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The following publication presents material to the new horse owner who wishes to learn more
about basic horsemanship principles. Additionally, it covers the time from the moment you catch the
horse to when you step out of the stirrup and complete your ride. We hope the reader will find this
information useful when trying to improve their horsemanship skill sets. Each section should be completed
and mastered before proceeding to the next. The targeted audience will be individuals interested in
enrolling in the 4-H horse program or adults seeking a greater understanding of horsemanship.
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Choosing the Correct Bits and Achieving
True Flexion and Responsiveness
As soon as he gives to the pressure, give back.

A western correction bit

A smooth snaffle bit
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his neck isn’t soft and bending properly. I will
typically keep a horse in a smooth snaffle bit
his entire two-year-old year. With any bit you
use, it is acceptable to use both hands. However,
when riding with a snaffle, it isn’t just acceptable, it is recommended.
Depending on the level of the horse after his
two-year-old year, I may use a snaffle bit that has
a slow twist to the mouthpiece.
		
		
		
		
		
		
D-ring snaffle with a
“slow twist”

or jog. Each horse has his own personality, and
it is up to us to figure out what that personality
is and how we can adapt our training program to
that personality.
If we have been successful up to this point,
we can possibly advance to the next level of bit
(usually halfway through his three-year-old year).
I consider the bit on the left side below to be a
good one to move up to. It is considered a snaffle
bit, but with shanks. Thus, it is a shanked bit. The
bit below on the right is considered a “medium”
port bit with a roller.

Snaffle with a
“faster/harder twist”

The intended purpose of a bit with a twisted
mouthpiece is strictly for training purposes. It
serves as a tool to “soften up” the horse’s mouth
and make the horse more responsive . . . if used
responsibly and carefully. The larger the mouthpiece and slower the twist, the more mild the
bit will be. In turn, the smaller the mouthpiece
and faster/harder the twist, the more severe it
can quickly become.
Every time I lift on my reins, no matter the
type of bit, I preface with a squeeze from my
legs. This is my cue to the horse that something is coming. I never want to sneak up on
my horse and pull on the reins without giving
a warning first. But what are some the other
benefits of using legs first? When we use our
legs first, we are training the horse to rely on
our legs as our means of communication. We
can also keep the horse more collected and
prevent him from breaking gait.
Maintaining forward motion is extremely
important when training horses. Horses tend
to understand things when we combine our
training methods with forward motion. Before
we know it, our horse is dropping his head and
rounding up his back, based solely on a squeeze
from our legs and with very little or no contact
with the bit. When we squeeze with our legs
and lift with our hands, our horse should give
his face and pick his back up. Some horses do
it better at the walk. Some do it better at the trot
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Snaffle bit with shanks

“Medium” port bit

These types of bits allow for more leverage
and greater amounts of control. However, we
must be careful when using them to be soft with
our hands. It is critical at every moment of working with our horses that we are soft. This gets
multiplied by about 10 when using leverage bits.
If you choose to show in a shanked bit, it is only
permissable if you are riding with one hand. In
training, I will often ride with two hands for the
simple fact that I can do a better job training and
communicating with my horse.
Choosing the bit you use can be a challenging
task. There will be times when you have several
options, and all may have advantages. When starting out, it is important to seek that soft and supple
reaction. If we don’t have that achieved, the best
option is to rewind a few steps. You will find
your ride will be much more pleasant with a horse
that responds to contact with your legs and hands
in a willing and responsive manner. It all begins
with those bending exercises and releasing as
soon as they give to pressure. If we reward them
at the right time, their responsiveness will begin
to be quicker and quicker and will ultimately
lead to more harmony with our horse.

Catching the Horse
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Lunging
Prior to riding, it is always a good idea to
“take the edge off” or get your horse a little tired.
This is extremely crucial for horses who are
young or who have not been ridden in a while.
•

This can be
done either in a
round pen or in
a safe, enclosed
area with a
lunge line. If
you are using
a round pen, it
is best to hold
the lead rope so there is nothing the horse
can hang on while loping or trotting in the
round pen.

