Holistic Horsemanship Academy™

Introduction

Intent for Holistic Horsemanship Academy™
Holistic Horsemanship’s Remote Training is an e-training program where participants are given the
education to help them better work with their own horse and successfully problem solve and train their
horse. It is available on our website for people looking to develop or improve their relationship with their
horse in order to begin or continue training their horse. It will also help continue to develop the person’s
horsemanship and riding skills.
Horses are unique individuals and each has their own concerns that require customization in handling.
This program is not to be treated as a step-by-step guide for training a horse. Instead, it is a customized
guide for horse owners based on their individual needs. Take advantage of one-on-one contact with me so
that I can guide you through each session based on your goals and progress. The primary goal for the
program is to share my knowledge and experiences in the horse world so that horse owners and riders may
experience a positive rewarding partnership with their horse.
The program was piloted successfully in fall/winter 2013 and launched in summer 2014 with published
video, photos, articles and e-mail/messaging/phone capabilities. It will be built upon over the years
because a trainer is also a student; I learn more each day that I work with horses.
A Trainer’s Beginnings: Children’s Games
The original source of my interest in horses was a puzzle to my parents. I wasn’t born into a family who
had horses. The best my father can recall is that I was very interested in a carriage ride we took on a family
vacation when I was a few years old. My memory of the experience is just a few fleeting flashes. I
remember walking up to the horse and carriage for the first time and I remember what the view out over
the horse from the carriage looked like.
After that, my next memory of horses was a few years later and much like that of many other children: the
ponies at the state fair. I was very drawn to them. I wanted to ride them more than anything. Over the
years, my parents would let my little sister and I try the pony rides once in a while. Mostly, we rode the
carousels instead, which was an exhilarating experience in itself, even if the horses weren’t real. They were
awfully fancy looking.
We lived six blocks from downtown Marquette, Michigan, which wasn’t exactly a large Mecca for business,
but it was a town nonetheless and there were very few horses in it. Occasionally a carriage tour would pass
through the National Historic District we lived in. I’d sit on the front porch swing as they drove by and
picture myself riding through the neighborhood back before cars, when there were only horses in town.
One of the most exciting parts of our house, to me, was the old carriage house foundation that had been
filled in to become a patio. Next to it was a random cast iron pipe sticking out of the ground. I used to
hope it was a hitching post at one point in time. I’m not sure my mother ever figured out what it really was.
But as children, my sister and I could confirm that it was great to climb on and to swing from, since it was
just over our heads, like a set of monkey bars with only one bar.
Then there were all of those hours in elementary school of “playing horse” where my friends and I would
pretend to be horses and go through training and compete in shows. We would set up show jumping
courses with cardboard boxes so we could jump over them. We played at each other’s houses, and at recess.
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The boys would pick on us for our silly game, but we really didn’t care. A few of the girls had actually
started riding lessons and I was very jealous.
I began talking about wanting riding lessons, too, so one summer, when I was about 8, mother arranged for
four lessons for my sister and me to share. For small town people, it was a long drive to the farm; about 45
minutes, but it was worth it to me. The teacher even let us help feed the horses one day. My sister had a
bad experience during one of the lessons, fell off of the horse she was riding and immediately lost interest. I
was hooked. From then on, I wanted riding lessons, but since I was already years into classical ballet, it
took me three years to make the switch. In the meantime, I read everything I could get my hands on about
horses, nonfiction and fiction alike. I watched movies like the Black Stallion, National Velvet, The Horse in
the Grey Flannel Suit, and Wild Hearts Can’t be Broken.
The Black Stallion, not the movie, but the actual character, caught my attention the most. All of the horses
were wonderful, but could a person really have such a close relationship with a horse that the horse would
protect the person, even love the person? Was it realistic that there could be a horse that would only
cooperate with one person? There was no way, I thought.
And another question, how could the horses in Black Beauty really have such long memories of each other
and the humans in their lives? Were they really that smart? Could they really hate someone? Could they
feel empathy, get embarrassed, and be emotionally supportive of each other?
