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How to Exercise a Thoroughbred Race Horse
By Janice L. Blake

When I bestride him, I soar, I am a hawk: he trots the air; the earth sings when he touches it;
the basest horn of his hoof is more musical than the pipes of Hermes. ~Wm. Shakespeare,
Henry V, Act III, Scene VII

Introduction
This treatise is meant for a select group of people: beginning exercise riders, race horse owners
who want to know what their horses are doing on the race track in the morning and other rail
birds who would like more insiders’ knowledge of the Thoroughbred race horse. For everyone else
who knows what is going on, I trust you will find this book interesting and entertaining.
Included in this manual are methods of solving problems with horses that have worked for me or
that I have observed. This book covers the rudimentary elements of getting a horse safely to the
race track and back. It is my genuine desire that people of all experience levels find it useful in
maintaining a supreme partnership with our dear friend and mentor, the horse.
This book was intended for the instruction of my young niece; therefore, if I seem to be dispensing
parental advice together with my race track parlance, please know it is intended for someone who
is unfamiliar with the race track lifestyle and needs to be alerted to certain situations to stay safe.
Horses are excellent role models and as Sir Winston Churchill once said, “There is something
about the outside of a horse that is good for the inside of a man.”

Disclaimer
Exercising horses is no more
dangerous than, and just as much fun

as, driving a car. If, after reading
this book, you feel it is
prohibitively dangerous to ride a
race horse, please understand that
I have deliberately pointed out
dangerous situations that are
important to avoid or address.

Checking the Reins
The horse is an archetypal symbol which will always find ways to stir up deep and moving
ancestral memories in every human being. ~Paul Mellon, race horse owner

Chapter 1
Getting Started
Exercising a Thoroughbred race horse is plenty of fun and takes hours of patience and
perseverance to really be proficient, but it is well worth the effort and the relationship you develop
with the horse will be both a rewarding and satisfying experience for you. Every horse is an
individual and may teach you something new as you learn how to listen to what your horse is
saying, thereby enhancing your horse’s and your own enjoyment.

And Allah took a handful of southerly wind, blew His breath over it, and created the horse.
Thou shall fly without wings, and conquer without any sword. Oh, horse! ~Bedouin Legend
The horse holds a unique place in the culture of most peoples throughout the world. The joy and
satisfaction you will come to experience from your time with the horse will benefit you in every
area of your life. The principles of horsemanship can also be used to enhance your experience with
that other most intractable species: people. The similarity between a troublesome race horse and
your meddling mother-in-law can be surprising. Not to mention the ways in which you handle
them both, largely by using both tact and sympathy. It is my wish that you obtain knowledge in
these pages that will help you have fun riding, and keep you and your horse safe.

We ought to do good to others as simply as a horse runs, or a bee makes honey, or a vine
bears grapes season after season without thinking of the grapes it has borne. ~Marcus
Aurelius

SNIPS: The Five Attributes of Good Hands
The hands are extensions of the rider’s mind and volumes can be told of the inner workings of the
rider’s temperament and attitude toward the horse by observing the way the rider uses the hand.
These are five attributes one must have to be in good, constant communication with the horse.

Sympathy—you in relation to the horse. Your thoughts about the plight of the horse, its desires,
eagerness and sufferings. Your ability to think “with” the horse. Empathy.
Nerve—to continue on. Many circumstances arise that necessitate pressing on to get the job
done. To follow through, regardless of your fear and apprehension of the event. Dick Christian, a
famous jump rider, said, “Pluck takes you into tight places, but nerve gets you out of them.”
Intellect—to think about what you are doing and how best to execute your instructions. To think
clearly, quickly and keenly.
Patience—to understand why the horse is reacting and to allow the horse to react in its own way
without losing one’s self-control. To stay calm while being provoked into reaction.
Skill—the degree and expertise to which one can follow instructions correctly, regardless of what
may happen on the way to and from the track that may interfere with those instructions.

The Four Ds
These attributes are necessary for excellence in any undertaking, not just exercising race horses.

Dedication—to be devoted; to persevere in one’s chosen endeavor
Desire—an unrelenting willingness to achieve excellence
Determination—to be resolute; to surmount all obstacles in one’s path
Discipline—to persist in developing self-control; to keep improving after your initial success

Your Fitness
Being new to exercising horses, you will need a certain level of fitness. Ease into the routine by
getting on only one or two horses per day. This may sound trivial; however, if you are on a strong
horse and your muscles get fatigued (weak), you will be unable to steer the horse away from
dangerous situations. If you have to start out with one horse per day, that is fine, too.

Personal Equipment
If you are well-dressed and clean, people will make certain assumptions about you and the type of
work they can expect. Your helmet cover should coordinate with the color of your vest. Your shirt
should match your helmet cover and vest or contrast them in a pleasing fashion. For trousers,
riders usually wear either blue jeans or khakis.
These are the necessary articles you will need as an exercise rider:
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-A galloping vest
-A helmet
-Galloping boots
-Blue jeans or khakis
-A pair of goggles
-A whip, or stick
-Gloves*

Bobby and Janice
*In winter, you may need earmuffs, a face mask, long johns, and ski pants. The wind could be blowing
5 to 30 mph, at 25 degrees Fahrenheit, or less. Brrr! is an understatement.

Gypsy gold does not chink and glitter. It gleams in the sun and neighs in the dark.
~Attributed to the Claddaugh Gypsies of Galway

Chapter 2
At the Barn
Being asked to exercise a race horse is a unique responsibility. The trainer is entrusting you to take
the horse onto the track, exercise the horse properly and bring the horse back to the barn
unscathed. There has been much time and money invested into breeding and training the horse up
to this point. You are the next step in the horse’s development.

...I heard a neigh. Oh, such a brisk and melodious neigh as that was! My very heart leaped with
delight at the sound. ~Nathaniel Hawthorne, “The Chimera,” 1852
You are now in the barn, waiting to get on your horse. While standing in the shed row*, the less
said, the better. Simply get on your horse, and head for the track.

*A shed row is a line of stalls,
including the path in front
where the horses are walked.

Shed Row
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Every horse has a groom. The groom tacks up the horse and brings it out of the stall.

Inspect Your Tack Before Mounting
When it is time for your set* to go out, the groom will give your horse a turn around the barn to
loosen up its muscles. The race horse has been standing in its 12 foot by 12 foot stall for more than
23 hours, so it needs to stretch its muscles before suddenly adding the weight of a rider. Wait until
your horse stops in front of you, and then quickly, but expertly, inspect your tack.
*A set is a group of horses going to the track at the same time.
Check the bridle and saddle before you mount. There are times after the bridle has been cleaned
when the reins are not reattached properly or the headstall is not fastened together. As for the
saddle, it could have slipped to one side or is too loose. It might be set too far forward or
backward. The saddle towel and pad could also be positioned improperly. You make this check
because you are completely responsible for your safety and that of the horse once you are
mounted. You can only expect what you inspect, so be diligent in making sure your tack is secure.

