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H
ave yo u  ever w i t n essed  t h e effo rt l ess g rac e w i t h
w h i c h  so m e h o rses are abl e  t o  c arry t h e i r ri d ers?
It Õs as t h o u g h  bo t h  p art i es are so  i n  t u n e w i t h  o n e

an o t h er t h at  t h ey si m p l y g l i d e fro m  o n e m an o eu vre t o
an o t h er.  

To  be su re, t h i s t yp e o f m ast erfu l  ri d i n g  st art s w i t h
h ard  w o rk.   In  t h e o p i n i o n  o f Jo sh  Ni c h o l ,  a  w el l -kn o w n
c l i n i c i an  an d  trai n er,  t w o  o t h er p art s o f t h e equ at i o n  are
c l ear c o m m u n i c at i o n  bet w een  h o rse an d  ri d er an d  so ft n ess
w i t h i n  t h e h o rseÕs m i n d  an d  bo d y.

In  t h i s art i c l e ,  Ni c h o l  sh ares h i s ad vi c e o n  bu i l d i n g  bet t er
fl o w  bet w een  yo u  an d  yo u r h o rse as yo u  l earn  t o  tran si t i o n
yo u r l ead ersh i p  fro m  t h e g ro u n d  i n t o  t h e sad d l e.

Equipment
Fi rst ,  l e t Õs c l ari fy a  few  p o i n t s abo u t  t h e equ i p m en t  yo u

w i l l  n eed .  Si n c e t h e fo l l o w i n g  ex erc i ses are d esi g n ed  t o  cre-
at e u n c l u t t ered  c o m m u n i c at i o n  bet w een  yo u  an d  yo u r
h o rse, Ni c h o l  bel i eves t h at  si m p l i c i t y i s best .

Fo r t h e g ro u n d w o rk,  yo u  w i l l  n eed  a h a l t er an d  a l ead -
ro p e t h at  i s ro u g h l y t w el ve feet  l o n g . ÒI p refer t o  u se a ro p e-
h a l t er,  as I l ike t h e w ay i t  fi t s a  h o rseÕs h ead ,Ó says Ni c h o l .

Yo u  w i l l  a l so  n o t i c e frequ en t  referen c es t o  t h e u se o f a
fl ag .  Essen t i a l l y, t h i s i s a  st i ck ( a  t w o  t o  t h ree fo o t  cro p
w o rks n i c e l y)  w i t h  a  p l ast i c  bag  at t ac h ed  t o  i t .

At  t h i s st ag e, Ni c h o l  d i sc o u rag es t h e u se o f a  bi t .   ÒUn t i l
yo u  are abso l u t e l y c ert a i n  t h at  yo u  are n o t  h o l d i n g  resi st -
an c e i n  yo u r h an d s an d  t h at  yo u  h ave p ro p erl y d efi n ed  t h e
rei n  as so m et h i n g  t h at  m ean s Òso ft en Ó i n st ead  o f Òbrac eÓ, I
rec o m m en d  u si n g  so m et h i n g  l ike a si d e-p u l l  w h en  yo u  tran -
si t i o n  t o  t h e sad d l e,Ó ex p l a i n s Ni c h o l .   ( See p h o t o )

Replacing tension with feel
Man y ri d i n g  m et h o d s t eac h  u s t h at  effec t i ve ri d i n g

requ i res very p rec i se a i d s ap p l i ed  at  ju st  t h e ri g h t  m o m en t .
Wh et h er yo u  ri d e En g l i sh  o r West ern , yo u Õve p robabl y been
t au g h t  t o  t h i nk m o re t h an  yo u  fee l .  

As a resu l t ,  Ni c h o l  bel i eves m u c h  t en si o n  c o m es fro m
w i t h i n  o u r o w n  m i n d  an d  bo d y. 

ÒAn y brac e i n  yo u  i s g o i n g  t o  be refl ec t ed  i n  yo u r h o rse,Ó
says Ni c h o l .   ÒTh i s i s w h y I l ike t o  c o n c en trat e o n  h o w  I am
affec t i n g  m y h o rse rat h er t h an  w h ere h e i s fa i l i n g .  