•	

If you are using a lunge line, it is important
to hold the lunge line up at chest level to
ensure that the horse does not step on the
lunge line. If this does happen, it is best to
slowly gather the lunge line and pull the
horse towards you. While doing this, say
“whoa” softly and
easily in an attempt
to slow the horse.
Typically, a horse
can become tired
and in a better
position to be ridden after 10 to 15
minutes of riding.
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•	

While holding the lunge line, never hold the
coils in your hand. If the horse takes off, the
coils can become entangled in your hand
and may cause the horse to drag you. It is
best to hold the excess lunge line together
(it will look like a figure 8) so that if the
horse spooks, the handler can simply let go
of the excess line. Additionally, keep any
excess lunge line away from your legs and
feet so you do not trip over the line or get a
leg or foot stuck in it.

Saddling

Getting On and Preparing for Your Ride

Fundamentals of Horsemanship – Page 5

The Ride
Body Position of the Rider
Starting with your heels and working
up, the heels of the rider should be pointed
down with the toes pointed up. The reasoning
behind this is that the rider can maintain his/
her weight centered much more easily in this
position. The picture below can serve as a
reference as to where the shoulders, hands,
legs and feet of the rider should be.
•

•

•

It is also easier for the rider to keep his/
her weight down in the seat of the saddle
if their heels are down. You will find that
if your weight is deeper in the saddle, it
is a more comfortable ride and easier to
maintain balance at both the trot and lope.
Your heels should also be directly below
your belt, making a straight line up to
your shoulders. Shoulders should remain
straight and not sway back or forward.
Your horse’s speed is more consistently
maintained through straight shoulders.
Hands should be square and reins should
be held with two hands whenever possible.

hands will slow everything down with our
horse. It teaches the horse to be more patient
and trust us much more. Horses will react to
every amount of pressure we put on their reins.
How much they react is entirely up to them.
We should do everything we can to ensure our
horse remains soft, and being slow with our
hands gives us more confidence that he will
be soft. Horses are very much like humans –
if something sneaks up on us, we are more
likely to have a negative reaction. It’s the same
with horses. If we sneak up to them with our
hands, the reaction will be negative almost all
the time.
It’s only natural to want to rely on our
hands to steer our horse the direction we wish to
go. The biggest aid for making a soft mouth is a
horse that moves away from leg pressure.
•

•

•
Using Legs and a Slow Hand
as Power Steering
If we rely completely on our hands to
guide our horses through a pattern or down
the trail, we take a great chance of making our
horses hard mouthed. The ultimate goal for
everything we do on our horses should start
with a soft mouth. This starts with soft and
slow contact with the bit. Most people have
heard of being soft with our hands, but what
about being slow?
What exactly do I mean by using slow
contact with our hands? Being slow with our
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If I squeeze with my right leg, I want my
horse to move to the left. Likewise, if I
push with my left leg, I want my horse to
move to the right. If I pull my horse to the
left, I complement it with a squeeze from
my right leg.
When squeezing with my leg, I use my calf
to do the majority of the squeezing. If using
my calf isn’t enough, I will use my heel. I
ride in spurs about 99% of the time, so I try
to be light with my spur as much as I can.
Being slow with my leg is as important as
anything I do with my horse.
Most of the time when I see a rider who
wants to slow their horse down, it can be
achieved by slowing his/her leg down. It’s
amazing how much we can make our ride
more enjoyable just by slowing our legs
and hands.

When turning our horse any direction, it’s
important to keep the outside rein loose as much
as possible.
•

If we keep our outside rein too tight, it will
cause the horse to not understand which
direction to go and will ultimately cause our
horse to lose any softness and suppleness
it may have. Just because a horse starts off
really soft doesn’t mean he will stay that
way forever. It is up the rider to maintain it.
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Final Element

Walk Them Down
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NOTES

NOTES
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