If you see something you need to have changed, say so before mounting. It is much easier to
change a piece of equipment before you are mounted. Never assume the groom has tacked up the
horse properly. If the groom gets agitated while you are inspecting your tack, pay no attention to
him. Some grooms are especially proud of their work and will take offense if you question their
professionalism in correctly tacking up a horse.
Checking your tack has nothing to do with the groom’s professionalism. It is your life on the line,
and when you are lying in a hospital bed after your reins have come off the bridle, that groom will
not come to see you or even send you a card. Protect yourself, regardless of how much ribbing you
receive from people who have never been galloping on the back of a race horse when something
goes wrong with the equipment.
Calmly finish inspecting your tack, mount the horse, and proceed. Keep focused on what you are
doing in this moment, right now, on this horse. If you are thinking about the misunderstanding
you had with the groom, your concentration will waver, and you could set yourself up for an
accident. Let go of the incident in the barn. Pay complete attention to your horse, right now.
When you return to the barn and the groom says something to you about the tack-checking
incident, do not say anything to him. Just walk away. He will not be able to follow you because he
will be attending to his hot horse that just returned from the track. Do not get into an ongoing
altercation. Tomorrow is another day, and you will be checking your tack on that day, too.

Getting a Leg-Up
Most exercise riders mount the horse by getting a leg-up. Getting a leg-up means someone literally
lifts the rider up by the shin of the left leg and hoists him/her onto the horse. This style of
mounting eliminates many problems and accidents. Race horses can be extremely volatile and all
precautions should be taken to keep them calm.

Getting a Leg-Up

In-the-Air
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After checking your tack, gather the reins in your left hand while grabbing some of the horse’s
mane. Put your right hand on the cantle of the saddle; lift your left foot, bending your leg at a 90
degree angle at the knee, pointing your foot toward the back. Allow another person, or the groom
who is holding the horse, to grab your shin and give you a leg-up. As he/she is lifting you onto the
horse, pull yourself up with your arms and use your right leg to give yourself a little jump in the
air.
Once you are in-the-air, throw your right leg over the back of the horse and sit down lightly on the
horse’s back. Do not sit down with a thud. How would you like it if someone landed with a thud on
your back? Have the horse’s well-being in mind and be aware of the horse’s reaction; thus,
allowing it to teach you. Have empathy—just as you would when interacting with another person.

On the Horse
Once you are up, and the horse walks off, gather the reins and tie your knot. Put your feet in the
stirrups and tighten your girth. It does not matter which you do first. Some riders like to tie their
knot first. Some like to tighten their girth and get their stirrups. Whatever makes you most
comfortable is what you should do.

Tying Your Knot

Evening up the Reins

Twirling Reins around the Center

When tying your knot on horseback, put one rein in each hand and even them up together. Twirl
both reins around the middle part and put the end into the space left open. The location and style
of the knot is different for everyone. You will soon figure out where you like yours.

Men are better when riding, more just and more understanding, and more alert and more at
ease and more under-taking, and better knowing of all countries and all passages; in short
and long, all good customs and manners cometh thereof, and the health of man and of his
soul. ~Attributed to Edward Plantagenet

A knot is tied in the end of the reins so the reins do
not slip through your hands down to the buckle
while you are riding. It also adds weight to the end
of the reins so they stay down on one side of the
horse.

Tied Knot

Getting Your Question Answered
If you ask someone a question and that person is rude to you, pay them no attention and quickly
ask someone else. Do not be put-off by the rude person. There are people on the race track from all
walks of life and learning how to interact with them is one of the more fascinating aspects of being
there.
When I say people from all walks of life, I am not just speaking of people of a lower economic
status. Anyone from the owners to the hot walkers can be in a bad mood. Learn to even-out your
emotions and persevere in getting your question answered. It is none of your concern who is
having a bad day.

No hour of life is wasted that is spent in the saddle.

~Sir Winston Churchill

Your Stirrups
Your stirrups should be adjusted to fit the type of work you will be doing. Your stirrups should be
on the long side yet short enough to bring your seat out of the saddle when the horse is in a full
gallop and when posting the trot. (Posting means to stand up and sit down in rhythm to the
horse’s trotting stride.)
There is a saying on the race track, “The longer you ride, the longer you ride.” This is because the
longer your stirrups, the more length of leg you have on the horse. If the horse tries to duck out
from under you, your legs will keep you positioned in the middle of the horse and not off to one
side. Another expression is, “Keep a leg on either side.” This is like telling someone to stay
balanced on the horse. It is much easier to stay balanced if your stirrups are longer.
If you ride short, like a jockey, you risk being pitched off quickly as you have no length of leg on
the horse with which to balance if the horse makes a sudden move up, down, forward, backward,
or side-to-side. Thoroughbreds have a tendency to do any combination of the above at any
moment. Never completely relax on a race horse; however, this does not mean clamp on for dear
life either.

The daughter who won’t lift a finger in the house is the same child who cycles madly off in the
pouring rain to spend all morning mucking out a stable. ~Samantha Armstrong

Checking Your Girth
Check your girth after mounting to be sure it is snugly tight. Do not make it so tight as to restrict
the horse’s breathing, though. Look under the flap of the saddle on the offside* as well to be sure
both buckles of the girth are fastened to the billets. Sometimes when the saddle is being carried,
the girth can come unhooked from the billets. The girth could be completely twisted under the
flap as well.
*Offside means on the right side of the horse. Near side means on the left side of the horse.

Checking the Girth on Rudy
To many, the words of love, hope and dreams are synonymous with horses. ~Oliver Wendell
Holmes

On the Horse Path

Chapter 3
People on the Race Track
Here are various other people you may encounter on the race track itself.

Other People in the Barn
Owners—own some, or all, of the horses in the barn
The Trainer—in charge of the horses and workers
The Assistant Trainer—makes sure the barn runs efficiently
Grooms—responsible for the horse’s care
Hot Walkers—walk the horses after they have been to the track
Most Men on the Race Track—if you are an unmarried young woman, some men on the race
track will ask you out on a date. Handle this by smiling and laughing it off. Find an excuse, give the
guy a big, winsome smile and say, “Thanks, anyway.” Then go on with your business.
Farrier—also known as the shoer or the blacksmith; puts the shoes on the horse’s hooves

For want of a Nail the Shoe was lost: for want of a Shoe the Horse was lost; for want of a
Horse the Rider was lost; being overtaken and slain by the Enemy, all for want of Care about a
Horse-shoe Nail. ~Benjamin Franklin, Poor Richard’s Almanack, June 1758

Bobby, Cleaning Tack
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There is no secret so close as that between a rider and his (her) horse. ~Robert Smith, 1853

Other Exercise Riders
You need to ride defensively, as there are many other exercise riders on the track besides you. Just
like automobile drivers, some riders have drinking and drug problems. They will come to work
drunk or high from the night before and exercise horses. Know who these riders are and steer clear
of them in the morning when they are on horseback, and anytime afterward as well. There are also
inexperienced, or “green,” riders who have little or no knowledge about how to conduct
themselves. You need to know where they are on the track so you can stay away from them, too.
You are responsible for the safety of you and your horse. Keep your eyes and ears open at all times.
Exercising race horses can be a wonderful way to spend the morning—full to the maximum of
physical and mental stimulation.