ÒWh en  w e w o rk h o rses w i t h  d em an d s an d  c o n tro l  as o u r
fo c u s, w e l o se t h e o p p o rt u n i t y o f w o rki n g  w i t h  a  p art n er
w h o  i s rel ax ed  an d  at t u n ed  t o  u s.  If w e c an  ri d e w i t h  a  so ft -
er fl o w  w i t h i n  o u rse l ves, t h e h o rse i s bet t er abl e  t o  m at c h
t h at  fee l .Ó

Horse language demystified 
Ni c h o l  sees t h e m ast ery o f h o rsem an sh i p  as c o m m u n i c at -

i n g  w i t h  yo u r h o rse t h ro u g h  t h e en erg y w i t h i n  yo u  rat h er
t h an  t eac h i n g  yo u r h o rse a m u l t i t u d e o f sp ec i fi c  a i d s an d
c u es.  Aft er a l l ,  t h i s i s h o w  h o rses rel at e t o  o n e an o t h er.  

Wh en  en g ag ed  i n  c o n versat i o n , t h ere are fo u r d i st i n c t
p art s t o  t h e l an g u ag e o f t h e h o rse. ÒTh ese are t h e fo u r p i l -
l ars o f m y trai n i n g  p yram i d ,Ó ex p l a i n s Ni c h o l .   Ò I refer t o
t h em  as t h o u g h t ,  i n t en t ,  p resen t at i o n  an d  a i d .Ó

He g o es o n  t o  ex p l a i n  t h at  w h en  a l ead  m are i s d i rec t i n g
h o rses, sh e i sn Õt  ju st  d o i n g  i t  w i t h  h er feet .   ÒIn st ead , t h ere
i s an  en erg y aro u n d  h er t h at  t h e h erd  i s a t t u n ed  t o ,Ó says
Ni c h o l .   ÒIn  m y o p i n i o n , t h i s sam e typ e o f en erg y fo rm s t h e
base o f fl u i d  ri d i n g .Ó

Th e m are fi rst  t h i nks abo u t  m o vi n g  a c ert a i n  h o rse o u t  o f
h er sp ac e.  Sh e t h en  l et s t h e en erg y o f h er t h o u g h t  fi l l  h er
sp ac e as an  i n t en t i o n  an d  t h en  p resen t s t h i s w i t h  stren g t h
t o w ard s t h e o t h er h o rse. Th i s m i g h t  be as subt l e  as a  l o ok o r
as su g g est i ve as a  l ean  i n  t h e ri g h t  d i rec t i o n , ac c o m p an i ed
by a p i n n i n g  o f h er ears.  

Taking Softness from the
Ground into the Saddle

by Ch an t a l Mar leau
(wi t h  Jo sh  Ni ch o l)  
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TRAINING WITH JOSH NICHOL

A sidepull is a tool that can be very useful.
To begin with, it takes your horseÕs mouth
out of the equation.  Until you and your
horse understand that the rein should only
be used as a means to softness, there is
no reason to complicate matters with a
bit.  A sidepull lets you develop tension
free hands while your horse learns to relax
the moment he feels a question from the
rein.  “ItÕs definitely what I recommend in
the beginning,” says Nichol.
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If t h e m essag e st i l l  h asn Õt  been  u n d erst o o d , t h e m are m i g h t
c h o o se t o  ki ck a t  t h e h o rse t h at  h as fa i l ed  t o  m o ve i n  o rd er t o
c l ari fy h er o ri g i n a l  t h o u g h t  an d  i n t en t .   Th i s ki ck w o u l d  serve
as a very c l ear an d  d ec i si ve a i d .

Let Õs ap p l y t h ese p ri n c i p l es t o  w o rki n g  yo u r h o rse fro m  t h e
g ro u n d .

Softening the hindquarters from the ground
Fi rst ,  yo u r h o rse m u st  u n d erst an d  h o w  t o  so ft en  w h i l e  h e

m o ves Ð t h i s bu i l d s t h e fo u n d at i o n  fo r so ft l y c arryi n g  yo u  i n
t h e ri d i n g .

Befo re yo u  st art ,  g et  yo u rse l f o rg an i z ed .  If yo u r h o rseÕs
h ead  i s c l o sest  t o  yo u r l eft  sh o u l d er,  h o l d  t h e l ead -ro p e w i t h
yo u r l eft  h an d  an d  fac e t h e h o rseÕs h i n dqu art ers.  Lo o se l y fo l d
t h e rem ai n d er o f yo u r l ead -ro p e o ver t h at  sam e fo rearm .
En su re t h at  t h e ro p e i s n ever w rap p ed  aro u n d  an y p art  o f yo u r
bo d y o r t h at  t h e t a i l  en d  d o es n o t  d an g l e so  l o w  t h at  yo u
m i g h t  tri p .  

