Ah Trail Riding

My former husband suggested we buy some horses.  His innocent proposal caught me by surprise.  Does he have any idea what Pandora’ box he is sticking his key into?

Since I had owned the same old quarter horse for twelve years as a child, I fancied myself not only a horseperson but a horse trainer as well.  Who cares that I’d never in my life owned a saddle?  Who needed one?  “It just takes too much time to put it on.”   I’d rather feel the horse’s muscles underneath me.

Colorado’s steep inclines eventually convinced me I needed a saddle.  The Denver foothills were nothing like the Iowa pastures where I learned to ride!

In truth I had neither notion of aids nor interrelationships of aids.  I bought books.  They were more entertainment than “how to’s”.  How does one read a book and ride at the same time?

My early trail horses would spook and blast through the trees.  They’d run away with me.  I’d jump on any horse – no fear.  Remember I fancied myself a horseperson.  Stay on, and I’ve got it made!

Going on a 4-H trail ride sobered me up a bit.  There were riders who actually had convinced their horses to stand still while being mounted!  There were riders whose horses did not lurch into the horse in front of them, that did not try to kick or bite their neighbors.

I took up competitive trail riding.  Another eye opener.  Guess what?  I lost points if my horse whinnied at his buddies, if he moved one inch when I mounted, if he didn’t politely walk up steep slopes, over creeks or bridges, past scary things.  After spending six to eight hours with a horse that lost points willy-nilly at every turn in the trail, I was in need of professional instruction – somehow, somewhere.  In my previous horse life I’d never heard of riding lessons.  (If I as an adult had heard mention of riding lessons, I’d have scoffed.  Hey, “I already know how to ride!”)

Lucky for me a couple of professional riding instructors moved in one-half mile down the road.  Little did I know at the time that I’d eventually marry one of them, that we’d be partners for twenty years.  Little did I know we’d one day guide people on horseback in six different wilderness areas, over five passes in excess of 12,000 feet and on the first 170 miles of the Colorado Trail.  We operated under a special use permit with the Pike National Forest for twelve years.

It’s one thing to be responsible for one’s own horse.  It’s quite another to be responsible for ten people of varying states of experience, confidence and sheer ignorance of their own well being.  I was always relegated to riding the worst horse of the lot – leading the group, and packing lunch besides!  I’d obviously taught a few horses to cross creeks, stand still and be mannerly in the meantime!

The more I learned about classical horse training, the better my trail mount became.  It didn’t matter about the horse’s skill level, age or experience.  I’d put the horse between my hands and legs and under my sitting bones and put him anywhere I wanted.  No more refusing creek crossings, stepping a foot off a sharp incline.  No more spooking.

Now I know that every horse I train will be a better trail horse than the last – because, my horse’s behavior is a reflection of my skill and knowledge.  I am proud to say that my current mount is an exceptional show horse, with as much flash and pizzazz as one could ever hope to see.  He is also the most sure-footed, intelligent, confident and resourceful trail horse I’ve ever owned.  He makes horseback riding a sheer pleasure, a “kick in the pants”, and a whole lot of fun!

When someone tells me he/she doesn’t need lessons because all they do is trail ride, I think back to my “I already know how to ride” days and smile.
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