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Wh en  yo u  c are fo r a  yo u n g  h o rse, t h e t i m e w i l l  i nvari ab ly c o m e w h en
yo u  w i l l  fac e t h e ag e-o l d  qu est i o n  t h at  w i l l  pro fo u n d ly affec t  t h e rest
o f t h at  h o rse ’s l i fe:  To  beg i n  trai n i n g  o r w a i t  a  w h i l e  l o n g er? Th i s par-

t i c u l ar qu est i o n  h as sparked  m u c h  h eat ed  d ebat e i n  t h e h o rse w o rl d  an d  i s o n e I
w o u l d  l i ke t o  ex pl o re i n  t h i s art i c l e .  

Th e reaso n  fo r m u c h  o f t h e bo i st ero u s d i sc u ssi o n  i s t h at  bo t h  h o rse o w n ers
an d  trai n ers are bo m bard ed  w i t h  c o n fl i c t i n g  i n fo rm at i o n . On  o n e h an d , w e are
t o l d  t h at ,  d epen d i n g  o n  t h e breed , h o rses d o  n o t  reac h  physi c a l  an d  m en t a l
m at u ri ty u n t i l  t h e ag e o f fo u r o r five ( ex c ept  fo r t h o se h o rses w i t h  rat h er sl o w
g ro w t h  rat es, su c h  as Arab i an s, t h at  m i g h t  n o t  d evel op u n t i l  t h e ag e o f si x ) .  On
t h e o t h er h an d , i t  i s c o m m o n  kn o w l ed g e t h at  Th o ro u g h bred s beg i n  t h e i r rac i n g
c areers as t w o -year-o l d s. At  t h at  sam e yo u n g  ag e, so m e pro m i si n g  Qu art er
Ho rses are a l ready m ast eri n g  t h e i r sl i d es an d  spi n s.  Perh aps so m eo n e yo u  kn o w
h as a c o l t  o r fi l ly t h at  i s a l ready a  vet eran  o f t h e sh o w  ri n g .  Ho w  d o  yo u  kn o w
w h at  i s ri g h t  fo r yo u r h o rse an d  w h ere sh o u l d  yo u  st art ? I be l i eve t h e an sw er l i es
i n  u si n g  c o m m o n  sen se, u n d erst an d i n g  yo u r part i c u l ar h o rse an d  strivi n g  t o
apply a  g o o d  d o se o f ba l an c e.

A Window of Opportunity
In  m y ex peri en c e as a  trai n er,  I h ave c o m e t o  be l i eve t h at  t h e sec o n d  year i n  a

h o rse ’s l i fe d o es, i n d eed , provi d e an  i d ea l  w i n d o w  i n  w h i c h  t o  i n tro d u c e c ert a i n
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aspec t s o f trai n i n g . I’ve fo u n d  h o rses o f
t h i s ag e t o  be l i ke spo n g es. Th ey are
typi c a l ly w i l l i n g  an d  ab l e t o  abso rb
m any types o f i n fo rm at i o n  an d  are
en joyi n g  a  peri o d  i n  t h e i r l ives w h en
everyt h i n g  i s st i l l  n ew  an d  ex c i t i n g .
Th i s i s t h e perfec t  t i m e t o  i m part  an
u n d erst an d i n g  o f w h at  l i fe i s g o i n g  t o
be abo u t .  

Oft en , w h en  a h o rse h as been  l eft
t o o  l o n g  w i t h o u t  trai n i n g , t h ere i s a
t en d en cy t o  stru g g l e w h en  h e i s su d -
d en ly t h ro w n  i n t o  a  w o rki n g  envi ro n -
m en t . My g o a l  t h en , d u ri n g  t h e cri t i c a l
t w o -year-o l d  st ag e, i s t o  creat e a m i n d -
fram e t h at  en joys w o rki n g  w i t h  m e
rat h er t h an  d read i n g  t h e m o m en t  I
sh o w  up w i t h  a  h a l t er.  Th at  sa i d ,  i t  i s
vi t a l  t o  keep ex erc i ses an d  t asks i n t er-
est i n g  fo r a  yo u n g  h o rse. Si n c e t h e
m i n d  i s far fro m  m at u re at  t h e ag e o f
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t w o , a  key e l em en t  t o  m ai n t a i n i n g  a
yo u n g st er’s at t en t i o n  i s n ever t o  set
a pred i c t ab l e ro u t i n e. It ’s best  t o
keep yo u n g  h o rses g u essi n g  an d
t h at  a l o n e w i l l  earn  yo u  so m e
respec t .

