Why I Believe Intelligent Horsemanship is 

Complementary to the BHS - Not ‘Alternative’

I was thrilled to be invited by the BHS to write for this quarter’s magazine and to explain why I think Intelligent Horsemanship, to coin a phrase used by the Natural Health movement, is ‘complementary’ and not ‘alternative’ to the BHS.  Intelligent Horsemanship (IH) was started in 1997.  We were undoubtedly very much inspired by the work of world famous horseman, Monty Roberts, but IH was always intended to be a work in progress, ideally to bring the best horsemanship ideas together from around the world to promote the fair treatment of horses.  With the welfare of the horse at heart the BHS and IH will surely always have a close connection.
When Monty’s name comes up it’s often connected with the term ‘Natural Horsemanship’, in part because he’s studied horses in the wild and encourages people to use body language to communicate with the horse in a way the horse understands.  Also perhaps because in his early years he was influenced to a degree by horsemen, Tom and Bill Dorrance, who were perhaps the first people to coin the phrase ‘Natural Horsemanship’ encouraging horsemen to understand the "feel" you need to develop to get the best from horses. 

The main problem with discussing ‘Natural Horsemanship’ generally is that there are quite a few viewpoints, even confusion about what it actually is. Depending on whom you talk to, it might mean having your horse shoeless, bitless, rugless, treeless, herbally wormed and with 24 hour turnout.   On the other hand it might be talking about some form of Western inspired training. Whatever is the case it can’t be taken for granted that because something is called ‘natural’ it is particularly ‘natural’ or that it is necessarily any kinder or fairer to the horse.  It depends on the individual trainer’s interpretation. 

If we want to be strictly accurate I guess the only ‘natural’ horsemanship’ is if we let our horses loose on some plains somewhere and leave them completely alone.  Continuing that theme, I suspect it would be ‘natural’ to kill and eat the odd one as well, although that may not suit all our tastes.  It was because of this possible confusion that I named our organisation ‘Intelligent Horsemanship’ so that we could incorporate those parts of ‘natural’ we thought benefitted the horse, but could leave behind elements that didn’t seem appropriate to what the every day horse person could cope with or we felt, wasn’t strictly speaking in the best interests of the horse.  It’s why it’s always been my desire to stay aligned with the British Horse Society, not only because it’s the biggest welfare organisation in Britain today but because by working together I feel we can make the biggest improvements for horses.
Nowadays very few horses would survive without the guardianship of some human and it’s educating people to give horses the fairest lives possible that needs to be uppermost in all our minds.  Defining ‘fair’ can be tricky and at Intelligent Horsemanship we’ve chosen our motto ‘be the owner your horse would choose’ to help guide us on the right lines.  We all have our own ideas what this might entail, of course.  We might agree that we’d like to be owners who enriches our horses lives without unreasonable exploitation and recognising the fact that they are horses with horses needs, they are neither dogs, seals or human beings.  It’s why I’m so comfortable to sponsor the BHS Winter Trec series, I feel that BHS Trec is clearly a class that’s as much fun for the horse as the rider!  
If you were a horse what would you want from an owner?  I’d say caring, sensitive, practical, and yes, I would definitely want an owner who did their research into what was truly beneficial for me.  That’s why Intelligent Horsemanship students and scientists are now putting together their own studies for peer review so we can separate fact from fiction and pseudoscience.  Did you know there are still people advising you to break eggs over a horse’s head for rearing, or ‘pull him over backwards on concrete’ or splitting a horse’s ear to ‘calm his nature’?  And yes, I do mean in Britain today.

There are many divisions in the horse world, not just between the ‘naturals’ but there’s the ‘traditional versus the natural’ ‘the competition rider versus the happy hacker’ ‘the event rider versus the showjumper’, the ‘French classical dressage versus the Portuguese classical dressage versus the competition dressage’ (need I go on?!)  And you only need to look at any of the societies whether it’s coloured horses, Arabs or show ponies; sooner or later someone disagrees and they go off in different directions!  

However, good horsemanship is good horsemanship, we’re continually evaluating methods of horsemanship that look at things from the horse’s point of view.  So often horses get punished, even destroyed, for being frightened or not understanding what the human wants them to do.  Horses also get punished because the people are frightened and don’t know what they want them to do.  In discussions with the BHS and the RSPCA, I know that none of us are interested in blaming people for their past mistakes.  All our interests are centred on educating people to understand what animals need to ensure less suffering and general well being.

