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BUILD YOUR
GROUND

SKILLS
By using natural horsemanship groundwork  
techniques, you can develop a stronger 
bond with your horse.
By Tik Maynard  n  Photos by Amy K. Dragoo

Remarkable 54 and I won 
the freestyle class of the 
Retired Racehorse Proj-
ect’s 2015 Thorough-
bred Makeover (see be-
low). I explained some 

of the training concepts I followed to 
accomplish that goal in Practical Horse-
man’s February 2015 issue. Here, I’ll de-
scribe some techniques in more detail.

Like any other areas of horseman-
ship, these ground skills take years to 
learn—in fact, the learning never ends. 
Besides being just plain fun, they de-
velop your relationship with your horse 
and establish your role as his teacher 
and mentor. This, in turn, will benefit 
every other activity you do with him, 
either on the ground or in the saddle. 
The better a teacher you are, the better 
your results will be.

At the Retired Racehorse Project’s 2015 Thoroughbred Makeover: Remarkable 54, an off-the-track Thoroughbred I’ve been training for four months, 
runs and jumps alongside me around the Kentucky Horse Park arena. There is no halter or bridle to connect us. The crowd claps and whoops, and 
Remarkable kicks out and runs away from me. His adrenaline is flowing. He sees the banners and flags and tosses his head. As he tears around the 
ring he thinks: “Where am I going?” Then, “Oh yeah,” he says to himself. “There is Tik. I want to go to him. That is a good place.”

When he turns, he looks at me with both eyes. The world shrinks around us. There is just a long, narrow tunnel leading from his eyes to my body. 
I lean back and invite him toward me. He canters, then trots up to me. He stops in front of me and we both take a deep breath. After a few seconds 
he lowers his head and licks and chews. In a little while he yawns.
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Communicate
Being a good teacher requires commu-
nication and motivation. On the ground, 
you communicate with your voice, body 
language, lead rope and stick. I’ll explain 
these tools in more detail in a moment, 
but first I want to emphasize the impor-
tance of being consistent, clear and disci-
plined in how you use them.

Imagine you’re learning a new lan-
guage, like Mandarin. If you were taught 
to use the same word to go in or out 
of a door or to sit down, that language 
wouldn’t make any sense to you. I use 
very specific cues to tell my horses exactly 
what I want them to do. For example, 
when I want a horse to walk, I make a 
kissing noise. When I want him to trot, I 
cluck. When I want him to canter, I cluck 
twice. I use the same sounds every time 
I ask.

In addition to my voice, when work-
ing with horses on the ground, I also 
use a rope halter and what’s commonly 
known as a “horseman’s stick.” This has a 
similar length to a dressage whip, with a 
longer lash and a slightly firmer feel. I find 
it very versatile. I can use it to scratch a 
big horse’s withers or rub a mare’s neck. 
I might run it down a young horse’s hind 
legs if he has a habit of kicking out when 
they’re touched.

I use a rope halter with a 12-foot lead 
because it provides a greater range of ac-
tion. Its narrower pressure provides more 
control when I need it but the lighter 
weight makes it more rewarding when a 
horse isn’t leaning against it.

When I begin working with a horse on 
the ground, I create energy with the stick 
and then direct that energy with the rope. 
As with all riding aids, there are progres-
sive levels of using each ground aid. Level 
1 is a small cue, like moving the stick on 
the ground. Level 2 would be raising it 
off the ground. Level 3 would bring the 
whip in contact with the horse. For Level 
4, imagine a top show jumper using a crop 
to school a horse who’s behind his leg.

How you progress through these levels 
depends on whether you’re using these 

aids to teach a horse something new, to 
reinforce a lesson or to refine his response. 
If the lesson is brand new, you would 
progress from Level 1 to 1½ to 2, and 
so on. If you are reinforcing a lesson that 
a horse already understands, you might 
progress more rapidly through the levels 
or even skip a level, for example, from 
Level 1 to 3 or 4.

The only time you would not begin 
an aid at Level 1 is in a dangerous situa-
tion. In an emergency, there’s no time for 
subtlety. Otherwise, always start with the 
lightest aid possible.

