Mark Rashid Clinic, Feb 3-6 2005

Cathy Barwick/QAR Inferno (Fi)

Introduction
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Below are notes taken by me as an auditor and rider at the Mark Rashid clinic in Feb 05. I rode for the middle 2 out of the 4 days as my horse was (by mutual agreement) too sore to ride on the other 2 days.

Although I took notes by rider session, I have reorganised them into “themes” – partly to protect the innocent, and partly to make it more coherent. I am aware that by doing so, I end up paraphrasing what Mark has said and written – and he does it better than me ! But it is a true reflection of my own learning experience, and I hope you will read it as such.

What Happened
Fi is a 9 year old Appaloosa mare, backed western but now also does dressage. I’ve owned her for 3 years. The “aim” I talked to Mark about was to help her find the world a bit less scary. She has an interesting line in spook-spin-depart ! Over the summer I had some concerns about her levelness, and had Vet and Physio out but nothing conclusive was found. In the meantime she had come back into work fine and had been doing some nice work (all arena based).
In the summary below I have not commented on the details of the ridden sessions. It is just intended to give some context. Having come to the clinic with what I though was a problem my horse had (though I was aware it might relate strongly to my “leadership”), what we worked on was ME. And, you’ve guessed it, the better I got, the better my horse got [image: image2.png]



Day 1: Fi was in her western saddle. Right at the start Mark commented on poor saddle fit and that she was not moving as well as she might behind. So it was off to Dr.Dave for some chiropractic adjustment. Main area was the pelvis but there was also some adjustment at the poll. There was some reaction at withers too, though it was commented that this might relate to saddle fit rather than a physical “problem”.

[Note: Fi did not have any further work on subsequent days from Dave due to his accident. She seemed very sore in her back on the subsequent days. Dr Dave commented that this kind of reaction is very unusual.]

Day 2: Fi in synthetic dressage saddle. I had not done much warm-up prior to the session as I was not sure whether the problem Mark had picked up the day before had improved enough for us to ride for him or not. When I got on her, she was very tense and it felt as if her back was up. This is quite unusual for Fi, so I hopped off.  We did some ground/lunge work for a while, until I was happier with her transitions and movement, and then I hopped on again (with much less reaction from Fi) and we did some walk-halt work on transitions, timing, feel, breathing, and not over cueing (especially with the leg !).
I was not terribly happy with the dressage saddle. It did not feel like it was sitting right and on right rein it felt like Fi was “bulging” to the inside. 

Day 3: Borrowed Trish’s saddle pad and shims, and Kathleen, to try and “refit” my western saddle. I did some warm-up from the ground prior to my session so was able to start the session mounted. Repeated the walk-trot work from previous day and then extended into trot.

Fi was “hopping” and offering cantering when asked to trot. We worked through this into some nice jog/trot work. This is the one session that was on video. It was interesting that what felt like a horse about to explode and do some serious damage did not look like that ! What you can see is a horse that is trying really hard. As well as the themes from the previous day, rider tension/softness came up as a big influence.
Day 4: by this time I had decided that neither of my saddle options were working, so had decided to ask if I could try one of the Black Rhino saddles that other riders had there. In the meantime, Mark and Dave had talked about Fi and decided that the issues seemed more likely to be physical than “training”. So by mutual agreement we did not go ahead with this session.
[Post-script: it seems Fi had a trapped sciatic nerve, which would explain the sore back.]
Feeling His Feet, Matching His Moves

Each step the horse takes, their barrel swings, to the side, allowing the hind foot room to step through. As the horse’s barrel and hips moves, the rider’s hips will be moved as well. So the rider can “feel the horse’s feet”.

If something restricts the horse’s hip or wither, the barrel will not swing and the step through is not as full/lengthy.

You should influence the movement when the foot is off the ground – otherwise the foot is committed and has weight in it and is hard to influence. A person can not expect to physically shift the weight of a horse – but they CAN influence the balance etc when the foot is off the ground.

So being to feel when the feet are off the ground is key to control and influence of the horse’s movement through influencing the movement of his feet.

The way the human moves is often a mirror of how the horse moves – we just have 2 feet rather than 4.

One of the comments that came up in this context was the idea of "pushing with the seat". We don’t “push” like that when we walk, so why when we ride ? (And if you'd seen Mark doing his impression of walking along while pushing with his seat... [image: image3.png]o=
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)

We can use the rise and fall of our own hips when riding to develop a feel for when to ask the horse to do something different. Mark said he actually goes from the front feet - but started us off based on back feet as its easier to feel.