Outriders
There are several riders on regular saddle horses stationed around the race track during training
hours. These are the outriders, and their job is to assist you. The saddle horses they ride are called
“ponies,” regardless of their bigger stature. The outriders can be life-savers when you are in
trouble. Their ponies act like big brothers to the race horse, and a stoic, outrider’s pony can give a
nervous race horse confidence and security when traveling alongside.
Sometimes the outriders will accompany your horse behind the gate or help you gallop to the pole
before you begin to breeze.* They get your horse under control and where you need to be. They
will also help if you have an equipment problem.
*A breeze is an easy run, faster than a gallop, but with little encouragement.

Horse with Pony, Outrider in Distance, Gap Attendant
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Ponies Ponying Other Race Horses
When a pony horse and its rider are
leading a race horse without a rider
onto the track and galloping
together with it, this exercise is
known as “ponying.” The non-race
horse is known as a “pony,” because
it is doing the actual work of
“ponying.” The pony person holds
onto the race horse via a lead shank
hooked to the race horse’s halter.

A Race Horse being ponied, on the Left
Race horses are ponied for a variety of reasons. The race horse may have a physical ailment that
would be exacerbated by adding the weight of a rider. Also, some race horses get too excited with a
rider on its back.

Starting Gate Crew
The starting gate crew is responsible for loading the horses into the gate and making sure they
come out together and smoothly when the bell rings. They are excellent horsemen and can see
potentially dangerous situations before they develop.

Gap* Attendant
The gap attendant is at the gap and records the names and the distance of horses breezing. The
gap attendant calls the clockers with the name of the horse and the distance of the breeze.
*The gap is the open area on the outside fence where horses and riders enter and leave the track. It is
like a doorway, without a door. There are usually three or more gaps on a race track.

Clockers
The clockers are responsible for timing the breezing Thoroughbred as it goes around the track
from the pole to the wire. The clockers are positioned in a booth on the outside of the track above
the wire. To time the horse accurately, they need to see precisely when the horse reaches the pole
to start its breeze and when the horse crosses the wire after the breeze. Recording an accurate time
is essential, as these are published in trade papers. Based on a horse’s breeze record, handicappers
use these times to determine how fast a horse may or may not be in a race, and make their bets
accordingly.

Do not be that rider that gallops all night and never sees the horse that is beneath him. ~Rumi

Chapter 4
Walking to the Track
Walking to the track is a pleasant experience. You feel the stride of the horse underneath you as it
swings its head and body side-to-side. You notice where your horse is or is not looking, and get
into communication with your horse. It is also pleasant to converse with your fellow exercise riders
who are enjoying the same experience as you.
In the event your horse is not acting well, calm it down as best you can. Stay away from other
horses, lest your horse or another horse gets kicked or jumped on. Much damage can be done to a
race horse if it gets kicked or stepped on by another horse. Race horses wear aluminum shoes on
all four feet. These shoes can cut into another horse’s leg or body very easily. While this injury is
healing, the horse is not racing and not earning money, but costing money. This upsets the owner
who is now paying to have his/her race horse stand in the barn, not earning money. The owner is
also unable to have any fun watching his/her horse run with their silks on the jockey.* It is one of
the most exciting moments in racing for an owner to see his/her colors crossing the wire first.

*Each owner has a personally designed set of
jockey silks that the jockey wears during the
race.

Jockey Silks, Andrew and Janice
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On the Way—Race Track Etiquette
If another rider on the track is having a bad day and says something not-so-nice to you, show
understanding and forgiveness and forget about it. Do not carry a grudge galloping around the
race track. If you are looking to get even, you will not be paying complete attention to your horse.
When mistakes are made on horseback, accidents happen and people and horses get hurt. Be levelheaded, and keep your emotions reined in tightly. “Thank you.” works wonders, as do, “Have a nice
day,” and “Nice to see you again.” Always remember to smile. It makes you feel better, too.

On the Way—Good Morning or Not
If you say good morning to another rider and are not acknowledged, do not take it personally.
Perhaps the other rider is concentrating on his/her horse or simply did not hear you. Ride on,
concentrate on your own horse, and have a lovely gallop. One day, you will be the one
concentrating so hard that you do not notice anyone else either.

Navigating the Gap
As you near the track, the
atmosphere becomes more charged
as riders, horses and people are
congregating and in closer
proximity. There is an unspoken
language used to navigate the gap
area, and eye contact is a must. Look
to see who might be coming on or
going off the gap. If someone is
there, stop and stand before
entering so the other rider can pass
through quietly.

Gap Attendant Booth and Double Gap with Guard
Photo by JLB

Courtesy is paramount, and if you yield to someone one day, they may yield to you the next. Not
all tracks have a single gap. Some have separate gaps. This makes it far easier when entering or
exiting because the horses travel in only one direction on each gap.

Standing-In
Once on the track, take your horse to the left of the gap and stop. Turn it toward the inside of the
track with its tail against the outside fence. This is called, “standing-in.” This allows your horse to
relax, look around and feel at ease before the real exercise begins. Sometimes you can feel your
horse’s heart beating fast while it is standing-in, knowing it is about to go for a gallop.

Standing-In, with Rudy

Counter-Clockwise and Clockwise
On Thoroughbred race tracks in the United States, horses travel in both directions on the same
track at the same time. Horses gallop in a counter-clockwise direction closer to the inside rail.
Horses back-up in a clockwise direction on the outside rail. While backing-up on the outside
fence, horses are only allowed to jog.* Horses can both jog and gallop going the right way.
*On the race track, jog and trot mean the same.

Begin to Jog
After you feel you have stood-in long enough, or when your horse gets antsy, begin jogging the
wrong way, staying against the outside fence until someone in front of you is going slower. Say to
them, “Coming by ya” or “Coming around.” Then take your horse to the right in a wide berth
around the slower horse. Pass with plenty of room to avoid intimidating the other horse.

Listening to Your Horse
When jogging, post the trot or stand-up. Most horses do not care whether you stand-up or post.
There are some, though, that do not like the rider to stand-up at the jog and will throw the rider
off balance until he/she begins to post again. This really does happen. Young horses do not know
enough to do this yet, but an older horse will tell the rider how it likes to be ridden.
If you listen intimately to your horse, it will tell you what to do. This is where “Sympathy” comes
in, which was mentioned in Chapter 1 in the section labeled “SNIPS.” Are you in “Sympathy” with
your horse enough to discern what it is telling you about its plight?

Unruly Horse Backing-Up
If your horse is unruly as you are backing up, turn its head to the outside so its hind end is
swinging inward and its left shoulder and chest are up against the outside fence. This position will
keep the horse from running-off completely and will allow you to obtain some degree of control.