Being consistent with your body lan-
guage is just as important as all of your 
other aids. People don’t tend to be as 
aware of what they’re doing with their 
bodies as horses are. Your horse notices 
which way you turn your shoulders, how 
you shift your weight from one foot to the 
other and whether or not you make direct 
eye contact. You can probably teach him 
to follow any part of your body, but the 
torso is the biggest, most obvious part.

It’s also important to be very clear with 
your intention. Intention is more than just 
your body language; it is the angles and 
the energy you exert relative to where 
your horse is.

Motivate
Your other job as a teacher is to motivate 
your horse. Training techniques and tools 
vary by discipline, but the way horses 
learn does not. If I am not getting the 
results I want, I ask myself first, “Does he 
understand what I want?” Second, “Is he 
motivated to do what I want? And how 
am I motivating him?” Horses can be 
motivated by fear, but I would rather my 
horse be motivated by enjoyment, com-
fort and an understanding of the purpose 
of the exercise.

There are three positive things that 
motivate horses: 1) a need to feel safe and 
comfortable, 2) curiosity and a desire to 
play (especially among young horses), and 
3) food. I do use cookies and carrots quite 
often in my training—usually, however, not 
as a bribe, but as a reward. For example, I 

would not try to tempt a horse into a stall 
with treats. Instead, I would give him a 
treat as a reward afterward.

Different horses are motivated by dif-
ferent things. With many horses, simply 
the release of pressure (from the halter or 
stick) is enough. Some horses enjoy canter-
ing around the arena. Others appreciate a 
rest, scratch or rub.

It’s your job to figure out what moti-
vates your particular horse. Once you do, 
you’ll be able to use that knowledge, for 
example, to get his attention when he’s 
distracted. Think of a classroom of kids 
preoccupied by a rowdy game of soc-
cer outside their window. Some teachers 
might close the window or ask the soccer 
players to move—but the best teachers find 
something more interesting to grab the 
students’ attention.

Keep these principles in mind as you 
try the exercises that follow. If you are 
new to natural horsemanship, familiarize 
yourself with the techniques first by taking 
a clinic, reading books or watching videos. 
Set yourself up for success. Perform your 
initial sessions in an enclosed, grass-free 
arena when no other horses are around so 
your horse won’t be distracted. And keep 
your expectations realistic.

Create “Draw”
For the Makeover, I wanted to be able to 
let Remarkable gallop at liberty in the sta-
dium, surrounded by spectators and loud 
music. Then I wanted him to dependably 
come back to me. To do this, I had to cre-
ate “draw.” Draw is a force, like a magnet, 
that brings your horse toward you. Horses 
are born with innate draws. A wild mustang 
may travel miles up a ridge to find a breeze 
that keeps the mosquitoes off her. A stallion 
may be drawn to a mare or a foal to her 
mother. It’s hard to find a horse who isn’t 
drawn to grass.

Draw is also created through experi-
ence. A horse is not born wanting to be 
with people but most can learn it easily 
enough. Often a horse’s stall has a big draw, 
which is why many horses speed up on the 
way home. 
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Horses often go through a series of 
emotions when confronted with something 
new: fear, curiosity, sometimes dominance 
or playfulness and, finally, indifference. 
Sometimes, if the novelty is continually re-
warding in some way, draw is created.

I used the following three exercises 
to create draw with Remarkable. In the 
four months we had to get ready for the 
Thoroughbred Makeover, I worked with 

him about five days a week. I spent about 
three-quarters of those sessions riding and 
a quarter doing groundwork. The ground-
work sessions sometimes lasted only 10 
minutes. The more consistent I was with 
my expectations and cues, the more con-
sistently and enthusiastically he responded. 
As we progressed, I tested our skills under 
more distracting circumstances, such as at a 
show or in front of a crowd.

I use the rope and halter for these 
exercises to begin with, reminding myself 
that the goal is to use less rope, less force 
and more communication as we progress.

Exercise 1: Mirror Me
For the Makeover, I wanted Remarkable to 
be able to stay by my left or right side, at 
any speed, with a high degree of relaxation 
and understanding—and, eventually, to do 
it with no halter or lead rope. Telling myself 
that we were training for the “Olympics of 
Leading,” I followed these steps:

Step 1. I use the rope, but don’t rely 
on it. When I am first teaching a horse 
to lead, I want his ears to be next to my 
shoulders. Eventually I want to be able to 
lead him from any distance and, at times, 
with him in front of or behind me. I use 
the rope to guide or correct for safety, but I 
do not use it to ask. Instead, I use my body 
language: leaning slightly forward to walk 
on, bringing my shoulders above my hips 
to halt and leaning slightly back as I walk 
backward—all the while expecting the horse 
to keep his ears by my shoulders.