As you develop this feel, you can start to use it e.g. for canter leads. When a horse is trotting, you can tell from the length of stride taken (with each leg) which lead the horse will naturally take.

I was lunging my horse and Mark was calling out what lead of canter she would naturally take - for every stride of trot she took. Even though he was calling it, not everyone could see it. As he said, its taken him years to work this out so how are we supposed to get it straight away ! [image: image5.png]




I found it easier to spot in the body rather than in the feet (as I was in the middle, it can be a bit dizzying looking at feet !). What it helped me do was ask her at a better "time" for canter so I made it more likely that she could do what I asked when I asked (and make a better link between the cue and the response.)

I think it all links back again to that basic concept of how the horse moves to allow the hind leg to step through.

To canter on the inside lead, the outside hind needs to be able to step through properly to initiate it. Again - as I was in the middle lunging a horse I couldn't take notes at the time but if the inside hind is taking a longer step than outside hind, I think that’s when the "correct" lead is inhibited. 

What I think I was seeing in the body was a subtle difference in her positioning. If she was actually "straight" round the circle (i.e. true to the curve), then that was when mark tended to say she would naturally take the inside lead. When there was any kind of outside flex or tension or such like - so the horse's "intent" was more to outside, he would call the outside lead.
We also need awareness of the horse’s feet if the horse is falling in (or out). When the horse is in movement, the (front) legs move closer to each other (than they are in halt).  So when the horse falls in with the inner leg, the outside leg comes across to close the gap up. And so the horse “falls” in. If the rider responds by asking the outer leg to stay out, the inside leg has to come back “out” to meet it and you are on track again. (Remembering that you need to ask when the leg is off the ground).
Breathing, Focus, Intent, and Energy
If we don’t breathe properly, not only do we have stale air sitting in our lungs and affecting our ability to perform at our bets, but also the horse will pick up on it. Fast shallow breathing is a sign of tension. One way to check on how “well” you are breathing is to count how many strides you take to inhale and exhale. Inhale over 8-10 strides (walk) and exhale over slightly longer.
With all the horses I watched (and the one I rode !), when the riders were breathing as described the horses were calmer, softer and taking longer strides.
There are two “circles of energy” – one from hind quarters to middle of barrel, one from nose to middle of barrel. Together they form an oval of movement/energy.

A bad fitting saddle or stiff rider put a wedge between the two circles, preventing them from working properly (blocking the flow of energy).

The “intent” of the rider has a big effect on the horse. For example, with a rider that was working on canter transitions, Mark advised the rider to “think” themselves over the other side of the arena, as if they were already cantering and over there. The horse would then need to “catch up” and would offer canter. Without asking the rider to change anything else, the canter transitions came thick and fast ! At another level Mark asked the rider to use a “change” in their Intent to help with canter changes.  So when riding a circle in half the width of the school, the rider would normally have their intent around the rest of the circle. To aid the change, the rider was asked to stay on the circle (past the “cross-over point) and then at the very last minute, swap their intent onto the other circle. Mark used cones for the points of focus for the rider. With the two combinations that I saw tried this, neither got to the stage of making a clean change, but with both you could see the progression towards it.

But intent can also trip you up. For example if you look too far around the circle, across it, the horse may start to cut across, “following” your intent. Or if you are aware of obstacles you need to take care of, something on a barrier, a person standing ion the side and so on, your intent can inadvertently end up ON the item you are trying to avoid and the horse takes you straight there [image: image6.png]3



 
Boundaries, Leading, Lunging

When a foal is little the herd basically lets them get away with anything. They can pretty much behave how they want. They get food and water first, they can bump into other horses, and so on. Then, at a certain age, they start to have to learn to not just barge about. The whole herd does this - they set boundaries.

Now when we have a young horse, we also need to make this transition. They need to learn where your boundaries are. But to do that YOU need to clearly set what is ok and what is not, and be consistent.
Mark commented that the horse is NEVER going to see him as another horse, however he behaves. So what he does is not to behave "like a horse would", but he behaves "like a human trying to get a horse to do something".
You never heard of people talking about “disrespectful” horses until about 15 years ago. A horse may be confused, worried, defensive, or simply doing what its been taught. Mark has not seen a horse that knows what to do but intentionally doesn’t. So we need to be aware of what we are teaching through acceptance i.e. through what we don’t do, as well as what we do do !