Fo r ex am pl e ,  I l i ke t o  ex po se c o l t s
an d  fi l l i es t o  a  vari e ty o f i n t erest i n g
t h i n g s o n  an d  o ff m y property.  It  i s
vi t a l  t o  creat e an  u n d erst an d i n g
t h at  h o m e i s n o t  t h e o n ly safe h aven
avai l ab l e.  If yo u  h ave a seaso n ed
h o rse t h at  en joys trai l er ri d es, t h i s
w o u l d  be t h e i d ea l  t i m e t o  l o ad
bo t h  h o rses an d  i n tro d u c e t h e i d ea
o f a  ro ad  trip,  h o w ever sh o rt  i t
m i g h t  be. Th e m o re u n ex pec t ed
adven t u res yo u  t h ro w  i n t o  yo u r
yo u n g  h o rse ’s l i fe, t h e m o re l i ke ly
h e i s t o  g ro w  up t o  be a rel i ab l e
part n er.

Wi t h  t h i s i n  m i n d , I c h a l l en g e yo u
t o  i n tro d u c e yo u r t w o -year-o l d  t o
vari o u s si g h t s an d  ex peri en c es, su c h
as stran g ers, d o g s, c o w s o r even
h an d -w al ki n g  i n  u n fam i l i ar t erri t o -
ry.  Th e c h o i c e i s yo u rs an d  yo u r
i m ag i n at i o n  i s t h e l i m i t .  Bu t ,  h ere i s
w h ere u n d erst an d i n g  yo u r h o rse ’s
c apab i l i t i es i s key.  So m e t w o -year-
o l d s h ave a sh o rt  a t t en t i o n  span  an d
c an  o n ly be su c c essfu l  fo r t en  t o  fi f-
t een  m i n u t es at  a  t i m e, w h i l e  o t h ers
c an  fo c u s fo r an  h o u r o r m o re o n
n ew  t asks. It  a l l  d epen d s o n  t h e
h o rse. Keep i n  m i n d , as w el l ,  t h at
m u c h  l i ke h u m an s, a  h o rse ’s ab i l i ty
t o  fo c u s c an  vary fro m  d ay t o  d ay.  

Becoming a Leader
Al t h o u g h  I fi rm ly be l i eve i n

ex po si n g  yo u n g  h o rses t o  as m any
t h i n g s as po ssi b l e ,  I d o  n o t  en c o u r-
ag e t h e n o t i o n  o f sac ki n g -o u t  a
h o rse an d  d esen si t i z i n g  h i m  t o  t h e
w o rl d .  In st ead , I en c o u rag e yo u  t o
i m prove yo u r l ead ersh ip ski l l s an d
t eac h  yo u r h o rse t o  t h i n k t h ro u g h
l i fe ’s pressu res an d  t o  l o o k t o  yo u
fo r peac e w h en  t h i n g s l o o k sc ary t o
h i m  – w h i c h  i s n o t  an  overw h el m i n g
t ask ( as yo u  m i g h t  t h i n k) ,  i f yo u
ad h ere t o  a  few  si m pl e  t ec h n iqu es. 

Fi rst  o f a l l ,  yo u  n eed  t o  u n d er-
st an d  t h at  a  h o rse m u st  be rel ax ed
i n  h i s m i n d  i f h e i s t o  be so ft  i n  h i s
bo dy.  To  h e lp h o l d  t h e m en t a l  fo c u s
o f h o rses I w o rk w i t h ,  I u se a t o o l
t h at  I c a l l  a  ‘fl ag ’.  I a t t ac h  a sm al l
pl ast i c  bag  t o  a  st i c k an d  sh ake i t
g en t ly t o  d raw  a h o rse ’s at t en t i o n .
As so o n  as a  h o rse fo c u ses o n  m e o r
even  st ops w h at  h e ’s d o i n g  an d  tri es
t o  c o n c en trat e o n  w h at  I’m  d o i n g , I
h o l d  t h e fl ag  perfec t ly st i l l .  Th i s
rew ard s effo rt  by rem ovi n g  pressu re
( sh aki n g  o f t h e fl ag )  as so o n  t h e
h o rse an sw ers w h at ever qu est i o n  I
am  aski n g  o f h i m . 

