will find it themselves by doing things such as tossing their heads, pulling the reins from the riders hands, getting behind the bit, jigging, walking over you, etc. Basically, they are getting heavy to the riders feel, because the rider’s feel is heavy from their perspective. You must first learn this communication on the ground to have it in the saddle.
To make and keep a horse handling light you should always use as little intrusion into the horse’s world as you can, but as much as you need to get a change. What I call a “1” is the softest request I can make (Remember, “0” means no pressure at all.). My “1” will be different for different horses. And I constantly strive to make my “1” softer and quieter with each ride. I call it “The fly analogy.” The reason a 1,000 pound horse is so responsive to a weightless fly is because the fly lands with a “1” (the softest feel) and then bites with a “10”. The horse knows: “If I do not respond or at least try to respond to the fly’s “1”, I will receive a “10” (bite) from the fly.  They need to feel that way about your touch and feel as their rider also. When you move with a “1” movement, they need to think about the “10” that could happen if they don’t try to respond correctly. They need to learn to at least try to do something with your softest request.

Most important to remember: When the horse does try to have a soft feel in this way, it puts the responsibility on the rider to always follow and live by this soft feel:

a.) Always ask with a “1” first. Every single time you ask for something!
b.) Always follow the “1” with as much as you need, but as little as you can. It                   may be a 2 or 3 on the pressure scale; it may be a 9 or 10.
c.) Always recognize the smallest change, the slightest try your horse gives.
d.) Always release, don’t keep pressure on your horse when he or she is doing the right thing. Remember the fly analogy. 
e.)Don’t hold a grudge. Always come back to “0” after a “10” correction and believe the horse will not ever do that thing again.
f.) Always believe in your horse, so your horse can believe in you. 
g.) Always picture the light at the end of the tunnel, so your horse can see where he is going. That is, if you have a clear picture in your head of what you’re trying to accomplish the horse will have a better chance of grasping that vision also.
h.) Always cut your training down into bite size pieces (one small step at a time); don’t try to shove the whole lesson, the whole steak (or bag of oats, if you prefer) down the horse’s throat at once. And again release and reward after even the smallest try for ever step. That way your horse will always be hungry for more.
Ground work lessons and Horsemanship clinics are opportunities for you to develop a solid foundation with your horse on which to build a rewarding and lasting relationship. A solid foundation is simple: groundwork that serves a purpose under saddle for the horse. How your horse sees you on the ground will determine how he or she sees you on his or her back. Correct groundwork ensures your horse is calm, respectful and able to learn. Just like people, horses learn best when they understand who the leader is and are calm mentally and physically. Control his or her feet and you will control his or her mind not the other way around. Calmness in you and your horse will help you start on the road to achieving a soft feel. 
To achieve a solid foundation and soft feel, you must focus not only on how to do it physically, but also on what you need to do mentally. For your horse to be mentally and physically supple, you need to develop that same suppleness or “soft feel” to be able to send the correct messages and requests to your horse both on the ground and under saddle. Very importantly, this includes knowing the difference between begging or being passive and having a soft feel. Thinking about Horsemanship by the Numbers can help you start to have this suppleness. You must learn to see how the horse thinks, and then learn to make your ideas his or her ideas. If you can't get it right on the ground, I guarantee it won't happen in the saddle.  
In future articles you will start to see how to apply Horsemanship by the Numbers to your ground work and riding. Until then think about how to be a fly. And give your horse a rub for me. 

Please email anytime with questions and your success stories. To Sue Watkins at: www.kigersdeloscalifornios.com 
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