And how about – if you dig your heels into a horse’s sides like in Wild Hearts Can’t Be Broken, would the
horse throw you? It seemed painful enough of an idea, that it made sense, but did it really work that way?
Was a horse really that sensitive?
How little did I know that twenty-five years later, I would have my own “Black Stallion” and he would be
possessive and protective of me, and generally uncooperative with others if they asked anything “real” of
him. And that I would intimately know the answers to all of my childhood horse questions. I would even
be called from all over the country to solve other people’s horse challenges.
I gave up classical ballet in 1994. My last dance class was at the end of September. My first riding lesson
was in October. I was fascinated and yet scared to death of these huge animals with giant feet. In
conversations with my trainer nearly two decades later, she reminded me that the first thing I told her, even
with my anxiously wide eyes, was “I want to ride well.” Over the years, I distinctly remember her telling me
that by the time she was done with me, I’d be able to ride anything. She was right.
I was deemed a “natural” and after only two years of intense riding, started to help my trainer with her
lifelong passion and with what would become mine; horse rescue and rehabilitation. I was a sponge,
listening carefully to her and to the horses to learn everything I possibly could.
I miss ballet sometimes still, and took a few classes in college for fun, but what I’ve realized over the years is
that I am still a very active dancer, but not in the traditional sense. I dance with horses. There are all
different kinds of dances, too, ranging from physical to psychological dances both on and off horse. If done
with finesse and understanding, relationship building and training results in positive rewarding
partnerships with horses.
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Speaking Horse
Horses are excellent communicators if you know their language and I was enrolled in their language
courses. Before long, it was clear this was no high school French class. I was majoring in Horse and I
needed to be fluent.
When learning a new language, regardless of what it is, English, French, German, Horse, etc., full emersion
is recommended. When learning Horse, you have no choice but to work from zero comprehension, looking
for patterns and following body language until you can pick up little pieces of what they are saying. I
learned the basics, just like with anything else – when they are excited, angry, or content.
Then, just like verb conjugation in another language, I started to learn nuances within the basics. A horse
that looks angry may actually be afraid instead. Or they may be warning off another horse, or they are hurt
or have sore muscles, or a headache. Or any number of other things.
The trickiest part of the language is that it is
very subtle. Without knowing the language,
all horses appear quiet or even unintelligent
because they do not often express themselves
verbally. Much of their language is expressed
in body position, head carriage, lips, ears and
eyes. Just like people, some horses enjoy
talking and others are quieter. Once I could
distinguish between the horses that talk all of
the time and the horses that are quieter, a
whole new world opened up to me.
Horses also use a sixth sense of sorts: they
communicate feelings with apparently little to no physical signs whatsoever. It is well known that a horse
knows when you are nervous or scared and it’s this “sixth sense” that lets them know. The reality is that a
horse can sense every one of your emotions; happiness, playfulness, depression, stress, tiredness, love,
sympathy, and many more. Over time, I learned to be able to feel horses’ emotions, too. It’s not magical
power; it’s just so incredibly subtle that it can be difficult to pick up. The more sensitive the person, the
easier it is to feel the horse’s emotions.
I maintain that the horse’s sixth sense is one of the reasons they are so good at human therapy with PTSD,
Autism, Anxiety, Depression, and even physical disabilities. A horse knows what your biggest challenge is
in your life without ever even asking you about it. Horses that have a good life themselves and are
contented and loved will silently step in as a support system and become a person’s rock center from which
the person may then become better able to cope or even to heal.
To be a good trainer, a person must be able to do for the horse what the horse does for the human. That’s a
line that can be very hard to cross. Speaking fluent Horse is a must. A rescue coming in for help cannot
share its story by sitting on a couch and telling the trainer about it. Instead, the story must be told as the
team; horse and trainer begin to work together. Everything is done on the horse’s schedule, not the
trainer’s. As a trainer, I will set a goal each day for each horse, but I am quick to adjust it if the horse can’t
make it to that goal or if the horse suddenly jumps ahead in progress.
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Becoming Part of the Herd
As time has gone on, my passion for these animals has grown instead of diminished. Now, I’m almost two
