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In last month’s article; Dealing With Fear: Part One, we learned that 
what frightens horses does not frighten humans, and what fright-
ens humans does not frighten horses. A horse’s one and only fear 

that will cause him to react in a way that can cause serious injury to 
himself  and to us is the fear of  being eaten by a predator. We also learned 
the five predictable stimuli that will trigger this fear in all horses are 
new or unfamiliar people (predators), places, things, movement and 
changes.
 Humans are similarly afraid of  death or serious injury. The differ-
ence is that we’re afraid that our horse will be the cause of  our injury - fatal 
or otherwise. Therefore our fear can arise whether we’re on their back 
or on the ground. Our horse will always sense this immediately and 
our fear will always make his fear worse.
 There are two primary responses we must learn and master when 
our horse’s be-
havior frightens 
us. The first is: 
Allow what is ac-
ceptable. The 
second is: Cause 
him to change what 
is dangerous. We 
must handle both 
passively without 
fear, anger or 
frustration. We 
must understand 
that punishment 
as a means of  
behavior modifi-
cation is not only 
ineffective, it 
will often create 

a more dangerous outcome. And finally we must know and recog-
nize the difference in whether our horse’s resistant behavior is be-
ing caused by fear, pain, confusion or disrespect because each one 
requires us to respond differently.

ON THE GROUND 
 Natural Horsemanship teaches us how to see the world as if  we 
were a horse. We learn what they consider acceptable behavior for 
themselves and other horses. We watch them interact and play with 
each other. We see them bite, kick, run, rear, buck and chase each 
other. This is all carried out by them without any fear.
 Physical contact is part of  the language horses use to communi-
cate with each other. It tells them who is stronger, faster, and braver; 
Who is the better horse and therefore who has earned the right to be 

the leader. This is 
true whether it is a 
herd of  100 horses 
or a herd of  two. 
Once the pecking 
order of  the herd 
is established and 
accepted, physical 
contact is reduced 
primarily to play, 
affection, friend-
ship and mutual 
grooming. How-
ever if  the herd 
of  two is you and 
your horse, allow-
ing him to treat 
you as he would 
another horse can 
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be dangerous. In order to stay safe, you must cause him to change 
this behavior. This must be accomplished with communication and 
not force.
 The nature of  horses is such that even a number two horse will 
always return at some point in the future to re-challenge the number 
one. If  your horse could speak he might say something to you like: 
“Are you sure you want to be the leader?” When this happens with one of  
my students I’ll often hear something like: “My horse is perfect but today 
when I was leading him out of  his paddock, he stopped for no reason, looked at 
me and wouldn’t budge.” 
 Horses, unlike humans, will always warn each other with a gesture 
like pinning their ears or lifting a leg before they make physical con-
tact. Then if  their warning goes unheeded, they will make power-
ful physical contact. 
However because 
they are of  equal 
size and weight, 
there is rarely seri-
ous injury and death 
is certainly never a 
result.
 Humans are not 
of  equal size and 
weight and there-
fore all physical 
contact unless safely 
initiated by us (i.e. 
we invite our horse 
to come in close to 
rub his nose) should 
be considered unac-
ceptable, potentially 
dangerous and im-
mediately elimi-
nated. As the leader 
we must make all 
decisions for both 
ourselves and our 
horse in order for 
us both to be safe ei-
ther riding or on the 
ground.
 As a training tool and a means of  communication, Groundwork es-
tablishes safe physical boundaries and gives us the opportunity to 
either passively allow our horse to continue his acceptable behavior 
(act like a horse as long as long he is not close enough to cause us 
injury) or initiate a change that eliminates his dangerous behavior. 
We learn groundwork techniques that cause his desirable behavior 
to be comfortable and his undesirable behavior to be uncomfortable. 
 When we’re on the ground with our horse and he runs, kicks, 
bucks or rears, as long as it’s not directed at us and we have estab-
lished a safe physical boundary, we allow him to continue to be him-
self; a horse. This can either be at the end of  a long line or at liberty 
in a corral. Keeping a safe distance and realizing he is just a horse 
acting naturally helps us to relax and become comfortable in his 
world. This in turn helps to eliminate our fear, build our confidence 

and improve our horsemanship.
 When our horse kicks, bites or rears up at us, this too is natural and 
appropriate equine behavior, however he is inappropriately treating 
us like another horse. Because we are human and not of  equal size 
and weight, it is very dangerous. If  we become afraid we will often 
react aggressively. We will use force instead of  communication. Our 
horse won’t understand why his partner has become aggressive and 
turned on him. We will lose his trust and respect. We will cause him 
to become fearful, even more reactive, damage our relationship and 
thus make the situation extremely dangerous for both. As his leader 
we must learn to be ASSERTIVE not AGGRESSIVE.
 Natural Horsemanship teaches us how to use our superior hu-
man intelligence to be a better horse. We know that in horseville the 

horse that causes the 
other horse to move 
its feet is the better 
horse and therefore 
becomes the leader. 
We know that we 
can control horses by 
administering com-
fort and discomfort. 
Therefore we take 
the energy our horse 
has been using for 
his idea of  fun (kick-
ing, bucking, rearing) 
and redirect it into 
something that is our 
idea of  fun (moving 
his hip over, backing 
up etc.) and will also 
eliminate the danger 
of  injury. We use 
groundwork to cause 
our idea to become 
his idea without 
force. 
 Understanding 
the nature of  our 
horse, staying calm 
and relaxed, demon-

strating our leadership by causing our ideas to become their ideas 
without force or pain is the key to keeping everyone safe by working 
through our fears both on the ground and on their back.

ON THEIR BACK 
 Human fear that develops when we’re on our horses back is caused 
by the thought of  falling off  or being thrown off. Part of  learning to 
ride includes how to stay on the horse while we ask them to execute 
a multitude of  different athletic maneuvers.
 Unless you’ve elected to get involved in racing or rodeo, sitting on 
your horse and allowing him to rear, buck or run away is not advis-
able.
 Hopefully by the time we get on their back to ride, we have al-
ready created a partnership with our horse on the ground which has 

Number one human fear.

Human fear increases horse fear.