Ho l d  t h e fl ag  i n  yo u r ri g h t  h an d  so  t h at  i t  i s easi l y avai l abl e
sh o u l d  yo u  requ i re i t .

ÒYo u r h o rse h as 3 6 0  d eg rees o f sp ac e aro u n d  h i m  an d  as
yo u  w o rk yo u r w ay t h ro u g h  yo u r trai n i n g  yo u  sh o u l d  be abl e
t o  so ft en  a l l  3 6 0  d eg rees,Ó ex p l a i n s Ni c h o l .  ÒFo r t h e p u rp o se o f
t h i s p art i c u l ar ex erc i se, m o ve d i rec t l y t o w ard s h i s h i n dqu ar-
t ers w i t h  a  very c l ear t h o u g h t  an d  p resen t  t h e i n t en t  t h at  yo u r
h o rse w i l l  st ep  h i s h i p s aw ay fro m  yo u .Ó

Yo u  w o u l d  l ike t o  fee l  t h at  yo u r p art n er i s m o vi n g  o u t  o f
yo u r sp ac e i n  a  fl u i d  m an n er.   H i s i n si d e h i n d  l eg  sh o u l d  st ep
w el l  u n d ern eat h  h i s bo d y. 

Observe yo u r h o rseÕs ac t i o n s an d  fee l  h i s m o vem en t .   Is h e
t i g h t ,  qu i ck,  brac ed  o r rel ax ed ? If yo u r h o rse m o ves o u t  o f
yo u r sp ac e w i t h  an y brac e i n  h i s bo d y, c o n si d er t h i s a  fo rm  o f
resi st an c e t h at  n eed s t o  be rem o ved .  

ÒTo  su c c essfu l l y rem o ve t h e t en si o n  yo u  h ave en c o u n t ered ,
fi rst  vi su a l i z e a  sc a l e o f resi st an c e fro m  z ero  t o  t en ,Ó ex p l a i n s
Ni c h o l .   ÒAg ai n , w i t h  t h e t h o u g h t  an d  i n t en t i o n  t h at  yo u r
h o rseÕs h i n dqu art ers are g o i n g  t o  so ft l y m o ve aw ay fro m  yo u ,
st ep  t o w ard s t h e h i p  w i t h  en erg y i n  yo u  t h at  c l earl y says
Òm o veÓ an d  sh ake yo u r fl ag  as n ec essary.Ó

Th i s ap p ro ac h  i s o n l y p art  o f t h e ex erc i se.  Man y h o rses w i l l

bec o m e m o re resp o n si ve bu t  w i l l  st i l l  c arry a brac e i n  t h e i r
bo d y.  ÒI c a l l  t h i s l i g h t  an d  n o t  at  a l l  so ft ,Ó c l ari fi es Ni c h o l .
Rem o vi n g  t h i s t en si o n  a l l o w s a h o rse t o  tru l y bec o m e so ft ;
an d , w o rk w i t h  t h e l ead -ro p e w i l l  ac c o m p l i sh  t h i s.

Softening to the lead-rope
On c e yo u  are abl e  t o  su c c essfu l l y st ep  t o w ard s t h e h i p  an d

h ave t h e h i n dqu art ers m o ve aw ay fro m  yo u r sp ac e, c o n fi rm
t h at  t h ere i s freed o m  fro m  o n e en d  o f t h e sp i n e t o  t h e o t h er
by fee l i n g  fo r so ft n ess i n  t h e l ead -ro p e.  If yo u  fee l  w ei g h t  i n
t h e l ead , rec o g n i z e t h at  t h i s i s a  fo rm  o f brac e.

Fo c u s fo r a  m o m en t  o n  t h e h an d  t h at  i s c l o sest  t o  t h e h a l t er
an d  l o w er i t  a  few  i n c h es.  Do es yo u r h o rseÕs h ead  fo l l o w  t h e
m o vem en t  d o w n w ard  o r i s h e brac ed  ag a i n st  yo u ?  As yo u
c o n t i n u e t o  w a lk t o w ard s t h e h i n dqu art ers, fee l  fo r t i g h t n ess
i n  yo u r l ead  ro p e an d  st ay c o n n ec t ed  t o  i t .   Ai d  yo u r h o rse by
g en t l y sh aki n g  yo u r fl ag  u n t i l  yo u  fee l  sl i g h t l y l ess resi st an c e
o n  t h e sc a l e d i sc u ssed  earl i er.  