Crossing in Front of the Starting Gate
At this time, the starting gate is open to school horses so they know what to do when they get to a
race in the afternoon. Do not get run over by horses popping out of the gate as you are passing in
front of it. Even with precautions taken, some hits and near misses do occur.
If you are jogging backward toward them, the assistant starters will yell or whistle at you to get
your attention. They will let you by or tell you to stop until the horse breaks out of the gate. Some
horses do not like to stop and wait and will become unsettled. Try to keep your horse quiet. This is
sometimes easier said than done.

The horse is a creature who sacrifices its own being to exist through the will of another...the
horse is the noblest conquest of man. ~Georges-Louis Leclerc, Comte de Buffon, (1707-1788)

Chapter 5
The Race Track
The race track is measured to the left of the wire by sixteenths of a mile.

The first pole before the wire is the sixteenth pole. This means that
pole is one-sixteenth of a mile before the wire. The next pole is the
eighth pole and then the three-sixteenths pole, and thus it goes back
to the wire. The quarter pole, the half-mile pole and the threequarter pole (or six furlong pole) are usually red and white striped.
The eighth poles are usually black and white striped. One furlong is
an eighth of a mile.

The Quarter Pole

The Rail, the Middle and the Outside Fence
Three areas of the track with which you need to be familiar are the inside rail, the middle of the
track and the outside fence.

The Inside Rail
The closer you get to the inside rail, the faster the horses are going. Keeping a competitive-minded
Thoroughbred farther away from the inside rail will help it to stay relaxed. These are real race
horses and when they get near other horses going fast, they want to go fast, too. You must protect
the horse from itself by keeping the gallop at a reasonable pace.

Breezing on the Inside Rail
Breezing horses use the inside rail. As you are galloping in the middle of the track, allow plenty of
room so the breezing horses on the inside rail do not disturb your galloping horse. Be sure you are
not galloping so far off the inside rail that you bother the horses backing up on the outside fence.
Use your best judgment as to how far away from either rail you need to be.

The Middle
Horses are galloped near the middle of the track. This constitutes a rather large area of real estate
but the outrider will let you know if you are too close to the inside rail or the outside fence. If the
outrider has to tell you repeatedly not to gallop on the rail or that you are too close to the outside
fence, you will eventually be fined.

The Outside Fence
The remaining part of the track is the outside fence. Horses on the outside fence are jogging in a
clockwise direction; known as backing-up. Some horses are returning to their respective gap after
their exercise, and some are in the middle of their exercise of jogging one or two miles backward.
Do not gallop your horse too close to the horses backing up on the outside fence, as one of them
may spook from something outside the race track and run right into you galloping the right
direction. As you are galloping, put a little of your attention on what the horses are doing on the
outside fence. Do not stare at them directly, but have them slightly in your sight.

Jogging Backward
Occasionally, you will be on a horse that does not want to jog when backing-up, even if it is almost
galloping in place. As you are galloping backward on the outside fence past the outrider, there is
not much to say except, “I really am trying to get this horse to jog,” and give him/her a weak smile.
The outrider will tolerate you for a few days, but you will have to have a discussion with the horse’s
trainer. Tell the trainer you cannot get this horse to jog and that you will be fined for not jogging.
The trainer can send the horse to the track with a pony or have another rider get on the horse who
can definitely get the horse to jog, thus, giving you a break from being noticed again and fined.

Horses Breezing
Many horses breeze first thing in the morning or right after the harrow break. A freshly harrowed
track is one that has not been chewed up by horses traipsing over it all morning. A harrowed race
track gives the trainer a better read of how the horse may perform on race day.
Galloping horses may shy away from horses breezing on the rail. Be aware of your horse’s reaction
as the breezers go by. Be sure to watch the outside fence, too, being careful not to get too close to
the horses doing their exercise there.
Whenever you are riding, pay a little attention to the whereabouts of all the other horses and what
they are doing. Nevertheless, continue to hold your own space and go about doing your own work.

Turf Course Works
The turf course is another type of surface that Thoroughbred race horses run on. Unlike the dirt
course, which is a mixture of sand and other materials, a turf course is made of grass. In turf
racing, horses encounter less stress on their muscular and skeletal systems due to the natural give
of the grass. On select mornings, the turf course is open to horses breezing. Turf courses are
situated on the inside of the dirt courses on most tracks in America.

A horse gallops with its lungs,
Perseveres with its heart
And wins with its character.
~Frederico Tesio

Turf Course inside of Dirt Course
Photo by JLB

Exercise riders will occasionally be asked to breeze a horse on the turf. There is little difference
breezing a horse on the turf than on the dirt, except that the horses may bobble up and down
while traveling over the terrain of the grass. Take a longer hold on the reins to allow the horse to
easily retain its balance going over the uneven surface of the grass.

The Break
The track is harrowed during the mid-morning break. After roughly 400 horses have been over the
track, the surface is cut up and uneven. Re-harrowing recreates the condition of a fresh race track.

Many trainers wait until after
the break to breeze their
horses. During the break, riders
relax in the barn or go to the
kitchen. The break usually lasts
20 to 25 minutes.

Tractors Harrowing during the Break
Photo by JLB

The Track Kitchen
The kitchen is where race track personnel go to have breakfast, buy a cup of coffee, use the
restroom, or meet with friends and others. The track kitchen is also a good place to find someone
who is looking for a job or to hire someone. It is the social hub of the track.

A horse never runs so fast as when it has other horses to catch up and outpace.

~Ovid

Chapter 6
The Gallop
Starting the Gallop
Having jogged backward to the pole where you are going to start your gallop, turn your horse in
for a few moments, or make a big U-turn being sure no one else is coming. If you begin your
exercise when another horse is galloping up behind you, the other horse may startle yours as it
gallops past. Your horse could jump and take off with you. Wait for the other horse to gallop past
and then begin your gallop slowly by jogging-off a short distance and easing into the gallop.
Start your gallop half a furlong or more before the turn so there is enough ground to balance
properly before it is time to change leads*. If you are unbalanced going into the turn, undue strain
(called torsion) is placed on the horse’s tendons, ligaments and joints. Torsion on the joints should
be avoided whenever possible. Stay in balance with your horse. There is no secret to staying in
balance except that you can feel when you are out-of-balance.
*Changing leads means to switch leading legs on which the horse is galloping. Imagine yourself as a
horse, and you are galloping. You either lead with your left leg or your right leg. The horse leads on
its legs in the same way.
When on the horse, put your attention out into the environment, not staring at the top of the
horse’s head or the shape of its ears. Keep your eyes forward so you can see where you are—just
like driving a car.

Riding a horse is not a gentle hobby to be picked up and laid down like a game of Solitaire. It is
a grand passion. ~Ralph Waldo Emerson

At the Gallop
Now you and your Thoroughbred are
perfectly balanced, galloping in full
flight, feeling as one, with the wind in
your face. You feel the strong rhythm
of the horse galloping beneath you.
Life is good. Everything is beautiful.
Yes! This is what it is all about.