Mark set his boundaries at arm's length. But he said it’s pretty much up to you where you set them. To me, “arm’s length” seems a practical option as it’s easy to measure and apply wherever you are . Whenever the horse tries to come inside that space, he finds your arm in the way. It was NOT hitting the horse - very passive, more like a block. If he still came into the space he was simply moved out of it.

Mark worked on leading - and as part of this on halts. And turns. Again using the same boundaries. He kept the horse behind him at all times. When he wanted to stop he would turn and look at the horse's feet. The horses picked up on this cue really fast and would start to slow as he started to turn. If the horse came forward, he just backed it up. When you turn, the horse should not turn inside you - ends up "in front". It should wait, and then follow.

If a horse gets no signals from you that being close to you, bumping you, nibbling are bad – and in fact gets a response – how can they know it is “wrong”. In fact they are doing what they think you expect. A horse needs to know the boundaries a person expects them to maintain. Mark used “an arm’s length”. 

Leading the horse, if the horse came inside “an arm’s length” it met Mark’s arm. As he worked on walk and halt – he turned to look at the horse’s front feet. The turn starts to act as a cue for the horse to prepare for the halt and slow up. The foot which was in the air when he turned round should start the halt and the other front foot matches it.

The leading progresses into "lunging" (which progresses into ground driving - though we didn't see that)

Mark said: Walk with the horse. Standing in the middle is missing an opportunity to train. Keep the connection and be consistent with the cues, from the ground and the saddle.

Spin the rope underhand to get the horse to move off, then overhand once in movement. Underhand, the energy is “up” and the horse lifts its head and steps away. Over hand the energy is down, so the horse drops head and back.

Walk at an appropriate speed for the pace you want, speed up to speed up, slow down to slow. When you slow, if the horse stays faster they will start to pass you i.e. your shoulder and body start to turn to the rear. The horse begins to learn this as the cue and will match your speed. If you ask for halt, they should not go “past” your shoulder i.e. should not end up behind you. You may need to “ask” for the halt if they move to go behind you.

[note: how this differs from the "Parelli" circle game where you expect the horse to go round behind you.]

Spookiness

Most horses will spook and then stop. Their initial reaction is fear, and then the curiosity takes over. If a horse spooks and runs, and doesn’t stop running then

- either something is continuing to spook the horse
- or the fear does not get over-ridden by curiosity

The first you can do something about, but the second is difficult to deal with.

(Horse takes 2-4 seconds to spook, but rider takes 2-4 seconds to react to what the horse is doing – so just as horse stops spooking, rider starts ! This can result in a nasty escalation [image: image7.png]o=



)

The “respook” factor can be pain (withers, back, saddle etc) or can be the rider, or a combination e.g. the tension from the rider causes further pain, and so on.

If when loose, the horse spooks, and stops, but when ridden carries on, it is a sign that something in the ridden situation is prolonging the spook.

Some personal comment here.

I haven't ridden in a clinic for a long while. I've ridden at shows more recently, including with an audience. And in work I give presentations "without fear" [image: image8.png]




I went along to the clinic with the aim of working on how scary my mare seems to find the world - and her resulting spookiness. Most of the work was on me [image: image9.png]


 My mare didn’t actually spook while at the clinic - she did YAWN quite a bit (as you can see in the initial picture [image: image10.png]


) - which is often associated with release of tension.
Routines, Cues, and Timing
“Routines” can both work for you and against you.

On Day 2, my mare was quite tense when I first hopped on, and I commented that I would normally warm her up from the ground first. This is “normal” rather than every time without fail. Mark told a story of a woman whose horse had started to buck. It turned out that she had a routine of doing 30 minutes lunging first, and it was only when she skipped this that the horse bucked. The horse had got to rely on the routine.

I haven’t seen this with Fi. There are times we skip the groundwork warm-up, and our warm-up isn’t always the same. But I could see Mark’s point. What I did see was that when I did the ground based warm up I could see Fi “warm up” and start to move better i.e. the warm-up did appear to have a physical benefit. 
On the flip side, consistency in use of cues helps the horse learn the cue and respond to a lighter and lighter cue. 

In some cases, Mark was using a stronger cue to get a response. (In some situations we HAVE to up the ante to stay safe). When he handed over to the owner, he commented not to use the “strong” version (e.g. backed up by verbal cue) every time or the horse becomes accustomed to the higher level and starts to switch off to it.

