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There’s nothing a horse will respond to much better than a good feel from the person handling him, which works because it’s natural to him right on the start. 


Horses are intelligent and they can make decisions.  This is the reason that they can sense what a person wants them to do and will try to understand a person’s intent.  Through his natural instinct of self-preservation, a horse will respond to two kinds of feel that a person can present.  He will respond to a person’s indirect feel, which means that he will either react to or ignore a person’s presence -- and how a horse responds depends entirely on the person.  This indirect feel is what you have out in the pasture or corral, when you don’t have any physical contact with the horse, like a halter or snaffle bit.  A horse will also respond to direct feel, which is when you have a physical connection with the horse through some part of your body, the halter or the snaffle, or a rope any place on his body, even if it’s connected to the saddle horn.


When it’s effectively applied, either direct or indirect feel from a person can influence the horse’s mind and body to match up with the person’s plan of how they want that horse to be doing things for them.  Using feel, a person can shape the horse’s desire to stay with them, and they can determine the horse’s direction and speed and frame of mind when they want him to move.  Through feel, a person can get the horse to think about and do many little things that are very important to the horse and to the safety of the person.  These little things can be felt by the person and the horse too, of course, but they aren’t visible to everyone’s eyes.  That’s because these observations take a lot of time and not many people want to spend their time this way.


Regardless of what we’re doing with our horses, we’re working with feel, and that’s true in just about any part of what you’re doing with any animal.  Whether it’s a good feel or a bad feel that’s presented to the horse -- that feel is what causes him to do what he does because he learns through feel.  One thing’s for sure, that horse is uncomfortable when it’s a bad feel.


No, if people have the desire to learn this and have a lot of time to practice, there isn’t any question that they’ll get that better feel sorted out and get it to work for them.  Once they’ve got a start on it, they can get to where they’re able to feel of their horse, and get their horse feeling of them pretty good, too.  When it’s at that point, we can say that we’ve helped the horse, but our real goal here is to help the people learn what they need to know.


There are two kinds of feel and its important to understand the difference in them.  Direct feel is when you have a physical connection between you and the horse and indirect feel is when nothing (no physical contact) is between you and the horse.  With direct feel, he learns to feel of you from that physical connection between you.  With indirect feel, he learns to feel of you and understand what he’s supposed to do from the way you maneuver around him.  This ties right in with how you present what you intend for him to do.  Most people miss out on this, because they really haven’t got any idea that the way they’re feeling and moving around that horse even matters to him.  But that’s exactly the thing that matters the most to him.


A person who understands (how to interpret) the horse’s expressions and movements (or lack of movement) knows that feel goes two ways, not just from the person to the horse, but from that horse to the person too.  Whether or not they can recognize it -- or have the ability to make a fitting adjustment -- it’s there for the person to respond to.  It’s there because that’s one of the main ways that a horse gets his message across.  The other way he does it is through direct feel, and this sometimes doesn’t work out the best where a person is concerned.


There’s an understanding on the horse’s part about being with a person, and the feeling of being together with that person is something he depends on.  This is so important to the horse, and most people don’t realize how lost he gets without this connection.  He needs to know what he can expect from you through feel, because that’s what feels right to the horse.  Even if it isn’t much, the horse needs to be sure about it.  This can carry him quite a ways, because what a person and a horse have between them is right, if it feels right.  When it’s this right-feeling-kind-of-way, that is enough to move ahead with, even if that progress seems too small to mention.


One thing’s for sure, that horse is aware of the very small things that take place because his survival is tied right to him knowing about even the littlest particles of activity around him.  He’s going to notice all sorts of feel (direct or indirect) that a person would be liable to miss.  The beneficial part to this is that even if it’s just some real small thing that’s working right, it’s enough to continue building on, through feel -- so long as the other things you need to complete the job show up.


When a person switches over to working through feel, the focus of their presentation is going to be more about the process, and how their intentions are understood by that horse.  Where before, maybe, they might have been thinking about what they should actually do with that equipment to do something to that horse.  Well, there’s nothing the same in that.


This approach to the horse’s mind is the most important part.  You’re working to develop his actual understanding -- not his automatic response to force with the understanding left out.  It’s up to each person to get their message across in a way the horse can understand.  It could require a fella’s full strength someday, or just the littlest motion that an observing eye might miss.  And that’s a motion that’s really just produced by a thought.