In Rhythm, with Rudy

Remember to stay in the middle of the track, not too close to the rail and not too far toward the
outside fence. At times, you may have to pass another horse, but stay in the middle as much as
possible. Do not gallop too slowly or too quickly. Remember at which pole you started your gallop
and where you are supposed to pull-up. Watch out for other horses backing-up on the outside
fence.
When you pass another horse and rider in the middle of the track, do not immediately get in front
of them as this will throw dirt back on them from the hooves of your horse kicking dirt behind it.
Gallop a few strides ahead before dropping over again. If you do happen to throw dirt on another
rider, apologize profusely and promise to pay more attention next time.
Even as you are communing serenely with your Thoroughbred race horse, you must keep your
attention on the race track and your surroundings.

I can make a General in five minutes, but a good horse is hard to replace.

~Abraham Lincoln

Feeling a Little Out-of-Control
You are on a real race horse and when other horses pass by, its natural instinct is to go with the
other horses. It is your job as an exercise rider to keep the horse at a relaxed, controlled pace;
thereby protecting the race horse from going too quickly and perhaps injuring itself.
If you feel you are beginning to get run-off with, slow your horse down by pretending to pull-up
toward the outside fence. Easing to the outside is a sign to Thoroughbreds that the exercise is over,
and it is time to slow down in preparation of stopping. If you do this in the middle of the gallop, it
will confuse the horse enough to think the exercise is over, and your horse will begin to slow down.
On your way toward the outside, be mindful not to run into anyone coming straight at you who is
legitimately backing-up. Watch your back from the outside, too, so you do not side-swipe a horse
galloping past you on the outside. When your horse does slow down enough to be under control,
put it back in the middle of the track, continue with your gallop, and glorify in your astute skill of
tricking the horse into thinking it was going to pull-up. Ha!

O! for a horse with wings!

~William Shakespeare, Cymbeline

Getting Run-Off With
Let us say you are on a headstrong horse, and the horse manages to run-off with you. First, do not
panic! Second, do not be shy about calling for help from the outrider to pull you up. If you have
little experience, you will attempt to pull back as hard as you are physically able. You will pull back
on both reins, then on one rein, then the other, then both at the same time again. Then back to
one rein, and then the other again. You will put your hands down, then up, then down again, in an
effort to stop the horse or at least slow it down by any means possible.
It is close to terrifying the first few times a horse runs off with you. Your heart beats rapidly. Your
breathing gets shallow. You cannot see properly. You feel dizzy and light-headed. Your muscles get
weaker and weaker. Then, after your muscles get so weak they cannot pull anymore, they tighten
up and begin to really hurt in a new way. After that stage, your muscles go limp, and you will be

lucky to stay on top of the horse at all. You think about bailing out, saving yourself, but the horse
is traveling too fast to jump, and it is altogether against your natural instinct of self-preservation to
jump anyway. Your mind goes through a million different scenarios in a fraction of a second when
you are that terrified.
Your horse is now running seemingly as fast as it can. You are pulling as hard as you can, but the
horse is running faster and faster the harder you pull. You are completely out-of-control on the
back of a race horse, careening around the track, trying your hardest to keep the horse between the
solid white lines (the inside and outside rails of the track), without running over-top of anyone,
with little or no remaining muscle-control. In a word: terrifying.
Whatever happens, do not bail out! If you decide to bail out, the horse is now loose without a
rider, running at break-neck speed. It could run into some-one or some-thing, thereby injuring or
killing itself and/or the other party. When you hit the ground, you will most assuredly either not
walk away, or walk away with multiple injuries to various parts of your body. However, if you do
stay on, you at least have some faint hope of not hitting the ground if the horse gets tired of
running-off and stops on its own willpower. Also, the outrider may finally pull you up. This is
usually what happens if you do not panic. Again, I will say: try not to panic.
On the other hand, if you are a seasoned rider, you know that when the horse is running-off, you
put the horse on the inside rail as if you are breezing. The horse will pull-up after a quarter mile or
so. You then ease your horse back to the middle of the track, and continue with your gallop as
normal, hoping the horse’s trainer did not witness his/her horse ticking off a quarter mile in 20
seconds flat. After having run-off, your horse will be a little tired and easier to manage. Do not
execute your full gallop with this horse. Pull-up a little earlier than planned, as the horse has had
plenty of exercise running-off.

The wind of heaven is that which blows between the horse’s ears.

~Arabian Proverb

A Loose Horse
If you hear the siren go off announcing a loose horse, look to see where it is. If the loose horse is
coming in your direction, turn your horse in the same direction as the loose horse. This will keep
the loose horse and you from having a head-on collision. The loose horse might side-swipe you
from behind, but this is far less serious than a head-on collision. Do not feel you have to do the
same thing every time for every loose horse. For instance, let us say you are galloping near the
inside rail, and the loose horse is running backward on the outside rail. Decide then whether or
not you should pull-up and change direction. In general, use your best judgment. If you do not
have a best judgment, do whatever the other riders are doing.

Passing a Horse Being Ponied
When you need to pass a race horse being ponied, pass on the side of the pony, not the race horse.
This would be on the left side of the pony horse. It is far too easy for the race horse, as it is being
ponied on the right side of the pony horse, to swing its hind end out and double-barrel kick at
horses passing by. If you must pass on the same side as the race horse, be sure that you have ample
room and the pony person has a good hold of the race horse.

A horse is the projection of people’s dreams about themselves—strong, powerful, beautiful—
and it has the capability of giving us escape from our mundane existence. ~Pam Brown

After the Gallop
Now you are at the end of your gallop. You have successfully negotiated getting to the track,
entering the gap, standing-in, backing-up, passing other horses backing-up, passing by the gate,
turning to start your gallop, horses galloping past you, horses breezing on the rail, horses breezing
on the turf, loose horses, pony horses, outriders, and run-offs. Phew! And this is just your first day.
On your first horse!

Hold Your Horse Together
As you are approaching the pole at which you were told to pull-up, slow your horse by easing to
the outside. When coming to a stop, hold your horse together with your seat, legs and hands. This
means to push the horse into the stop with your legs, while holding onto the horse’s mouth with
your hands to help the horse maintain its balance. Keep pushing from behind while supporting the
horse with your hands so the horse’s energy is not completely thrown forward. The locomotive
engine is the hind end. If you allow the horse to stop by throwing its weight onto its front legs, the
horse could develop knee, ankle, and shoulder problems. The horse could also stumble into the
stop and step on its other legs. Holding the horse together will also keep you from flying over the
horse’s head in case it stumbles from being tired after the gallop.

Pulling-Up toward the Outside
Now you are slowing down to a jog and still easing to the outside. Do not go so far to the outside
fence that you interfere with horses jogging backward. Stay alert when you are pulling-up. There
may be other riders not as considerate as you, who will blast by you at full speed while you are
trying to quietly and calmly pull-up. This may scare your horse and cause it to vault forward
and/or to the side, which can, and does, happen frequently. Be present, prepared and poised for
anything. Learn to go with your horse and to stay on. There is no point in yelling at the rider who
blasted by you, as he/she is long gone and probably does not realize what he/she did anyway. Stay
within yourself and act like it did not happen. Not so easy, but it will keep you from getting hurt in
the long run. This is an instance where discipline, which is one of the four Ds, comes into play. You
must discipline yourself not to react to other people’s provocations, as much as you would like to.