If I don’t get the response I want, I add a 

1. This is a classic photo showing clear intention in my body language. My shoulders are 
slightly in front of my hips. My rope hand is in front of me, ready to direct Remarkable 
54, but only if needed. For now the rope is loose and organized. My stick hand is back 
and encouraging him to find my shoulder, which he has done nicely. I am watching him to 
see if he has found his spot next to me. I love how he has one ear on me and a soft eye 
and a relaxed jaw and tail.

2. When I am leading a horse, I want him to match my speed. When I walk, he walks. 
When I trot, he trots. I like how Remarkable is curving around me here without being 
pushy. His eyes and ears are attentive without being stressed. He seems to be hustling to 
catch my shoulder, which I like. As with riding, I want his shoulders to match the angle 
of my shoulders. When they do, I reward him. A big reward might be taking a break; a 
smaller reward might simply be going from a turn to a straight line.

Exercise 1: Mirror Me

1

2
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3. We have just stopped. I like how 
Remarkable has stepped right up next to 
me without going past me. He has a soft 
eye and muzzle and his ears are relaxed 
and attentive. My body language is still 
showing stop, and in a second I will be 
showing even more relaxation by  
lowering my hands, cocking a leg  
and taking a breath.

4. Here, I have just halted again and am 
starting to back up. To cue Remarkable 
to back up as well, I have positioned 
my shoulders behind my hips and have 
raised my hands. He was caught a little 
by surprise but is trying hard to halt and 
then back up. He has one ear on me and is 
really thinking hard about the exercise. If I 
need to, I will raise my hands even more—
so he can see them—and will put a little 
pulse into them to encourage him to back 
away from them.

5. I like this photo because you can see 
that Remarkable is trying hard to catch 
up to my shoulder at the trot. If he lags I 
will reach back with the stick toward his 
hindquarters. Instead of pulling on the 
rope, I will direct him up to my shoulder with the extra energy created with the stick. At 
this point in the training I really try not to rely on the rope at all; my eventual goal is to do 
everything without it.

6. In this photo I am on Remarkable’s right side. I like him to be comfortable being led 
from both sides. It has taken him a little longer to get used to this side. You can see that 
in the extra distance he keeps between himself and me. I like that he is curving around 
me. He was a little behind me, so I raised the stick off the ground to encourage him to 
catch up to my shoulder. Often that is all it takes: simply raising the stick 6 inches off the 
ground.

Exercise 1: Mirror Me

3 4

5

6
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little pressure with the stick or rope. When 
he obliges, I reward him. (I will even re-
ward him for not giving the right answer if 
he at least tries.)

Throughout each session, I want my 
horse to be focused on me. If he gets dis-
tracted, instead of disciplining him, I give 
him something to do—for example, I may 
ask him to make more transitions, turns, 
halts or rein backs. Then, when I’ve re-
gained his focus, I reward him.

Step 2. We go a little out of our com-
fort zone. We go from a walk to a trot. 
We add in turns, first at the walk, then the 
trot. I turn with my body before I pull on 
the rope, expecting him to read my body 
language. Going straight is easier for him 
than turning, so that can be a reward, too.

Step 3. I test how much I use the 
rope. I do this by seeing if I can hold the 
rope in an open palm or by putting the 
rope around the horse’s neck. Or I might 
simply imagine that the rope is made of 
string that will break if I have to rely on it. 
I am careful to balance constant improve-
ment with being ready to abort or change 
plans if things start to get out of control.

Both this exercise and the following one 
are easy to overdo and can cause sourness, 
resentment or boredom. So limit your ses-
sions to about 10 minutes or so.

Exercise 2: Fill the  
Vacuum
Step 1. I back away at the walk. To 
draw my horse to me, I wait for him to 
look at me with both eyes, then lean away 
from him to create a “vacuum.” I want 
him to try to fill in that gap between us. If 
I step backward more quickly, I want him 
to hustle. When he makes a good effort, I 
take a break and give him a rub between 
the eyes.