Cues – don’t overuse things like sound – less is more, so use the smallest cue possible.
But at the same time, the horse should respond to the cue – with energy. So where a horse was offering a slow lifeless walk, the rider needed to ask for energy from the very first step. And not accept less. A stronger cue could be used – but the escalation was often via sound e.g. the rider “thwacking” the saddle with the whip rather than the horse.

In my own session, we worked on walk-halt transition. Initially Fi was walking through the halt, with resistance in head and neck. But this was basically because that’s the cue I was giving – leg on, close hand… with the leg asking Fi to carry on walking and the hand restricting her (and hence creating resistance). Instead I needed to ask her to stop her feet (i.e. not use a cue to walk on !). When I worked on this with Kathleen afterwards, she described it as breathing out on one stride of the horse and asking with the reins on the second step. As you do this, the horse learns and starts to stop on the exhale. And through the clinic Mark built on this, to “exhale on exertion” i.e. the exhale preceded ANY cue. In this sense, the exhale is working as a half-halt, as well as preventing tension in the rider.

It required some thought – on one hand I needed to be breathing “properly”, inhaling over 8-10 strides, and on the other I needed to exhale on exertion. In the end its one of those things that is easier if you don’t think about it too much, and just let it happen. I had to stop myself a few times from doing a “long” exhale i.e. what should have been a one-stride exhale turned into a 8-10 stride exhale ! [image: image11.png]3




Mark commented on rein length with a few riders. He wanted a rein length which allowed the rider to communicate effectively with the horse. If the rein was long enough that they either had to shorten it before they asked for something, or their hands were coming back or up past the saddle horn, that was too long. During my work on walk-halt, Mark at one staged asked me to do a “progressive” rein aid (my word not his). i.e. not just to close the hand in one go, but to close it finger by finger. This helped to get a softer stop.  But as we carried on I was getting closer to a “think it” stop with no rein aid so this became less needed. Mark was also telling me to use “less rein” and not take my hands back – I found if I “thought” of pushing the hands forward it did the trick – i.e. its not that I had to actually move my hands forward, but that by thinking forward I kept them where they were rather than coming back to me [image: image12.png]



When we first moved up from walk to trot, Fi was “hopping”. By which I mean that she was not settling into a true trot and was offering canter. Mark commented that she seemed to have learnt that if she hopped and tried to canter, I would ask for walk. So we just kept asking for a quiet transition, trotting a stride or so, and then walk. And each time the trot was a little longer. This is similar to what I would do at home – but I think the advantage of having Mark there was that I had instant feedback and a knowledge that he would not ask me to do anything that was unsafe for me and the horse. Whereas at home I probably back-off and am over-cautious. (Mark had been concerned that I might just let Fi canter when she offered – which I don’t do. But I was still tending to come back to walk before asking again.)
A rider with their head up can not be pushed over, and is more stable when the horse moves. If the rider looks down they tip much more easily.

Paces: Halt is 0 beat, Walk is 4 beat, Trot/Jog is 2 beat, Canter/Lope 3 beat – but there is a little bit of every pace in every pace. (So a horse can go from any pace to any other pace, as they all “co-exist” as potential).
When a horse breaks from canter to trot, the first “true” trot step is naturally on the opposite lead, then 2nd stride is same lead, 3rd and 4th are opposite lead, 5th is same.

So if you want to ask again for canter, you need to ask on 2nd or 5th stride. And ask for a change on 3rd or 4th.

Some of the “cues” that I noted down were:

Turn on Forehand: 

put your leg on softly, slightly behind the girth

wait

if the horse does not step, tip the head to the inside, releasing as soon as the horse makes a “try” and steps

Turn on haunches:

Ask for the weight to move backwards

Then lay the rein on the neck

The weight needs to stay back. If the horse turns about his centre it indicates that he has his weight forward.

Sidepass:

Inside leg on

Tip head to inside leg and lead with direct outside rein

Back-up: when the rider left a leg on, it wasn’t straight.

Horsemanship Through Life
Mark commented that a rider needs to have a plan and “ride all the time”

If you are riding for an hour, but only actually focused for 20mins of it, then for 40 mins you are practicing “Not riding”.

If you live your life the way you want to ride, then you are practicing your horsemanship in the hours you are not riding. For many of us our riding time is severely limited so this non-riding practice time is invaluable.