decades into my work with these peaceful animals. I am at home in a horse pasture and as a part of my
horses’ herd. Yes, you read that right. I am a member of my horses’ herd.
For the most part, horses are inclusionists; happy to have you be a part of their herd, too, if you are a willing
learner. Horses have a complex communication structure that envelope children and fascinate adults.
Once you learn the language of the horse and learn to behave as a respectful member of the herd, a world
foreign to most people becomes your second home.
Healthy horses demand respect and expect a partner. They are constant negotiators with regard to
everything that has anything to do with them, but the happiest negotiator has someone to negotiate with;
i.e. you. In exchange, you receive a trusting partnership unique to anything else you have ever experienced.
The Horse’s Hierarchy of Needs
To understand the intricacies of herd dynamics, it is important to understand the basic concepts first. The
“Modern” horse is a 10,000 year old species. In other words, if it were at all possible, you could place a horse
from 10,000 years ago next to a horse from today and no one would be able to guess which horse was which.
Physically and psychologically they are fundamentally the same animal. Therefore, when working with a
horse, you are working with 10,000 years of instinct and behavior that will not be altered regardless of what
you do. Everything the horse
Learning,
does or learns today is within
Problem
their pre-existing framework.
Solving
Similar to Maslow’s Hierarchy of
Self Achievement
Needs for people, horses also
(Job Definition)
have a hierarchy of needs. The
Loving/Belonging
same theory applies; as the
(Close Friendship, Herd
physical needs are met, the more
Membership)
emotionally based needs rise to
Physical Safety from Predators
the surface and become
(Herd Membership)
imperative for a truly happy,
Physiological Needs
healthy horse. Horses depend on
(Food,
Water,
Sleep, Physical Health,
social structures to survive
Reproduction, Herd Membership)
physically and to thrive
emotionally. Assuming all physical needs are met, horses look for friendship, a job to do and something
new to learn.
Notice that herd membership is a key part of the first three major needs. Instinct tells horses that survival
is dependent on herd membership. For example, a horse cannot safely go into REM sleep unless another
horse is keeping an eye out for predators. A horse alone (or new to a herd) will not allow itself REM sleep
for as long as possible in an effort to protect itself.
Until the needs lower in the hierarchy are met, the ability to learn (especially the ability to be trained) is
severely limited. Each of these needs is met slightly differently in the wild than in domestic environments,
but the horse’s instinct does not change.
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Horses are not Dogs
It seems like common sense when you look at a horse and look at a dog; these are two different species.
However, because people are generally much more familiar with dogs in their daily lives than with horses,
and because horses are being seen more and more often as pets rather than livestock, it’s a common error.
People become frustrated when they treat their horse like a dog and the relationship fails by either not
developing in the first place or by deteriorating over time.
Dogs work with instant gratification and short term memory. If you repeat something often enough, it
becomes a part of their long term memory. This is why treat training, clicker training, or a quick “good
boy” works for a dog. Horses, on the other hand, do not have short term memory. Horses commit
everything to long term memory immediately. This is partly why horses are so challenging. To retrain a
horse, their long term memory must be “overwritten.” Even though they will never forget things from the
past, they will refer to their newer memories once those memories are more prominent in their minds.
Additionally, dogs have a significantly lower IQ than horses as well. According to Stanley Coren, professor
emeritus at the University of British Columbia, the smartest dogs compare to the intelligence of a 2.5 year
old human child. While dogs have the IQ of a human toddler, horses have been found to have the IQ of a
12-14 year old human child. I am fond of saying that horses are teenagers, right down to the arguments.
Horses are capable of complex thoughts.
Horses will even use the dog “instant gratification” concept on us. And I must say, unless you are familiar
with the horse’s thought process, it works. People are all about instant gratification, especially in the
mobile and digital world where we now live. Before you know it, your horse has you very well trained and
you are frustrated because your horse will not easily do what you ask.
For example, if you are trying to teach a horse to back, it may take a step back with one leg, causing you to
reward it with a pat and a “good job.” The horse identifies that it can get you to stop pressuring it by doing
what you ask, but also understands that you feel a sense of accomplishment and satisfaction with your