As Intelligent Horsemanship has developed our specialities seem to have evolved into 3 main areas:- 

1.  ‘Problem Solving’ with horses, and their owners 
Why is this horse bucking, bolting, biting, not loading into his horsebox?  There’s no point is smacking him on the nose/using a harsher bit/whipping him from behind if the handler is constantly feeding him treats, bouncing around on an ill fitting saddle and driving like a maniac if ever the horse does load into the trailer.  Often the problems are not that obvious to solve.  Having said that sometimes they are!  If someone starts to see signs of a ‘challenge’ developing, it makes so much more sense to get specialist help to point horse and owner in a safe, humane, practical direction, rather than muddle along until there’s an accident or benefit from the folklore like “Bolter?  Just gallop him until he’s exhausted and that will cure him”   It’s unbelievable (but true unfortunately) but advice like that is still being passed on.  Bolting being a self reinforcing activity this doesn’t work (unless the horse breaks down), you just get a fitter runaway.  We now have a network of specialist trainers, many who already have BHS qualifications, who work with the ‘horses with problems’ and, most importantly, their owners, to resolve any difficulties.
2 ‘Wild’ or ‘Untouched’ horses and ponies

I’d be the first to admit that these terms are inaccurate.  Having studied the truly untouched, feral horses of Namibia (the herds developed from German horses left after World War 1) and after meeting two young stallions and riding them calmly out into the desert within less than 4 hours training.  It’s lovely to hear this is a ‘remarkable’ achievement but these horses were so much easier to train than for instance, our Native Pony untouched who have probably been chased, put in stocks, branded (up to 3 times), injected, gelded if male and generally traumatised in their first brief introduction to mankind.  Sometimes you will hear people say things like ‘Exmoors are ‘difficult’’ or ‘It’s hard to get them to trust you’ but you realise it’s no wonder at all!  It may be more accurate to describe our speciality in this case as ‘dealing with extreme fear’.
3 Understanding the horsemanship skills people need to achieve 

Perhaps our most important work is teaching people how they need to be to get the results they would love with horses.  Sometimes people imply that not only Monty but Intelligent Horsemanship Trainers are ‘gifted’.  It’s our job though to teach people to work with horses as if they are gifted when the truth is it requires continued effort and application over some considerable length of time.

How IH works to teach Horsemanship skills
People often come on our Intelligent Horsemanship 5 day Foundation course believing the most important thing they are going to learn on the course is the ‘Join Up’ process so they can do this with a horse.  (Join Up is a procedure lasting a few minutes, developed by Monty Roberts to communicate with the horse in his own language, so ideally he sees the person as a ‘safety zone’).  However, it’s my belief that while, if you can Join Up successfully with a horse, it can really get you off on the right foot, the most important thing for the students are the skills learning Join Up is teaching them, almost as a by product.

I’ve taught the ‘hands on’ at the 5 day courses, for over 12 years now, I’m getting more and more of an idea what people need.  I’ve really hoped that people could do ‘distance learning’ from my books and Monty’s DVDs and some people can, but there are often big gaps people have that they need help with and may not be aware of,.  Our schoolmaster horses at Hartsop Farm, Witney are teaching people the skills of horsemanship.  Here are the key skills we teach using Join Up as the catalyst:-
How your body language affects the horse 

We teach many sophisticated nuances but always check first that the basics are in place.  Basics that generally you only learn by experience or if you are brought up in a ‘horsey’ family.   I remember as a child, racehorse owners used to march up to a horse’s face and make sharp movements towards his eye and he’d bang his head on the stable door.  Some people think it’s a good idea to stick their fingers up a horse’s nose, play with his lips (and then complain when they’re bitten) or ruffle their ears like the horse is an 8 year old boy who would hate it too!  
Body Awareness as to where your body is in relation to the horse
You can watch people try to a load a horse that wants to go in the trailer, but the person is completely unaware that they are blocking the horse’s forward movement and giving him no chance of success.  ~Result; frustrated owner and more than likely frustrated horse!  These are just the basics.  The subtleties include the student discovery the exact position where one needs to be if a horse is nervous or you want a horse to follow you easily. 
Using one’s peripheral vision comes into this too
It’s something that many people have let die out as perhaps it doesn’t seem relevant to them.  It’s good to develop this awareness with horses though.  Some people don’t seem to know where the horse is unless they’re actually staring at him.
Timing
Obviously essential, people need to understand how much of our communication with the horse is based on this.

