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EVERYBODY CAN USE A CHANGE IN SCENERY — EVEN YOUR HORSE.

He might be getring a litele cired of doing circles waiting
for you to ask correctly for chat lead change, and both of you
might need a chance to unwind, relax and see something dif-
ferent than the indoor arena or your sliding track.

It mighe jusc be time to get out on the trails, clear your
minds and experience nature the way it’s intended — from the
back of your good American Quarter Horse.

But before you head out into the wilderness, there are a few
things you and your horse need to know to make it back alive and
well. Plus, you shouldn’t leave your horsemanship behind once
you're on the trail. You might find that rocks, trees and hills could
be the key to finding that perfect horsemanship position and
improving your horse’s skills once you get back into the arena.

After all, what better way to get your horse to lift his feet
for trail than to cross an actual log? And after getting exposed
to mules, pack saddles, trees, running water, living outdoors
and the occasional elk, you might be surprised at how much

better your horse is with scooters, banners and buggers
behind the back gate.

To get you started, the Journal packed along with cowboy
clinician Craig Cameron, and Terry and Randy Palmer, pro-
fessional outfirters who own Palmer Quarter Horses and Over
the Hill Outfitters Inc., for a weeklong backcountry horse-
manship clinic designed to improve your horsemanship while
venturing into the outdoors.

Whether you're headed with the Palmers into the Weminuche
Wilderness outside of Durango, Colorado, or for the state park
down the road, here are Craig’s tips on how to head into the wild
and make your horse better once you get there.

Before You Go

ANYTIME I RIDE MY HORSE, I WANT TO BECOME A BETTER RIDER
and make my horse better. The whole point of going into the
backcountry is to have fun, see the country and improve your
horsemanship. Getting your horse out from the arena is a




great way to see where he is wich his training and what you
need to work on next.

If you're a beginning rider, make sure you take a horse that
fits you. I wouldn’t suggest going into the Weminuche
Wilderness as a green rider with a green horse. Either you or
your horse needs to know what you're doing. Bur if you're an
experienced rider, it's a greac opportunity to take che scare our
of a young horse, build his confidence and develop collection,
Plus, you can get a horse broke, develop your feel of where his
feet are and get in sync wich your horse.

If you're experienced, I think it's OK to take a young horse for
a trail ride or on a pack trip. No matter what your horse’s age, to
be safe, you should be able ro carch your horse easily, get on or off
on both sides (you can't always predice which side the cliff will be
on) and be able to flex in both directions. With young horses and
even with older horses on the trail, I like to ride in a snaffle bit, so
before you get away from civilization, your horse should give his
head to the rein. If you have that, then you can stop and turn your
horse, which is crucial to keeping everyone safe on the erail.
Before you go, make sure your horse is fir enough to handle the ter-
rain where you're headed, especially if you're going on a multiday

Don't just quit training once you're back at camp. Use every opportunity to expose
your horse to different situations and work on things that could bother him
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trip at high altitude like our backcountry clinic. If you're going
into really wild country, I'd suggest going with experienced pack-
ers or professional outfitters like the Palmers, if it's not something
you've done before. Even if you're just headed into the country
around your house, it’s safer to ride with a friend and be prepared
for the unexpected.

On the Trail

TO GET THE MOST OUT OF YOUR TRAIL RIDING EXPERIENCE, YOU'VE
gor to be an active rider. If you just sit up there like a lump
with your feet hanging down on each side, you aren't improv-
ing your riding, and you sure aren’t helping your horse.

Make the most of your time to learn to feel your horse and
get him listening to your cues. I think the simplest way to
think of a cue is simply communication with your horse. You
can use the nacural terrain to ask him for the kinds of maneu-
vers you're going to ask for in the arena, almost without him
realizing chat you're training him.

The horse’s hindquarters are what he bucks with, runs wich,
fights with and kicks with. But if you ger control of his
hindquarters, then the hindquarrers are whar he stops with, trots
with and lopes with. Going up and down hills
tunity to help your horse learn to collect by giving you his face
and transferring some of his weight from the frone to the back.

Use the terrain to guide your horse and asé for his face.
You've got to be able to get your horse’s face or you won't be
able to guide him. To have the horse collece and give his face,
you've got to be a balanced, centered rider. Your job is to
make the horse feel safe, sure and secure through the feel of
your seat, hands and legs.

Once you're on the trail, it's essential thar you use all of
those aids ro guide your horse and not to pull on him. If you
pull, the horse is going to resist and pull back and forget
about where he is and where he's going. That's not something
you want to chance when you're ar 12,000 feet and more than
six hours of hard riding from the nearest paved road. In the
rugged Weminuche, you'll learn real fast you can't hang on a
horse’s face, like we're sometimes tempred to do in the arena,
because the horse won't be able to see where he's going. And
when you continually pull on your horse, you make him
heavy instead of lighe.
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Once you're away from all of the hustle and bustle, you can
also start to work on paying more attention to your horse.
Most riders aren’t magically gifted with the ability to read
the horse. You have to learn it and make a conscious effort to
read what the horse is telling you by watching his eyes, ears,
tile of his head and body position.