Using One of the Four Ds
You might see this rider in the track kitchen later and let him/her know what he/she did. Do not
get belligerent with this rider, even if he/she gets fanatically defensive. Always remember to smile.
If you begin an altercation now, he/she may be looking for you on the track the next morning to do
the same thing again; not-to-mention his/her friends, who were told about you the night before
when they were out drinking. Now you have five gorillas-on-horseback looking for you on the race
track. You do not need this kind of drama while riding.

Jogging Back
Now your horse is pulled up. Before turning to stand-in again for a few seconds, look down the
track to your left to avoid the other horses still in the middle of their gallops. As you are standing
there, reach down under the flap of the saddle on the left side and loosen the girth one or two
holes. This allows the horse to breathe a little easier and indicates to the horse that the exercise is
finished; it is time to relax, take a deep breath and walk home. Reach down and give your horse a
pat or two to let it know it did a good job galloping for you, and that you appreciate its desire to
please and serve. Move the horse off toward the outside rail, again looking behind you so you do
not bump into anyone jogging on the rail from behind. Once you get to the outside fence, begin
jogging back to your respective gap.
Jogging back, you may pass other gaps where horses are entering or leaving. Steer clear of the gaps
so you do not scare any other horses including yours. The whole objective of exercising a race
horse is to have the experience go as smoothly as possible.

Walking Back to the Barn
During the walk home on the horse path, allow your horse to drop its head, stretch its neck
downward and poke its nose outward toward the ground. This allows your horse to swing its neck
and back side-to-side and stride out in an elongated, relaxed manner, stretching its muscles. It also
frees up the horse’s mind after its maximum effort during the gallop or breeze.

Rudy in a Relaxed Walk, with Contact
To allow your horse the freedom to relax, you must trust your horse enough to lengthen your reins.
Let the reins slide through your hands, so the horse does not feel constrained in the mouth. Keep a
slight, gentle contact with the horse’s mouth, so the horse knows where you are and vice versa.
Walking in this way does wonders for the horse’s overall confidence and trust in its rider and itself;
however, do not endanger yourself or your horse when asking it to relax. If you feel the horse is not
going to settle or trust you enough, keep a light contact with the horse’s mouth to support the
horse and give it confidence.

As with other animals, horses are frightened by loud sounds and sudden movements. When a
horse hears a loud noise or notices something moving rapidly in its direction, it may jump around
in preparation of fleeing. If your horse gets scared of something, be prepared to take up your reins
immediately to help calm the horse. After the horse calms down, loosen your reins and continue
on with your relaxed walk. This happens quickly, but you will learn to feel when your horse’s head
comes up, and it begins to look at something in a strange way.

Horse Not Wanting to Walk
Your horse may jiggy-jog the entire way back to the barn. Horses are only supposed to walk on the
horse path, and you could be fined for not walking; however, these are animals, not machines, and
they do not always do what we ask. If someone jogs by you on the horse path and apologizes, say
something like, “You got him,” or, “I got cha,” to let the rider know there are no hard feelings. Most
other riders have been on similar horses and know you are having a hard time. On the other hand,
never assume another rider knows what they are doing, either.

Far back, far back in our dark soul, the horse prances...The horse, the horse! The symbol of
surging potency and power of movement, of action. ~D.H. Lawrence

Happy Horse and Rider

Chapter 7
Back at the Barn
Once in the barn, ride your horse into its stall to be un-tacked.

Riding the Horse into the Stall

Make a wide turn upon entering
the stall. If you cut the corner, you
risk hitting the horse’s hip bone
on the door jamb, causing a bruise
or worse, and crushing your own
knee. After you hit the horse’s hip
bone and crush your knee a few
times, you will remember to ride
the horse straight in

Making a Wide Turn
Also remember to duck your head going into the stall. Even though you are wearing a helmet, the
blow from the top of the doorway can have a harmful effect on your head and neck.

Men are better when riding, more just and more understanding, and more alert and more at
ease and more under-taking, and better knowing of all countries and all passages; in short
and long, all good customs and manners cometh thereof, and the health of man and of his
soul. ~Attributed to Edward Plantagenet

Dismounting and Un-tacking
Dismount toward the front of the horse, being careful not to get kicked by the horse’s left hind leg.
Unfasten the girth, remove the martingale from the girth between the horse’s legs, and slide the
saddle off the horse’s back. Catch the girth as it slides over the horse’s back, and drape it over the
saddle so it does not drag on the ground
Carry the saddle on your left arm, pommel facing your left elbow. Move the reins and martingale
up the horse’s neck with your right hand, so they rest behind the horse’s ears. In the meantime, the
groom will have undone the throatlatch and the noseband of the bridle. The groom will be
standing close to the horse’s head on the left side, ready to put the halter on the horse.
Walk to the left side of the groom. Use your right hand to slip the bridle and martingale smoothly
over the horse’s ears and head. A hot walker is usually present to give the horse a few rounds in the
shed row before the horse goes outside for a bath.

With the tack in your arms, walk out of
the stall, being careful not to trip over
the tack you are carrying. Also, look to
your right, up the shed row, to be sure
a hot walker and a horse are not
walking directly at you. If they are, let
them pass by, then take your tack and
set it on one of the saddle racks in the
shed row. If you do not see one, ask the
groom what he/she would like done
with the tack.

Carrying Tack

Discussion with the Trainer
Having put your saddle away, walk over to the trainer for discussion. What he/she wants to know
is if the horse felt sound, went in a relaxed manner, and changed leads properly. Be prepared with
the answers in your head, having paid attention to these details when exercising the horse.

Another consideration to keep in
mind is that when you comment
on someone else’s horse, it is as if
you are criticizing their child. Be
sensitive to how the person you are
speaking with is receiving your
comments, as this is an extremely
touchy conversation.

Discussion with Trainer

Your Next Horse
Before leaving, if you are needed to gallop other horses; if not, you are free to go. Do not take it
personally how you are treated in the barn. You are there to exercise the horse, and when you are
finished, you become obsolete. If you hang around unnecessarily, you get in the way of the other
work being done, and your presence is not appreciated.

Preparing Your Next Horse
After the groom has saddled your next horse, check your tack before the groom brings the horse
into the shed row. If you adjust your tack in the shed row, the other horses behind yours have to
stop and someone could get kicked waiting for you to adjust your tack.