Step 2. I add in changes of direc-
tion. When he looks left, I go right. When 
he looks right, I go left. I want to be the 
most important thing in his world at 
that moment. Not only am I working on 
changes of direction, I am working on 
keeping his attention and keeping the ex-
ercises interesting.

At this point I am getting good at walk-
ing backward!

Step 3. I add in a few steps of trot. 
I jog backward so my horse has to trot to 
catch me. I walk and then run a few steps. 
When he tries hard to stay with me, I give 
him a break.

Do not overdo this exercise. Horses 
learn better when you keep it fresh, rather 
than drilling it. 

As your speed increases and you later 
progress to doing this work from more of 
a distance, it’s important to be extremely 
aware of where your horse is and what 
he’s doing. Even gentle horses occasionally 
strike out or kick up their heels for fun. 
When your eyes aren’t on your horse, lis-
ten to his movements and changes in gait.

Exercise 3: Spend  
Undemanding Time  
Together
I stand next to Remarkable in a roundpen or 
field. I don’t rub or scratch him. He doesn’t 
nuzzle me. I don’t give him treats and he is not 

expecting any. We are simply comfortable in 
each other’s space. Neither of us expects any-
thing in return at this point. This is what I call 
undemanding time.

Other times I do give him a rub or a 
carrot (or two), but the prerequisite for 
that is undemanding time. It is something I 
come back to whenever needed or just to 
reinforce the idea that we don’t do some-
thing every time I see him.

In contrast to the previous exercises, it 
is difficult to overdo spending undemand-
ing time with your horse. Here’s how to 
achieve it:

Step 1. I make sure we are safe. 
Young horses, mares, geldings and stal-
lions all react differently to these exercises. 
(Do not try this with a stallion. Stallions 
are more likely to come at you, instead of 
to you.) I want my horse to hang out with 
me and not come into my personal space 
unless he is invited.

One of the characteristics that separate 
good trainers from great trainers is an 
ability to be creative in their training, to 

Finding Inspiration
I watch the trainers I admire and I reflect on why I respect them. Why am I 
drawn to them? Although technique is my starting point, it always has to do 
with something more than just technical skill, something deeper in the soul. 
It’s the same with horses.

Most of us strive, on a day-to-day basis, to be good horsemen. But 
Jonathan Field, a natural horsemanship clinician and educator from Brit-
ish Columbia, is what Jonathan’s company logo says we all should be: 
“inspired by horses.” Jonathan has made several home study DVD series 
that offer instruction on becoming your horse’s leader, developing a great 
riding horse, teaching lead changes and more. But look at the videos more 
closely: Watch his body language and vocabulary and, especially, the at-
titude he brings to his profession.

Different trainers have various ideas about what is important. The dres-
sage rider Charles de Kunffy says courage is the characteristic that must 
precede all others. Pat Parelli preaches “positive, progressive and natural.” 
Ray Hunt, in a tear-jerking eulogy to Tom Dorrance, says horsemen “need 
to practice only three things: patience, observation and humility.”

When I am struggling with my horsemanship or riding, I look to four 
things: patience, empathy, thoughtfulness and enthusiasm. If I am not get-
ting somewhere or not enjoying the process, it is usually because I am miss-
ing one of these virtues.
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1. Here I am drawing Remarkable to me. My shoulders are slightly behind my hips as I 
walk backward, creating a vacuum of space between us that I want him to fill by coming 
toward me. He is doing that nicely by walking enthusiastically forward with his ears and 
eyes on me. My hands are down and relaxed and I wait for him to catch me. When he 
does I will give him a break and maybe a rub.

2. Again, I lean away from him, jogging backward to create a vacuum for him to fill 
up. I am making my intention clear, using the stick to reach behind him and encourage 
him to come to me. I love his energetic walk, relaxed body and tail, and eyes and ears 
focused on me. Once he catches me, I will give him a break or a rub. He likes a rub on the 
withers, but carrots are probably his favorite treat.

3. Here I am going a little out of the comfort zone for both of us. I am running backward, 
glancing over my shoulder to make sure I don’t trip over anything. Again, my shoulders 
are behind my hips. I like how Remarkable’s ears are forward. His body is showing 
energy, yet his face is showing relaxation.