Up Hill, Down Hill

A4S I SAID EARLIER, YOU'VE GOT TO BE AN ACTIVE RIDER. IF YOU
master the skill of moving with your horse and getting in
time with him on the trail, it's going ro make you that much
better when you get back in the show ring.

Riding is a parenership. If you are working against your
horse, you can be the limiting factor that keeps him from
reaching his athletic potential. On the kinds of grades you find
in the Rocky Mountains or other major ranges, you can make
it harder for your horse to climb or go downhill — and cause
soreness — by not shifting your weight to the correct position.

An active rider should be like a plumb bob. You should help
your horse by keeping your weight over his center of gravity. So
going uphill, it helps your horse if you'll lean forward. Going
downhill, it’s the opposite — lean back slightly to help your horse.

At the same time, you don’t want to just lean and jab all of
your weight down chrough your legs into the stirrups. That's
not helping your horse. Learn to ride with your weight cen-
tered over your seat and on your thighs. The stirrups are there
to help you stay balanced, not to support all of your weight.

If There’s Trouble

ON THE TRAIL, SAFETY FOR YOU AND YOUR HORSE IS THE MOST
important thing, especially if you're miles away from ambu-
lance or truck and trailer access.

You can avoid a lot of trouble by just paying attention to
your horse. If you sense that he’s gecting troubled, then just
slow down, reassure him and ask him to listen to you. Slow
your horse down, get him to flexing by giving to your rein
and then release him and see if he does it again. If he’s get-
ting upset by being in the middle or back of che pack string,
then put him in the front.

If he's not being good, then maybe you shouldn’t ride the
trails that day; maybe you should stay at camp and work on
geteing him o flexing and listening to you.

Whatever you do, the wilderness is not the place to get in
4 fight with your horse. Be more patient and slow down. If
you have to and it’s safe, get off and lead your horse to a flat
spot and start again by getting him to listening to you. Work
your horse, and don’t abuse him. Use his energy in a construc-
tive way. You must be able to read the horse and recognize
what's going on to be able to correct it.

On these backcountry clinics, we've had some horses that

Apack trip could help get your horse more broke by exposing him to all kinds of situations.
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Work on getting your horse to softly give his face and collect while you're going up and down hill.

were pretty chargey and didn't want to listen when we were
at the ranch. However, after three or four days of putting lots
of miles and wer saddle blankets behind them, they were a
whole lot mote cooperative, and the horses began to put effort
into slowing down.

Everything depends on the horse, the situation and the cir-
cumstance.

Horsemanship

AS RIDERS AND HORSEMEN, WE SHOULD NEVER STOP TRYING TO
get betrer. A horse gets better through time and repetition. A
week in the wilderness could make all of the difference in
your horse’s attitude and training.

Every time you round a tree, you can get him to round his rib
cage with your inside leg and lift his shoulder with your inside
rein. By the time you do that several hundred times, your horse is
going to get pretty good with it. Work at it, and you'll be amazed
at how much better your timing improves with your horse.

As an added bonus, you get to enjoy the incredible scenery,
smell the fresh air and, if you're lucky, you might even be out
of cell phone range.

It’s all about keeping the tradition alive and the big coun-

try open. @
H I " horse clinician. Alifelong rancher, cowboy and horse trainer, Craig was
a professional bull rider before deciding that he had more interest in
horses. After learning from Ray Hunt, Craig developed his own ability for start-
ing colts and working with troubled horses. You can catch him at one of the many

CRAIG CAMERON spends more than 44 weeks a year on the road as a

equine fairs around the country or signup for one of his clinics at his Double Horn
Ranch in Bluff Dale, Texas, or Lincoln, New Mexico, He can also be seen on RFD-
TV on his shows “Ride Smart” and “Extreme Cowboy Race.” For his complete
schedule, log onto www.craigcameron.com,

TERRY PALMER has been raising American Quarter Horses on his ranch outside
of Durango, Colorado, for almost 50 years. And for most of that time, he has been
packing horses and mules into the Weminuche Wilderness. After several years

away from the ranch, his son, RANDY, returned home to help run the family’s Over
The Hill Outfitters Inc, Terry and Randy use home-raised horses and mules to lead
summer pack trips and fall hunts ona specialuse permit into the wilderness. For
more information on their Colorado pack trips, hunts or backcountry horseman-
ship clinics with Craig Cameron, go to www.overthehilloutfitters.com.
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