“success.” You are instantly happy. Then, almost immediately, the horse “adjusts” its hoof placement by
stepping forward one inch. If you don’t notice that minor “step” forward, the horse used the instant
gratification concept on you, but maintained the upper hand. Horses have all kinds of tricks they use to
keep the upper hand and believe it or not, they have a very good reason for it, which we will talk about in
Supplemental Learning: Fundamentals of Understanding Herd Structures.
Constant negotiation with your horse can be quite frustrating, but it is a fact of life with horses. The level of
negotiation between you and your horse decreases as your understanding of each other improves and your
partnership grow, but there will always be some negotiation. Education about horses’ psyche helps many
people better understand the horse language and allows people to see the world from the horse’s
perspective.
Differences between Horses and People
Horses are prey animals. Period.
A prey animal without a social structure must be on constant watch for a source of danger. Think of a
mouse in your household. They are difficult to find because they pay close attention to noises around them
and run to disappear before you open that cupboard or closet door. They stay as hidden as possible for
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their own safety. They don’t know that you will kill them, but it’s a possibility. A mouse is an extreme
example because it does not have a herd to protect it, but it is small and can hide easily. When in doubt, a
mouse hides.
Clearly, horses are much too big to easily hide, but have the benefit of long fast legs, excellent hearing,
sense of smell and impeccable long distance vision in nearly every direction at the same time. The horse’s
biggest survival benefit is the herd. The structure within the herd is established based on the horse’s need
to survive.
I am often asked why a horse that never spooked at one specific place on a trail, in the barn or on a farm,
suddenly starts spooking in that place consistently. “Aren’t I the horse’s leader? Shouldn’t the horse trust
me?” There are many complicated reasons why a horse spooks, which we will get into in this series, but
every single one of those reasons boils down to the horse is a prey animal. In terms of fight or flight
response, horses tend to be flight animals. When in doubt, a prey animal runs and asks questions later.
People are inherently predators. Period.
It does not matter if you are too kind hearted to be able to kill a bug or if you refuse to eat meat. Unlike
horses, people have teeth to tear meat with and eyes on the front of our heads to better focus on depth and
distance, making people inherently better hunters than prey animals. People’s fight or flight response tends
more towards fight. When in doubt, we are more likely to fight to survive than to run to survive.
Horses do not think or react like people do, but this is one of the first things people forget when working
with horses. Horses also do not think or react like dogs do. People and dogs are pack animals, yes, but we
are all predators. In fact, given the right circumstances, dogs are natural predators to horses. Coyotes,
wolves, mountain lions, bobcats, bears and snakes are all natural predators to the horse.
Historically, predators were also the American Lion, the Saber Tooth Tiger, and people. Even though it is
no longer socially acceptable, people are often still horse predators today, but not in the way we think of
hunter/gatherers killing a horse for food. The predatory actions of people today are much more brutal,
wasteful and often behind closed doors. It is circumstances like this where many of Holistic
Horsemanship’s abused rescued horses come from.
Turning Predator to Prey
If a person wants to be their horse’s friend, coworker or educator, the person needs to be
prepared to become a part of the horse’s social
structure. As described above, there is an
inherent conflict between horses and people
because we are predators and they are prey.
How do we bridge the gap and help the horse
understand that we are a part of its herd?
How are our eyes, hands, arms, shoulders, legs
and body position interpreted by a horse?
How can we use the horse’s biological
instincts and physiological development to

6

©2014 Holistic Horsemanship LLC

Holistic Horsemanship Academy™

Introduction

our advantage to help the horse see we are also horses? How do we change our actions so that we are
speaking as one horse to another?
Once seen as a horse in my horse’s eyes, how does a horse’s hierarchical social position affect its
relationship with a person? How do I know what kind of horse I have socially? Do I need to be the herd
leader?
Welcome to Holistic Horsemanship Academy™!
This is just the beginning to the plethora of questions that will be answered by Holistic Horsemanship
Academy™. In the coming sessions and supplemental learning, I will give you the tools you need to develop
a stronger relationship with your horse and to solve behavioral challenges you are facing so that you may
reach your equestrian goals. And I will be here every step of the way to assist both of you.
Lisa A. Wynne
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