Use t h e fl ag  at  fi rst  by w o rki n g
yo u r h o rse l o o se i n  a  ro u n d  pen  o r
w h at ever m an ag eab l e w o rki n g
spac e yo u  h ave avai l ab l e t o  yo u . As
so o n  as h i s m i n d  d ri ft s o u t w ard s t o
h i s bu d d i es o r t o  an o t h er d i strac -
t i o n , sh ake yo u r fl ag  g en t ly u n t i l
yo u  reg ai n  h i s fo c u s. So o n , yo u r

Introducing a young horse to a variety of people, places and situations will help him develop into a
reliable equine par tner.

An experienced horse has much to teach your youngster. If you are
for tunate enough to have a calm and seasoned horse at your dis-
posal, incorporate him into trailer loading training sessions, trailer
rides and the introduction of new environments or situations.

h o rse w i l l  l earn  t w o  i m po rt an t  t h i n g s:  Th at  h e c an
c o n tro l  pressu re h i m sel f an d  t h at  h i s jo b  i s t o
rem ai n  at t en t ive t o  yo u . It  i s i m po rt an t  t h at  yo u
o n ly apply en o u g h  pressu re t o  en c o u rag e yo u r
h o rse t o  fi n d  t h e ri g h t  an sw er.  Yo u  n ever w an t  t o
creat e fear by sh aki n g  yo u r fl ag  t o o  vi o l en t ly.  If yo u
m ake a h o rse fearfu l ,  yo u  h ave preven t ed  h i m  fro m
t h i n ki n g . Yo u  d efi n i t e ly w an t  t o  creat e a si t u at i o n
t h at  keeps a l w ays t h i n ki n g .

As yo u  pro g ress w i t h  t h i s t ec h n iqu e, yo u  c an
ex pec t  so m e m en t a l  st i l l n ess fro m  yo u r yo u n g
h o rse. Wh at  I m ean  i s t h at  yo u  m i g h t  w a i t  fo r h i m
t o  fo c u s o n  yo u  l o n g er w i t h o u t  rai si n g  h i s h ead  o r
t u rn i n g  aw ay.  Yo u  sh o u l d  be m ovi n g  fo rw ard  w i t h
t h e c h a l l en g es yo u  presen t  t o  yo u r h o rse.

Softening to the Lead Rope
Teac h i n g  a yo u n g  h o rse t o  so ft en  t o  t h e l ead -rope

i s an o t h er ex erc i se t h at  w i l l  serve bo t h  o f yo u  w el l
as yo u  beg i n  t o  spen d  m o re t i m e t o g et h er.  Th i s
trai n i n g  i s t h e basi s o f be i n g  ab l e t o  l ead  h i m  effo rt -
l essly,  as w el l  as h avi n g  h i m  st an d  t i ed  w i t h o u t  fear
o r an x i ety.  

Beg i n  by sl i d i n g  o n e h an d  d o w n  t h e l ead -rope
w h i l e  t h e o t h er h o l d s t h e fl ag .  Wh at  d o  yo u  feel ?
Do es yo u r h o rse brac e by rai si n g  h i s h ead  upw ard s?
Perh aps yo u r c o l t  o r fi l ly i s c h a l l en g i n g  t h e pressu re
by bac ki n g -up.  Wh at ever t h e reac t i o n , yo u  w i l l
n eed  t o  h o l d  o n  t o  t h i s resi st an c e u n t i l  i t  d i ssipat es.
Th e m o m en t  yo u  feel  any t en si o n , g en t ly sh ake t h e
fl ag  w i t h  yo u r o t h er h an d  u n t i l  yo u  feel  t h e h ead
so ft en  t o  t h e l ead -rope. Try t h i s m any t i m es. As
yo u r t i m i n g  i m proves an d  yo u  are bet t er ab l e t o
rel ease yo u r pressu re ( t h e fl ag )  at  t h e very m o m en t
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t h at  yo u  o b t a i n  so ft n ess, yo u  w i l l  see yo u r
h o rse beg i n  t o  g ive an d  rel ax  m o re an d  m o re
rapi d ly.