Exercise 2: Fill the Vacuum

1 2

3

Eventer and natural horseman-
ship advocate Tik Maynard 
spent six years on the Canadian 
National Team competing in 
the modern pentathlon, which 
includes riding, pistol shooting, 
fencing, swimming and running. 
He competed in the sport at the 
2007 Pan American Games, 
three World Championships 
and 11 World Cups before fo-
cusing his competitive sights on 
eventing. He was long-listed for 
the Canadian eventing team for 
the 2012 London Olympics.

He has been a working 
student for eventers David and 
Karen O’Connor and Ingrid 
Klimke, German dressage train-
er Johann Hinnemann and natu-
ral horseman and cutting trainer 
Bruce Logan. He also worked 
as an assistant trainer for show-
jumper Anne Kursinski. Married 
to eventer Sinead Halpin, Tik 
conducts eventing and natural 
horsemanship clinics throughout 
the United States, Canada and 
the United Kingdom. 

Tik and Sinead joined forces 
and started Copperline Farm in 
Citra, Florida, where they are 
based year-round. For more 
information, go to copperline-
equestrian.com.
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Exercise 3: Spend Undemanding Time Together

1

3

2

4
1. Sometimes horses and people are not used to spending time 
with each other at this distance, but I think it is important for us to 
learn. I am showing relaxation in my body: Most of my weight is 
on one foot and my shoulders are not square to Remarkable. The 
tension in the rope is about as loose as it could get without being 
on the ground. I don’t mind if he is grazing, but that doesn’t mean I 
let him drag me around either.

2. Even when we are just hanging out I don’t want a horse coming 
into my space unless I ask. Here, he has come too close, and I am 
asking him politely but firmly to back up. I square my shoulders to 
him, raise my hands and look directly at him. I put a little pulse into 
the rhythm of the stick. When he steps back, I will relax and we 
will continue just hanging out.

3. Here he has come to me again, but is respecting my space. If 
he is curious I will let him smell my hand. I might even give him a 
treat. My body language is relaxed and the rope has no tension in 
it. I like how his ears and eyes are on me.

4. I want to be able to relax next to or away from Remarkable. 
When we are this close I give him my full attention, especially if 
he seems distracted, as he does here. I also have a hand on his 
head. This is partly to give him a rub, but it is also there in case 
he decides to come into my space. Notice there is no tension in 
the rope. If he does walk off or crowd my space, I want to correct 
first with my body language and second—or not at all, if it is not 
needed—with the stick or rope.
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Exercise 3: Spend Undemanding Time Together

5

6
5. When we take a break, sometimes we just hang out next to each other. In this case, I am giving 
him a little rub around the muzzle. Some horses don’t tolerate this at first, but I find that if you 
do it in a nice, massaging way, most horses learn not only to accept it, but to like it. My body 
language is not quite square to him to show we are just standing. I like his soft eye and how he 
has one ear on me.

6. Here I am almost 12 feet away from him. I am crouching down and staying relaxed. He has 
just lowered his head and started to lick and chew. This often happens when a horse relaxes. It  
is interesting to note how square he is standing in this photo—a sign of good dressage scores in 
the future!  

change plans and to know when to 
back down (and when not to back 
down). Boundaries are so important, 
but it doesn’t mean you have to 
be aggressive. Be a tree. The tree 
has consistent boundaries—it is not 
confrontational, it simply is. On the 
other hand, if your horse nudges 
you and you step backward, you’ve 
just taught him that he can move 
you. Instead, be clear and firm about 
your boundaries.

Step 2. I try to understand 
what my horse likes to increase 
draw. This is something that will 
change over time. One day my 
horse might be more interested in 
just hanging out. Another day we 
may need to move around a bit—
walk and trot in different directions, 
stop, back up, make turns—before he 
is ready to settle down. Whenever 
I think I start to understand him, I 
remind myself I could always under-
stand him more.

If he steps away from me, I don’t 
worry about it. I gently and firmly 
draw him back to me with my body 
language first and the rope second.