‘Reading the Horse’ 
Honing ones skills of observation.  Once you start to notice communication from the horse you can never go back.  It’s like a friend recently, when I pointed out ragwort in her field.  She said a couple of weeks afterwards ‘oh my goodness, do you know I never even saw it there but now you’ve pointed it out I see it everywhere!’  In what circumstances does your horse lick his lips and make chewing motions with his mouth?  What does he do when you scratch his withers?  When he’s out with other horses does he push them away at different times?  Does he twirl his head out in the field or even at certain times when you’re riding him? Reading the horse is about helping people getting to know their horse better.
How your eye contact affects the horses you are around 
Funny my father (who was in horses for over 70 years) always told me about this but he and Monty seem to be the only people I’ve ever known put any importance to this.  It does not mean you have to walk around your horse looking at the floor all the time.  It’s wonderful to understand how it works though (to me it’s the most significant part of Join Up) especially when working with youngsters or nervous horses that haven’t learned to switch off to humans staring at them and can be incredibly responsive to eye contact.

How to keep your pulse rate low and adrenalin down 
How important it is to understand how you can use your breathing to help or hinder you.  Sing!  Blow bubbles!  Anything you do to empty your lungs will help keep you calm and ensure fresh oxygen to the brain.  Invaluable – and it’s free!
How to move with an air of authority
It’s interesting but I’ve noticed even nervous horses don’t want to be with someone who walks like they’re heading for the gallows.  I’ve worked with actors at the National Theatre who hold up the ‘presence’ of Monty Roberts, as a shining example.  When an actor speaks line they need to decide their ‘motivation’ in advance.  Often to start we need to work through this with our students.  What is your motivation with this horse at the moment?  To inspire?  To calm?  To invigorate?
How to remain fully in the flow for over a couple of minutes
There’s an excellent book, the classic work on how to achieve happiness by Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi called ‘Flow’ describing ‘a state of joy, creativity and total involvement’.  Nowadays we have so many distractions (we can blame emails, text messaging, the ‘busy busy’ syndrome) that many people find it really hard to concentrate on just one thing for even a few moments.  I see people ‘absent themselves’ during Join Up.  If you can learn to keep some concentration it’s not only going to help your horsemanship including riding, but also peace of mind generally.
Then for good measure one just needs a dose of psychology and philosophy.  One of the major problems with people is that they take unwanted behaviour from a horse so personally.  As if a horse is brought up to know everything a human desires and no matter how much we fumble our aids and give conflicting signals, they should act like some supernatural Godparent   (Horse: “ Hang on she’s probably only kicking me like that because she’s nervous.  I’ll ignore that because in this test it’s definitely only a transition to a working trot between E & K …)

It’s not that we’re always to blame for every characteristic our horse shows, but if we took the view for any unwanted behaviour ‘How have I taught him to behave like that?’ By taking responsibility it’s far easier to make the necessary changes.  We need to understand that all the time we’re with our horses we’re training them – whether we mean to be or not.  We can also train them by omission, meaning that if we don’t explain to them what we don’t want they will take the answer as ‘that’s OK to do’.  So it’s about setting boundaries and being really clear in our own minds before we think about blaming the horse for not getting things right.

Now, at first glance, you might say that none of the above is written in the BHS textbooks.  However, I’ve met many outstanding BHS qualified people, in fact, several who are now IH trainers, and they all agree that much of what IH makes explicit in our courses, underlies the effectiveness of the best horsemen everywhere  I guess the difference is that at IH we put these essential skills at the forefront of learning.  Many novices are not even aware how relevant these skills are, we want to ensure we’re making them not only visible but assuring people they are learnable as well.
It is because of this that I believe IH is the perfect complement to the BHS:  IH wasn’t formed to be a separate entity, putting down all things ‘traditional’ or claiming to be ‘better than’ everything before, it does seem to fill a need though as our growing membership proves.  Reading through the above list I believe you will see how much we share in the aims of the BHS.   In fact, it’s my ambition that one day the BHS will recommend all their instructors take a course in Intelligent Horsemanship! 

Kelly Marks runs Intelligent Horsemanship courses in Oxfordshire and Berkshire and can be contacted on 01488 71300 or www.intelligenthorsemanship.co.uk 