A pro g ressi o n  o f t h i s ex erc i se i s t o  qu i c kly
w al k fo rw ard , t h ereby creat i n g  yo u r o w n  t i g h t -
n ess i n  t h e l ead -rope. Ch al l en g e yo u r h o rse t o
pu t  so m e sl ac k bac k i n t o  i t  by keepi n g  up w i t h
yo u  an d  rem ai n i n g  rel ax ed  at  t h e po l l .  Ag a i n ,
sh ake yo u r fl ag  t h e m o m en t  t h at  yo u
en c o u n t er any resi st an c e an d  rel ease as so o n
as yo u  feel  yo u r h o rse g ive t o  t h e l ead -rope
o n c e ag a i n . Yo u  sh o u l d  fi n d  yo u rse lves fl o w i n g
fo rw ard  t o g et h er m o re effo rt l essly.  

Respect for Personal Space
Th i s i s a l so  t h e t i m e fo r yo u r yo u n g st er t o

d evel op a  keen  sen se o f yo u r perso n al  spac e.
Ju st  bec au se yo u r h o rse i s n o t  yet  fu l l -si z e d o es
n o t  m ean  h e sh o u l d  be a l l o w ed  t o  st ep t o o
c l o se t o  yo u . In  t h e fi rst  art i c l e  o f t h i s seri es
( see t h e 2010 Canadian Horse Annu al)  I d i s-
c u ssed  t h e i d ea t h at  h o rses c o m m u n i c at e
t h ro u g h  t h e spac e t h at  su rro u n d s t h em . A l ead
h o rse, fo r ex am pl e ,  c an  easi ly d i rec t  t h e h erd
by pressi n g  e i t h er h i s t h o u g h t  an d / o r h i s o w n
spac e i n t o  t h at  o f o t h ers. Im ag i n e t h at  a  g i an t
bu bb l e su rro u n d s bo t h  yo u rse l f an d  yo u r
h o rse. Yo u r g o a l  i s t o  press yo u r bu bb l e i n t o
t h e sam e i nvi si b l e  c i rc l e  t h at  su rro u n d s yo u r
h o rse an d  h ave h i m  yi e l d  t o  yo u . Fo r ex am pl e ,
i f t h e h o rse ’s h ead  w ere i n  yo u r perso n al
spac e, yo u  w o u l d  st ep i n  t o w ard s h i s n o se an d
ex pec t  h i s h ead  an d  po ssi b ly h i s en t i re bo dy t o

Josh  Nich ol is a well-known trainer and clinician based in Western Canada.
Josh  specializes in freeing th e h orse from  resistance and h elping riders better
com m u nicate with  th eir equ ine partners. For m ore inform ation abou t Josh ’s
training tech niqu es and to view h is 2010 clinic sch edu le, please visit
www.josh nich ol.com

Teaching a horse to soften to a lead rope is a key element
that will eventually lead to softening in the bridle.

c l ear t h at  spac e. If h e resi st ed , an d  yo u  fel t  yo u rse l f st eppi n g  i n t o  w h at
am o u n t s t o  a  w al l ,  yo u  c o u l d  u se yo u r fl ag  o r w h at ever e l se yo u ’re c o m fo rt -
ab l e w i t h  t o  ki c k up a  b i t  o f a  fu ss u n t i l  h e c l eared  o u t  o f yo u r spac e. Wi t h
every a t t em pt ,  yo u  sh o u l d  be en c o u rag i n g  h i m  t o  yi e l d  a  l i t t l e  so o n er by
bei n g  very qu i c k t o  rel ease yo u r o w n  pressu re at  t h e sl i g h t est  si g n  o f a  try.
Th e m o re yi e l d  yo u  pro d u c e, t h e so ft er an d  qu i et er yo u r h o rse w i l l  be.

