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* Itmightbeone
' of the most common scenarios
in any riding discipline. A rider
works with a horse, striving
for some measure of forward
progress on a particular maneuver—a
sidepass, a tarnaround, & stop, The rider
elicits a noticeable improvement from
the horse, then, rather than recognizing
a geod chance to end a session on a
positive note, proceeds to “overdrill,”
repeating the mancuver again and
again in an effort 1o gain even more
groumnd.

Too often, that additional effort
proves counterproductive; the horse
becomes confused as to why the rider
offers no reliel, the rider gets frustrated
at the horse’s now-flawed responses to
his signals, and ground is lost.

Montana horseman jon Ensign con-
ducts clinkes throughout the West. He
can often trace his students’ hotseman-
ship challenges to overdrilling.

“People get 10 a point where they're
just pestering the horse.” he says. “The
horse gets confused about what he's
bedng asked to do, and stops responding
as the rider expects. The rider gets after
the horse, and a fight stars™

To counter that tendency to overdrill,
Ensign encourages his students to set
aside overly ambitious goals for each
ride and instead emphasize small steps—
linhe wictogies that can build upon ane
another. This approach, e says, helps
ensure that a horse has adequate time
to mentally process new experiences,
and helps a student learn 1o recognize
thee best possible moments to stop work
an o maneuver and either move oh toa
pew challenge or call it a day,

“As humans, we're groedy, We always
want more,” Ensign says. 1f we could
take otr human tendencies out of this
and see things from the horse's side,
progress in the saddle would come
casier”
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niders

against overdrilling, Ensign acknowledjpes
SOMIE iromy,

"I'm the pot calling the kettle black
with this,”

Enaign grew up in ranch countey, oul-
sade Belgrade, Montana, [n the kate 1980s,
wheen he was in his early 205, he landed
job cowboying for the nearby CA Ranch,
one of Montanas most historic cattle
outfits. Even though he spent his days
working on horseback, ot the time he
considered harses nothing more than

bz 23\,
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a made af tra m[h'.un:nti-.'rn, A means ol
'-'-'-*-rk.lj:lp. cattle. l'l:ﬁ]n.la’lﬂ'!.'. his horse-
manship suffered

“When | first kearned to make a turn-
around with a borse, | thought it was the
neatest thing,” be says "It was such a neat
thing, | did it all the time. Fretty quick. |
had a horse that wouldn't turn around at
all. 1 overexposed him 1o the maneuver
s0 much, he just quit me”

Frustrated, ]:I:'Ih-i.l.l:ll !.Ll'ut:_l:ll horse-
handling advice from fellow CA cowhoy
Roland Masars, opeaf the H"H H]-;].'l:"nun

Laft: Ensign contends
that any horse ina
competitive training
preram can banefit from
riding in open country,
intural obstacles ol ler a
horse a vew set of chal-
lenp o5 and ean provide a
break from arena routinegs

Abowe: Enslgn grow up

In Montana ranch

country and became a

student of horsemanship
hile cowboying on the

CA Manch

iry's most respected horsemen. Riding
with and working beside Moore, Ensign
developed a deeper respect for horses and
4 longing to refine his horsemanship,
A job starting & group of newly arrived
colts led toa defining moment in Ensigns
evolution as a horseman.

“They were tough colts, and | remember
it being an ordeal,” he recalls, *[ tried 1o
manhandie them and it just was't hap-
p—:‘ning.]h:-hnd sakd hee'd ek Fds |1|'|1I!|.'1:'r-
in-law into helping start the colts. That
ended up being Buck Brannaman.”



Brannaman traveled to Montana o
work with the colts, a process Ensign
studied closely, He recalls that, with
each calt, Brannaman needed only a
hali-hour of work befone he was in the
saddle, Ensign was inspired by what he
wilkrbsnd

=1 decided pleet’s what | wanted 1o dao,
what | wanted to be.” he savs. “That's
when | really 1:-|.1|:|=|.'|| ary cyes 10 Irying
Ao tincherwtansd hisrses

Ensign went an o ride with clinicians
Ray Hunt, Martin Black and Joff Griffith,
arsd began riding outside hoeses to further
his education. Ensign’s clients started
asking him for instruction, and by 2000
b was conducting his own horsemanship
clinlcs throwghout the West.

the habat at wark
mng 5o many of his students, Enzign
cai cite aiy mimber 11|-n'.1rr|p[ﬁ of over-
drilling

A handler might ask a green horse 1o
back a step, When the horse responads,

the handler, in an effor to pash for even
mare progeess, offers no relief, main
tains bead-rope pressare and continues
to ask the horse 1o back,

Diuring a traising session, o nider maght
make a series of impressive turms aboand
a cutting horse, Enthused, the ride
Combines 'l.-.'hnrlr.mg on Eirms. |'||:r|'|rr|ﬁ
tos repeat that thrill of achievement. The
next il r|!|' herms |,;||1u-.|.n'| MEASUIT W 4]
the first, so the rider, now desperately
v.-r]-:ing a pl_l!.ll::iw,- note on which 1o
end the session, continues 1o drill. The
horse’s performance suffers with cach
sulbseguent sed af turns.

Hoping to make the most out of every
moment in the saddle, a Fider might
habitually overwork a performance
horse. Seeking o avoid what he inter-
prets 2s unexplained punishment, the
horse ]‘b-rﬂ,:ir'l\ I'L'FII'L'II1E 1o énler 'I]u.- afend
in-gate.