A horse must never be hit in temper.
Society and The Pony Club

~The Manual of Horsemanship: The British Horse

An Ethical Dilemma
An ethical dilemma for the exercise rider arises when the trainer tells the rider to exercise the
horse a certain way, but the rider knows there is something wrong with the horse that will be
compounded by following the trainer’s instructions. This is the worst part of an exercise rider’s job.
For instance, say the trainer tells you to gallop one-mile-and-a-half, but the horse is sore on its left
front ankle (fetlock). You have to do what the trainer says while protecting the horse. What you
could do is to shorten up the gallop by not backing up as far as usual and pulling-up out of the
gallop a little short. Another option is to gallop very slowly. Or, once you turn to gallop, jog-off as
far as the horse will jog comfortably to take it easy on the ankle. Let the trainer know the horse is
favoring that leg, and then hope the problem gets properly addressed and resolved.
If the trainer notices you do not like getting on a particular horse, he/she may get a different rider
for the horse, even if the horse’s problem gets worse in the process. If the trainer sees you altering
his/her training schedule, you may be looking for another job anyway. If the situation gets so bad
you cannot bear to gallop the horse anymore, you have to find another job. If you cannot
communicate with your trainer, there is not much else to be done.
Exercise riders are on top of the horse and can feel things the trainer cannot see. The trainer would
do well to trust and be in good communication with the rider to obtain the intimate knowledge
only the person sitting on top of the horse can feel.

Changing Jobs
Do not quit your job, no matter how grim it is to show up in the morning. The only way you
might quit your job is if you 1) are moving out-of-state, 2) have been offered a better job, or 3)
cannot bear to work for your trainer anymore, as in the above example. If you feel you are about to
be fired, keep showing up to work until you are. If you quit, you will not be able to draw
unemployment. As long as you are getting a paycheck in your hand at the end of the week, do not
quit. Always think to protect yourself financially.

If your horse says no, you either asked the wrong question, or asked the question wrong.
~Pat Parelli

Chapter 8
Problems to Look For
A few problems to look for and keep in mind while exercising the Thoroughbred race horse.

Hind End
As the horse is trotting, you will have a hard time standing up to post. The horse can barely push
off the hind end because it hurts and is weak. When you return to the barn, tell the trainer you felt
something in the horse’s hind end. Be sensitive as to how the trainer reacts as you are telling
him/her about the horse. Some trainers will accuse you of trying to be the trainer if you get too
specific about a horse’s problem.

Sore Back
When mounting, if a horse has a sore back, it will crouch down as if to get out from under your
weight. For a horse with a cold back, stand up out of the saddle and keep your weight off its back.
Having your horse’s well-being and comfort uppermost in your mind will guide your behavior into
being considerate and kind with the horse. To emulate the horse’s generosity and gentleness of
spirit is one of the most elegant lessons to be learned in horsemanship.

Coughing
There are various types of coughs, and, eventually, you will be able to distinguish a “sick” cough
from an “I’m just clearing my throat from all the dust in the barn” cough. Let the trainer know
when your horse coughed, how many times, and what it sounded like. Do not tell the trainer why
the horse coughed, only say that it did. If you give the trainer a reason why the horse coughed,
he/she may accuse you of being a know-it-all and trying to train his/her horse. Do not diagnose
the horse’s problem, only observe it.

Teeth/Mouth
If a horse has teeth problems, it will latch on to that side of the bit to immobilize the pressure put
there. It may also throw its head up every time you touch that side of the mouth through the
action of the rein. Or, it might cock its head to the left or right depending on which side hurts.

Unfocused
If the horse is gazing into the next field or shying at objects on the ground, the horse may need
blinkers. Blinkers focus the horse’s attention straight ahead. You can feel the horse’s center of
balance change as it is busy looking at the great, wide world, swinging its head from side-to-side.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

*********ATTENTION*********New Equipment*********
Never immediately get on a horse wearing new equipment for the first time. This may include
blinkers, a tongue-tie, draw-reins, or bell boots. Horses have reared up and taken-off down the
shed row after being introduced to new and unfamiliar equipment. You do not want to be on its
back when it does this. Have the groom walk the horse around the shed row to get it accustomed
to the new equipment. If the groom, or trainer, gets upset when you ask, take the horse yourself
and lead it around the barn. This is better than you ending up in the hospital. If they refuse, then
you need to find work with someone else. It is that simple. Protect yourself, no matter what.
If someone says you are scared and tries to bully you into doing something against your better
judgment—be strong, hold to your conviction, and know the one who is calling you scared is the
true coward. A rider knows what can happen if specific procedures are not followed. There is no
substitute for experience. People who have never ridden a Thoroughbred race horse have no idea
what it is like to ride a Thoroughbred race horse.
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

A horse! a horse! my kingdom for a horse! ~Wm Shakespeare, The Tragedy of King Richard III

Ankles
If a horse’s ankles (fetlocks) are hurting, it may feel like the horse is limping on that leg in the
front. Tell the trainer it feels like the horse is favoring its right or left front leg. Race horses are
professional athletes and, like human athletes, can develop body and muscle soreness when asked
for maximum effort. It is up to the trainer of the horse to notice if the horse is displaying any sign
of injury and to alleviate the issue before it becomes a problem.

Knees
When a horse has a sore knee, it tries not to bend the knee and throws its leg out to the side in an
effort not to bend it straight ahead. The leg moves in a circular motion from the shoulder down.
Let the trainer know the horse is not traveling well on its left or right front leg.

Muscle Sore, Body Sore
A muscle-sore horse will move stiffly and with effort. The hind end will feel like it is trailing behind
the front end in a disconnected manner. Sometimes the trainer knows there is a problem but
needs to send the horse to the track to work through it.
Be aware of what strange thing the horse is doing. Horses cannot talk so it is up to us to decipher
what they are telling us. It is a grand mystery working with horses every day.

But there is nothing to be done until a horse’s head is settled.
Newcastle, 1743

~William Cavendish, Duke of

Chapter 9
How the Horse Should Go
The horse should travel in a relaxed manner, listening to the rider’s commands. Here are a few
ways the horse should not go.

Neck Bent to the Inside or Outside
It is not correct for the horse to gallop with its neck bent. In this position, to keep its body going
straight down the track, the horse’s front legs twist every time they hit the ground. This increases
the stress on every joint of the horse’s legs. It would be easier on the horse to jog a mile backward
than to have the horse’s body twisting at the gallop every day. Ponying the race horse would also
keep it going straight alongside the pony. Do not suggest to the trainer that the horse needs to be
ponied. Say the horse gallops crooked, and allow the trainer to adjust the training schedule one
way or the other.

The horse knows how to be a horse if we will leave him alone...but the riders don’t know how
to ride. What we should be doing is creating riders and that takes care of the horse
immediately. ~Charles de Kunffy
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

*********ATTENTION*********Your Responsibility*********
After you tell the trainer what you are feeling, you have met your responsibility as an exercise
rider, and the matter is out of your hands. What happens after that is beyond your control. Do not
keep asking the trainer why he/she is not addressing the problem of the crooked horse, or any
other problem you may have mentioned earlier with any other horse.
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

Running-Off
If the horse is running-off every day, it will soon come up body sore. In due course, injuries will
result. Tell the trainer you are having difficulty keeping the horse at a controlled pace. If the
trainer goes to the track to watch his/her horse train every day, he/she will see that the horse is too
strong for you without you having to mention it in the first place.

