
WhenI work with ahorse,it seemslike mostof my time
isspent centeringhismindto thetask athand. Mosthors-
eswho cometo mearebracedin theirbodiesand minds,
asif their bodiesandmindsareseparate.Theywill walk
in one direction while looking in another, having no
sense of where their hind ends are. Many of these
“crooked” horsesseem to be “escaping” mentally and
physically. Helping a horse achievestraightness con-
tributesgreatly to hisemotional well-being.Many popu-
lar training methods will usemechanicsto straighten a
“crooked” horse, such asside reinsand heavy bits. In
thesemethods,thehorsewill give theappearanceof car-
ryinghimself straight,but in truthhe’s tight and braced.

Whena horseis truly straight, his sternum (breast-

bone)is centeredbetweenhis shoulders, his topline is
soft andround,andhe hasimpulsion. The most basic
waytoachievethisis toencouragethehorsetoget inter-
estedin whatisoutin frontof him.Oftenthatmeanslet-
ting go of anagendawith thehorse,andtaking thetime
to gethim centered.Oncethehorse’sthought is lined up
to whatheisbeingaskedto do,hisbody will follow.

At a recenthorsemanship clinic, I worked with a
Western-trainedQuarterHorsegelding who wassuffer-
ing from mechanical training. I could just imagine
someonepulling the rein to his hip, over-bending his
head,andspurringhishindendover.His thoughtswere
goingoneway, hisfrontendwasgoinganotherway, and
his hind end was dragging behind him all crooked. I
dedicated the session to helping him achieve straight-
ness. I beganby picking up a rein and justwaiting for
himto letgoof lookingeverywhereelsebut whereI was
askinghim to lookwith therein.Whenhewould look in
thedirectiontherein wasli fted, I would releasetherein.
Thenext stepwasto askhim to movein that direction.
Thishorsewassousedto looking in theopposite direc-
tion of wherehis body was lined up that this took a
while. Horseswil l naturally line their hind ends up to
wherethey arethinking.Just watchthemwhen theyare
out in a herd:something gets their attention, they look,
andpretty soontheir hindendswil l stepover to lineup
to where they are looking—an excellent example of
straightness.

Straightness canalsobe identified whena horse is
traveling onacircle.Whenahorseis traveling correctly
(straight) onacircle,hiseyewil l be looking forward on
the line of the circle, and his body will yield in a soft
bendashemoves,his inside hind reaching toward the
center lineof hisbelly, hisoutsidehind tracking straight
along the samepath as his thought. When a horse is
crooked, his hind end foot falls are too much to the
insideof thecircle. His eyewill most likely berolled to

theoutsideof thecircle, with thehorselooking strongly
to the outside, trying to escape, and his hind end push-
ingto lineuptowhereheislooking.If ahorseisallowed
to travel like this, he is essentially being taught to dis-
connect his feet from hismind or, in otherwords,being
taught to travel crookedly.

Afterworkingwith theQuarter Horsegelding, I was
presented with a two-year-old Mustang who had very
little handling. This young mare had a difficult time
being present with humansandalwaysseemed to beon
thebrink of fleeingwhenahumanwaspresent.Working
herat liberty, I stood in themiddleof theroundpen, the
goal being to bring her thought in to mewhen I made
noisewith aflag. Theflag wasnot meant to driveher, or

to punish her; it was simply meant to remind her that I
wasstill there,and to encourageher to search for abet-
ter place to be inside of herself while in my presence.
Herewasacleanslate, ahorsewho knewhow to travel
straight.You could seeevery thought that went through
her head whenshe would stop and faceup to me. Her
thoughtsbouncedaroundpretty quickly. Shewouldcen-
ter uptome,thenshewould just think off toherleft, and
herhindendwouldstart toswingright withonestep,but
then she would think to the right, and her hind end
would start to move to the left. This went on for a few
minutes,with themare trying to figureout thebestway
to escape me.What I marveled at was how connected
and suppleshewasin herbody. Shehadnot been taught
to disconnect her feet from her thoughts, shewasnot
crooked and braced; she had none of the issues I seein
so many trained, domestic horses. Although this mare
cameinto thepen tight in her neck andback, by theend
of the session, she had let down emotionally so much
that her eyes were soft, and her top line was full.
Observing thismaremademerealize just howsimplea
concept straightness is. We humans spend too much
time pounding away at our horses’ bodies and not
enoughtimetapping into their mindsand simply direct-
ing their thoughts.

There are so many books on how to get a horse
straight, how to collect ahorse,howto build impulsion,
etc. But left to their own devices, they have theseabili -
tiesin them naturally. I believe we takeit out of them
withour mechanical ways.Thenwespendali fetimetry-
ing to getthemback. Horsesarebegging for usto make
things clear to them—clarity though feel and energy,
through timing, through communication, not through
physical mechanics. True straightness is crucial to a
horse’s mental, emotional and physical well-being, and
we owe it to our equine partners to help them carry
themselvesasnaturally aspossible.

The gelding in the first
image is looking hard to the
outside of the circle, and his
body and mind are braced
and tight. He appears to be
fleeing. The next image
shows a horse being lunged
who is looking to the out-
side of the circle, with his
hind end falling to the inside.
Both are examples of a
crooked horse and illustrate
how such a horse tries to
line up to where he is think-
ing. The last image depicts
a horse who is straight and
soft on her circle. Her hind
end is following the line
of the circle, her neck is
relaxed, and she is focused
on where she is going.
Straightness can be achieved
whether you are mounted,
doing ground work alongside
your horse, or lunging from
the middle.

Learn more about
SheaStewart at
www.stewartranch.net.
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