In any overdrilling scenario, Ensign
savi. o rider or handber instills in the hone
confusion, fear and distrusi.

*Horses have to think through a
process,” he says. “They need o know,
through the release of pressure, when
l]l.vtr'l.'l: done '.|.1:||:|:'I'||i.|!|ﬁ rig'h!. |fa r|Jr:r
overdrills, offering no release, no reward,
the horse begins questioning what it is
the rider wants. He tries to look for new
answers because, so far, nothing seems
1o please the rider.”

Before long, Ensign explains, a horse's
attempts to earn relief bead him far astray
in his responses to a rider’s signals, A
short-tempered rider’s frustration can
bead to excessive spurring and rein pres-
e,

*That's where refusal comes from,”
Ensign says, "It not that the horse is
incapable or doesn’t want 1o do some
thing. it's that the buman has pushed him
w0 hiard, the horse is scared to try,”

The antidote to overdrilling, he adds,
bies in a simiple preventative strategy: train
in small steps, focus on the positive, and
learn when to quit riding for the day,

d Irai:lling
session, Ensign begins with the goal of
sefiimg up the horse for sucoess, regandless
af the q!u”nn;.p:b the horse will confront
under saddle that day. He contends that
misdest; achievable objectives—small
forward steps—offer the best opportunity
for meaningiul progress with a horse,

“Gireat hopsernen often sy you need 1o
shorw diowen to speed up,” Ensign explains,
“Yoru cam gpet @ horse 10 turm anomd pretty
fast b a dae. But if we slow doswn and
work on getting just 4 step or two a day,
then another 4.'1'|-||:|:|||.' 1:|r'.~|'[-t|"|5 the mext du!r.
in two or three weeks, perhops we'll have
a rml!f.-' mice tarparoarncl. YWe won't snll
be working to improve that turmaround
we g onday one,”

Ensign advises rhders to work with a
“ghasis half full” mindset, celebrating each
improvement, no matter how small, ina
horse’s performance. By dwelling on each
of o hirrse's minor MEps forwand, a nder
develops a constructive mindset, becomies
| |i.l:|:'|g.' o evverd il and becomes more
adept ot recogniring positive momenids on
which woend a |.|.:|g."': 1r.'|.i:|'|.i:|'|1:'l AELEMI0.

“When it fecls good to you, it feels good
to the horse," he savs. “That's when vou
nieed to lay off for a while. That's where
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Above: B mansuwer such o1 8 turnansund can (Lustrate thae importance of
emphasizing small steps In & borse’s forward progress. “If we slow dovwn and work
on gettin g just.a step or two a day, then another couple of steps the next day,”
Ensipn says, " tomoor three wees, perhaps we'll have a rexlly nkca turraroynd.”

Right: nowiny whies toend a riding sesslon Is a valuable skill for a herseman,
“when it Spsis pood to poa, it focls pood to the horee,” Engign says. “That's when

yoil S 10 [y 61" e B eibe

| ercade revy betizstest masmaless wiith hesaes
wihen | Wi yoorges When a maneuver
went well, [ wanted that feeling sgain
That's wien thisgs sterted deterinrating,
becase | ovendid it”

Druring a particularly challenging
risking sessron—perhaps one inalving 1
preen horse, or ope i which the emdlron
mert or weather makes forward progeess
E‘.'l[ll.'\'.i.!l]!r difficrll— posihive maments
on which to end the day'’s work might be
qugh {53 r-:in]*-nml. In such cases, |':|.1:'.i3|1.
suggests one of two strategies:

Spend a few minules trotting or loping
tr allow the horses mind to clear
before making another attempt af the
magseuver af hand.
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Sloroe om0 4 BEw maneuver, ane thal
offers the horse a greater chance of suc
ok, End the chay's ride having success-
Fulhy crvercomie the challenges affered by
theis seoomad, bess daunting cxercise.

It's narwral oy assumie that a rider prep-
ping & horse for a competitive event is
at higher risk of falling into the habit of
overdrilling. Ensign contends that this
izt inevitable, and that a simple strategy
of adding variety to training scssions can
prevent a rider from pushing a horse too
far with a particular maneuver,

“IT T were workeng with a cutting horse,
for instance, | might cot a few omws in the
morning and do samething else in the
afternoon, like help the neighbor move

cuttle,” he says. “Maybe ['d work on cut-
li.ng anly three or four days o week, and
on other days ride in some open country
fusst tor change things up.”

1o aveiding
owerdrilling descends directly from the
California vagquenos " marffaria principle,
conterpoint to the adage “never put off
ant] tomorrow what you can do teday,”
The old vaqueros contended that, in
working with a horse, one should take all
the time necetary, never rushy, and mever
forget that ioamorrow (mafkanal always
hiolds the promise of further progress,

“When we drill horses over and over,
it’s hike they're being programmied,”
Ensign says. “Horses are living, breathing,
decision-making animals, They're not
compuiers, and 1 wouldn't want one
wmkins_nﬂ’a program. 1 wam my ke,
tos think, and 4 slow spprosch lets them
do just that"

A Mamgum as 0 Western Horseman
ecditer-at-lorge. He i based i Colorado
Springs, Colorado, Serad cormmerits on
thris stary fo edin@westernliorsenman. com