Th e t ec h n iqu es w e ’ve ju st  d i sc u ssed  are d esi g n ed  t o  bu i l d  so ft n ess fro m
t h e i n si d e o u t  an d , w h en  d evel oped  at  an  early ag e, c an  l ead  t o  ex trao rd i -
n ary l i fe-l o n g  resu l t s.  Th i n k o f t h ese m et h o d s m o re as a  w ay o f l ivi n g ,
rat h er t h an  ex erc i ses. 

A g o o d  fri en d  o f m i n e o n c e sa i d ,  “So  t h ey are st art ed , so  t h ey g o .” Wh at
h e m ean t  w as t h at  by m aki n g  g o o d  u se o f t h e i m pressi o n ab l e years i n  a
h o rse ’s l i fe, yo u  are provi d i n g  h i m  w i t h  t h e best  st art  po ssi b l e .

Expectations for Two-Year-Olds
As a  trai n er I w o u l d  l i ke t o  see a so l i d  u n d erst an d i n g  o f g ro u n d w o rk by

t h e en d  o f t h e t w o -year-o l d  year,  as w el l  as a  c o n si st en t  so ft en i n g  t o  t h e
l ead -rope. Th ere sh o u l d  a l so  be a c l ear u n d erst an d i n g  o f perso n al  spac e an d
t h e n o t i o n  o f travel ,  an d  be i n g  separat ed  fro m  o t h er h o rses sh o u l d  be a
n o n -i ssu e. 

By t h e en d  o f t h i s fo rm at ive trai n i n g  seaso n , a  t w o -year-o l d  sh o u l d  a l so
be very c o m fo rt ab l e be i n g  sad d l ed  an d  c arryi n g  a  ri d er a t  bo t h  t h e w al k
an d  tro t .  If a  h o rse i s fu rt h er a l o n g  i n  h i s m en t a l  an d  physi c a l  d evel opm en t ,
so m e c an t er w o rk c an  a l so  be ben efi c i a l .  
Sad d l i n g  an d  l i g h t  ri d i n g  sh o u l d  bec o m e a reg u l ar part  o f a  yo u n g st er’s

repert o i re. Th i s i s t h e t i m e t o  i n st i l l  c o m fo rt  w i t h  t h e ex peri en c e o f be i n g
ri d d en  an d  t o  d evel op a  basi c  u n d erst an d i n g  o f t h e a i d s.  Th i s w i l l  fac i l i t a t e
t h e m o re fo rm al  trai n i n g  t h at  i s t o  c o m e i n  t h e fo l l o w i n g  year.

It  m i g h t  so u n d  l i ke a l o t ,  bu t  m y be l i ef i s t h at  i t  i s a l l  very n ec essary
w o rk. Th ese st eps l ay t h e fo u n d at i o n  fo r a l l  fu t u re trai n i n g  an d  w i l l  t eac h  a
h o rse t o  u se h i m sel f properly,  w h i c h  w i l l  c o n tri bu t e t o  t h e m ai n t en an c e o f
so u n d n ess t h ro u g h o u t  h i s l i fe.

As trai n ers an d  c areg ivers, o u r jo b  i s t o  t ake t h e beau ty o f t h e h o rse an d
w o rk w i t h  i t ,  n o t  t o  pu sh  t h e bo dy o r t h e m i n d  t o  t h e ex trem e. I w o u l d  d i s-
c o u rag e yo u  fro m  e i t h er st art i n g  a  h o rse t o o  l a t e o r pu sh i n g  h i m  so  h ard
t h at  yo u  en d  up w i t h  a  l am e o r m en t a l ly d am ag ed  h o rse t h at  w as ri d d en
t o o  h ard  as a  yo u n g st er.  

Fi n d  a  g o o d  ba l an c e an d  t h e w i sd o m  w i t h i n  yo u rse l f t o  bu i l d  a  g reat  rel a-
t i o n sh ip w i t h  yo u r h o rse an d  yo u  w i l l  be w el l  o n  yo u r w ay t o  ac h i evi n g  su c -
c ess i n  yo u r trai n i n g .

Saddl ing is one of the many
exper ien c es a young horse
should be comfor table with by
the end of h is two-year-o ld
year. This is also the time to
make riding a comfor table and
en j oyab le par t  o f t rai n i ng .
Remember that, at this age, a
horseÕs bone structure is still
developing and vigorous work
can be quite damaging.