ÒYo u r g o al  i s t o  feel  th e h o rse so ften  to  th e l ead  as h e al so
so ften s o u t  o f yo u r sp ace,Ó ad d s Ni ch o l .  ÒTh e sl ack i n  th e l ead -
ro p e co m bi n ed  w i th  vi sibl e rel ax at i o n  i n  th e bo d y co n fi rm s th at
th e h o rse h as yi el d ed  to  yo u r l ead ersh i p  o n  th e g ro u n d .Ó

Transitioning to the saddle
Everyt h i n g  essen t i a l l y rem ai n s t h e sam e as yo u  n o w  tran si -

t i o n  fro m  t h e g ro u n d  i n t o  t h e sad d l e.
Fi rst ,  u n d erst an d  t h at  yo u r l ead -ro p e bec o m es yo u r rei n ,

an d  yo u r fl ag  i s rep l ac ed  by yo u r l eg s. We w i l l  c o n t i n u e t o
bu i l d  o n  t h e sam e h i n dqu art er ex erc i se. 

ÒTo  h ave yo u r h o rseÕs h i n dqu art ers st ep  t o  t h e ri g h t ,  beg i n
by fo c u si n g  o n  t h e i n si d e h i n d  l eg  an d  en vi si o n  t h at  yo u r h i p s
are c o n n ec t ed  t o  yo u r h o rses h i p s,Ó ex p l a i n s Ni c h o l .   ÒHo l d
t h at  t h o u g h t  i n  yo u r m i n d  as yo u  g en t l y bu m p  yo u r i n si d e l eg
u n t i l  yo u r h o rse m akes an  effo rt  t o  st ep  i n  t h e ri g h t  d i rec t i o n .

ÒCease t o  p ressu re yo u r h o rse as so o n  as yo u  fee l  h i m  try t o
m o ve h i s h i n dqu art ers aw ay fro m  yo u r l eg .  Th e qu i cker yo u
rec o g n i z e an d  rew ard  t h i s try, t h e m o re resp o n si ve yo u r h o rse
w i l l  bec o m e i n  t h e en d .Ó

Be p rep ared  t o  h an g  i n  t h ere w i t h  yo u r h o rse as h e tri es t o
fi g u re o u t  w h at  yo u  are aski n g  o f h i m .  He m ay stru g g l e at

Softening the hindquarters from the ground

First, step towards your horseÕs hindquar ters
with the very clear thought and intent that he will
step out of your space.

Be aware of any resistance your horse might be
exhibiting as you continue to ask him to clear his hips
out of your space. Shake your flag as needed.
Remember that your flag is the aid that clarifies your
question. Release as soon as you feel your horse
yielding to your space.

Once the hips have softly stepped away from you,
hang in there with your lead-rope to confirm that
your horse is still soft. You should feel freedom in
the lead and a sense of relaxation that extends all
the way to his hip.
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fi rst ,  esp ec i a l l y i f h e h as bec o m e ac c u st o m ed  t o  bei n g
m ec h an i c a l l y d i rec t ed  w i t h  p u sh es an d  p u l l s.   ÒAs a resu l t ,
m o st  h o rses w i l l  brac e w h en  fi rst  asked  t o  m o ve o ff t h e
l eg ,Óc o n t i n u es Ni c h o l .   ÒTh i s i s w h ere t h e rei n  a i d  p l ays i t s
m o st  i m p o rt an t  ro l e.Ó 

Rem em ber t h at  yo u r rei n s are si m p l y a rep l ac em en t  fo r
yo u r l ead -ro p e.  Th ey are n o t  h an d l ebars fo r yo u  t o  h o l d  o n
t o , n o r sh o u l d  t h ey ac t  as a  st eeri n g  w h eel .   Yo u r rei n s are
t h ere fo r yo u  t o  veri fy t h e so ft n ess o r l ack t h ereo f t h at  i s p res-
en t  i n  yo u r h o rse.  

Ju st  as yo u  h ave o n e l ead -ro p e, fo c u s o n  u si n g  o n l y o n e
rei n  at  a  t i m e fo r n o w .  Let  yo u r rei n s fa l l  l o o se l y as yo u  h o l d
t h em  by t h e bu ckl e .   Cro ss yo u r sp l i t  rei n s o ver yo u r h o rseÕs
n eck i f yo u  are ri d i n g  West ern .