Step 3. I spend undemand-
ing time with my horse in many 
different places and situations. 
I imagine a relaxed horse in the 
wild, walking and grazing. Mature 
horses do not run much unless they 
are anxious or spooked or chased. 
Young horses like to play, of course, 
and I remind myself this is not a 
bad thing. I try, when a horse is cu-
rious or playful, to encourage him 
as much as possible, considering the 
context and safety of where  
we are. For example, when Re-
markable wants to gallop around 
an enclosed, empty field, I don’t 
discourage that.   

Tik Maynard wrote a book, In the 
Middle are the Horsemen, which is 
available at horseandriderbooks.com.
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New designs and 
fabrics for show coats

Q
I’m just getting back into showing after a long hiatus. I’ve 
noticed there are many more options for show coats now 
besides my old traditional wool coat. What are some of the 
newer fabrics being used and what do they do?

NOREEN COTHRAN

A
You’re going to love these new show jackets. Thanks to the techni-
cal fabrics many of them are now made with—polyamide/polyester 
and spandex/elastine—they are as durable as your old wool coat but 
lighter, more odor-resistant and far more comfortable. These new 
materials breathe, stretch and move with you when you’re in the 
saddle. They’re much cooler on hot days but also windproof and 

water-repellent so they will stand up to stormy weather, too. And the best new thing? 
They’re machine-washable!

The stretchiness of these new fabrics provides a closer, more custom fit, so you never 
need to compromise on size. For example, if you had to order a larger size in the past to 
accommodate your broad shoulders, the extra stretch will give your shoulders more leeway, 
allowing you to go back down to a size that fits better all over. Large retail shops also offer 
different combinations of tall, slim and endowed fits to match every possible body shape 
and size. You can even add long-underwear layers—which are now available in paper-thin 
fabrics—underneath these coats on chilly days, and nobody will be the wiser.

Another new design feature solves the old problem of coats gapping in the front 
between buttons. Many coats now have subtle zipper fronts. These create a smoother, 
more attractive and flattering fit without gapping.

Although today’s coats are trending toward a shorter length, manufacturers still 
also offer the traditional longer, three-button hunter style. This more conservative 
look will always be in fashion, especially in the hunter ring.

For people looking for a little more 
bling—like dressage riders and show jump-
ers—many jackets come with a variety of 
fun, pretty collar and pocket designs. Some 
coats also sport company logos. The judges 
I’ve consulted don’t seem to mind these so 
long as they’re not too ostentatious.

Washing these new coats is easy. Sim-
ply machine wash on gentle cycle, hang 
to dry and you’ll be good to go by morn-
ing. If your horse slobbers on your sleeve, 
just wipe it down with a damp cloth. No 
more dry-cleaning bills! You’ll also notice 
that these new materials don’t hold odor 
the way old wool coats did, so no more 
funky smell to remind you how much 
you were sweating at your last show.

The only drawback to the new jackets is 
their limited color palette compared to the 
wide variety of colors and patterns available 
25 years ago. These microfiber materials 
were initially offered only in a few solid 
colors. They’ve now expanded to include 
navy, hunter green, black, brown, gray and 
electric or royal blue. They’re also just begin-
ning to offer some subtle stripes and checks. 
Remember to check your rule book for 
guidelines on what colors and styles are ac-
ceptable for your discipline.

Many beautiful, good-quality coats fall 
into the $250 to $400 price range. The 
fabrics in more expensive coats are gener-
ally higher quality and longer lasting.  

In the early 1980s, Noreen Cothran’s moth-
er, Pat Lehner, started a small tack shop called 
The Flying Dutchman in the tack room of her 
farm in Tryon, North Carolina. In the begin-
ning, she ran the shop on the honor system, al-
lowing customers to pick up what they needed 
and leave the payment. Noreen later took over 
the business, moved it to an old feed-and-seed 
building in Landrum, South Carolina, and re-
named it The Farm House. The store expanded 
into a nationally recognized source of products 
for English riding disciplines. In addition to its 
large inventory—for example, it stocks more 
than 1,000 show coats at a time—it also runs 
an active website (farmhousetack.com) and 
two mobile units, which cover major shows 
across the Southeast and Northeast.

The newest show coats on the market are utilizing technical fabrics that tend to be stretchy, 
breathable and even water-repellent for optimal rider comfort. 
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