Fo r t h e p u rp o se o f t h i s h i n dqu art er ex erc i se, ask fo r t h e
h i p s t o  m o ve o ver.  On c e yo u  h ave obt a i n ed  t h e m o vem en t ,
c o n fi rm  t h at  t h ere i s so ft n ess t h ro u g h  t h e sp i n e by p i cki n g  u p
yo u r i n si d e rei n  an d  fl u i d l y sl i d i n g  yo u r h an d  i n  t o w ard s yo u r
h i p , vi su a l i z i n g  t h e c o n n ec t i o n  bet w een  yo u r o w n  h i p  an d
yo u r h o rseÕs h i n dqu art ers. 

ÒTo  h el p  yo u  vi su a l i z e w h at  I m ean , I w o u l d  l ike yo u  t o
i m ag i n e t h at  yo u  are si t t i n g  o n  t h e en d  o f a  d o ck,Ó ex p l a i n s
Ni c h o l .   ÒAt  rest ,  yo u r h an d s l ay ju st  abo ve t h e w at er.   Wh en
yo u  reac h  d o w n  a l o n g  yo u r rei n , try n o t  t o  sp l ash  o r c au se a
ri p p l e  i n  t h e p o n d .

ÒNo w , h o l d  t h e rei n  as yo u  w o u l d  t h e h an d  o f a  d an c e p art -
n er an d  fee l  fo r resi st an c e i n  yo u r h o rseÕs h ead .  If yo u  fee l
t en si o n , g en t l y bu m p  yo u r l eg s o n c e ag a i n  an d  g i ve yo u r
h o rse t h e o p p o rt u n i t y t o  rel ax .  If yo u  d o  n o t  fee l  h i m  try, c o n -
t i n u e t o  g en t l y bu m p , fo c u si n g  o n  t h e rei n  an d  rel ease bo t h
qu est i o n s w h en  t h e h o rse so ft en s t o  t h e rei n .Ó

Beg i n  t h i s ex erc i se at  a  st an d st i l l  an d , as w i t h  a l l  m o ve-
m en t s,  p rac t i c e o n  bo t h  si d es.

On c e yo u  an d  yo u r h o rse u n d erst an d  t h e t i m i n g  o f t h i s
ex erc i se, Ni c h o l  rec o m m en d s tryi n g  i t  a t  a  w a lk an d  t h en  at  a
tro t .

Th e t ec h n iqu es d i sc u ssed  h ere rep resen t  i m p o rt an t  bu i l d i n g
bl o cks t h at  w i l l  d evel o p  ease an d  so ft n ess i n  bo t h  yo u  an d
yo u r h o rse.  ÒNo w , ask yo u rse l f i f yo u  are c o n c en trat i n g  o n

m o vem en t s an d  resp o n si ven ess a l o n e, o r w h et h er yo u  are
fo c u si n g  o n  so ft n ess,Ó ad d s Ni c h o l .   ÒSo ft n ess i s d efi n i t e l y
w h at  yo u  sh o u l d  be stri vi n g  fo r.Ó 

Ap p l y t h e sam e m et h o d s t o  a l l  p art s o f yo u r h o rseÕs bo d y.
Th i s ex erc i se w i l l  a l so  be h e l p fu l  i n  t en se areas, su c h  as t h e
sh o u l d ers.  

As yo u  bec o m e m o re an d  m o re effec t i ve at  rem o vi n g  resi st -
an c e w i t h i n  yo u r h o rse an d  at  d evel o p i n g  su p p l en ess w i t h i n
yo u rse l f,  yo u  w i l l  be w el l  o n  yo u r w ay t o  m o vi n g  i n  h arm o n y
w i t h  yo u r equ i n e p art n er.  
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Softening the hindquarters from the saddle

Imagine that your hips are connected to your
horse's hindquar ters. Nowbump your inside leg
until your horse makes an effor t to move his
hips. Release your pressure as soon as you feel
a response.

The second step is to confirm that the horse is soft-
ening his hip. Do this by feeling through your rein. If
the hindquar ters feel heavy in your hands, hang in
there with some leg pressure until the resistance dis-
sipates and the rein softens.

In the end, you should feel that your horse is soft in
your hand. The rein should be able to feel that either
the hip or the head and neck softly respond.  When
you feel release in both areas, you will know that
your horse is truly relaxed and responsive.