Speed-Crazy Horses
Speed-crazy means when a horse arrives on the track, it wants to take-off and go as fast as it can.
Being on this type of horse puts everyone else in jeopardy, as the horse is not really under control
and could blindly take-off and run over top of other horses and riders at any time. Let the trainer
know this is a speed-crazy horse. If you tell the trainer you do not want to get on this horse, he/she
may decide not to put you on any horse, and you will be looking for another job.

A lovely horse is always an experience... It is an emotional experience of the kind that is
spoiled by words. ~Beryl Markham

Lovely Horses
Not all race horses are speed-crazy or need special handling. Some enjoy their work and will stride
out into a lovely, relaxed gallop. You can then sit back, take a long hold, read the paper, or do your
nails as the horse completes its gallop with you going along for the ride. These horses are a dream
to ride, and you look forward to getting on them all throughout the day. When you are given the
pleasure to exercise a delightful horse like this, do not brag about it to the other riders. They will
attempt to take this horse for themselves, and give you one of their tough, unruly ones.

A canter is a cure for every evil.

~Benjamin Disraeli

A Lovely, Relaxed Gallop, with Rudy
They say princes learn no art truly but the art of horsemanship. The reason is the brave beast
is no flatterer. He will throw a prince as soon as his groom. ~Ben Johnson, Discoveries Made
Upon Men and Matter and Some Poems

Round-hoof’d, short-jointed, fetlocks shag and long,
Broad breast, full eye, small head and nostril wide,
High crest, short ears, straight legs and passing strong,
Thin mane, thick tail, broad buttock, tender hide:
Look, what a horse should have he did not lack,
Save a proud rider on so proud a back. ~William Shakespeare, Venus and Adonis (1593)

Chapter 10
Riding Pointers
Stay Loose
Exercising Thoroughbreds is different than riding horses trained in any other discipline.
Thoroughbreds can be volatile and the rider has to be ready at any time; however, this does not
mean to clamp onto the horse like a clothes pin until you pop off from sheer tension. It means that
the more relaxed and loose you can be, the better you will be able to go with the horse if it jumps
around. Have a relaxed awareness of what the horse is doing, even when you are telling your best
friend on the other horse how cool your car is going to look after you have the windows tinted and
the rims installed.

Send the Horse Forward
If the horse gets scared, it will usually jump to the side, or it will jump forward. Whatever happens
as you are getting the horse under control, send the horse forward. If a horse is going from side-toside or up and down, the one thing it is not doing is moving forward. Do not punish the horse by
yanking on the reins. Pulling on the horse’s mouth means stop. If you pull hard on the reins and
the horse has sufficient energy built-up from being scared or playful, this bottled-up energy will
usually go up. The confused horse is not being allowed to go forward. Send the horse forward
through the scary situation and sooner rather than later your horse will settle down and be quiet
again.

A Horseman should know neither fear, nor anger.

~James Rarey

How to Stay With the Horse at the Gallop
At the gallop, you must stay ahead of the horse’s forward thrust. Stand up, lean your body way
forward, straighten your arms, and put your weight in your hands down on the horse’s neck. It
feels like you are going to lean so far over in front of the horse’s center of balance that you will fall
head-over-heels over the horse’s neck. It takes getting used to, but this is the proper way to stay in
balance because the race horse is going so much faster at a gallop than a show horse in the same
gait.

Riding on the Cross
You can make a single-cross or a double-cross with your reins. A single cross is when you have one
rein in one hand and both reins in the other hand. A rider usually carries the whip in the hand
with the single rein in it.

Single Cross

Double Cross

In most gaits, a single-cross works best and makes it easier to control an anxious horse at a
moment’s notice. At the gallop, either ride on a single cross or double the reins up and ride on a
double cross. This means to have both reins in both hands. This type of cross provides more
leverage for sitting back against a strong horse than if you tried to hold the horse on your own
strength with a single cross.

The essential joy of being with horses is that it brings us in contact with the rare elements of
grace, beauty, spirit, and fire. ~Sharon Ralls Lemon

Use of the Hands
Some riders have aspirations to be the next Charles Atlas of Exercise Riders and will intentionally
make a horse tough to gallop so they can say how strong they are, and how tough this horse is, and
nobody can gallop this horse but me. This is the wrong attitude. It is infinitely better for the
horse’s training regimen when the horse goes in a relaxed gait and does not tense up when a rider
gets on its back. On this same horse, if you put a rider with relaxed hands and a relaxed manner, a
tough horse can suddenly calm down and gallop on a loose rein. The intention of the rider
communicates to the horse and gives the horse confidence, or not, depending on who is on the
other end of the reins. Charles Atlas, the stronger-than-dirt exercise rider with the rough hands,
does, periodically, come in handy. Some horses really do need a stronger hand, and it is fortunate
that these riders are available to get on the tough horses. Every horse is an individual and needs to
be treated as such on a one-on-one basis.

One reason why birds and horses are happy is because they are not trying to impress other
birds and horses. ~Dale Carnegie

The Position of Your Hands
Keep your fingers curved and together. Stray fingers tend to get hooked on things and snap off. For
instance, if one of your fingers is sticking straight out, and the horse makes a sudden turn or stop,
your finger can get jammed into the horse’s neck. Keep your wrists at a downward angle as well. If
your wrists are at a 90-degree angle to your hands, pointing upward, and the horse stops suddenly
or takes an unexpected turn, your wrist can be broken or sprained. If your wrists are pointed

downward, there is more of a tendency for the impact energy to roll off your wrist and arm instead
of into it. As you are riding, do not hold on to the martingale as a safety handle. If you get dropped,
your hand may get caught in the martingale, and you would be dragged under the horse’s legs.
Occasionally, you can grab the horse’s mane to rebalance but it is far better to learn how to
balance on the horse’s back alone.

To ride a horse is to ride the sky.

~Author Unknown

Hands Down
Keep your hands down, especially when the horse is jumping around. At first, you will have to
force yourself to do this. This is where your concentration and discipline come in again. As the
horse is flying through the air, you have to look out for your horse when it comes down, the other
horses coming at you and around you, the gap, the outside fence, the inside fence, and staying in
balance. Now you have to make yourself keep your hands down. It gets easier and more natural
with experience, but the correct response does not just happen by accident. You have to
concentrate on it and want to improve.

No matter what happens, keep your
hands down and together, as close to
the horse’s neck as you can. This means
keeping your elbows at your sides.
Another way to think of it is to keep
your wrists together.

Elbows In, Hands Down, Wrists Together

Give and Take
Give and take with your hands on the horse’s mouth so it stays soft and responsive. Do not make
the horse’s mouth tough by having a constant death grip on the reins. Most horses will respond
well with a light hand. Give and take.

Open and Close your Fingers
As you are riding and want to ask the horse to slow down or turn, it is not necessary to move your
hand and arm completely. If you are in good communication with your horse, you may only need
to open or close your fingers to get a proper response.

Open Fingers

Closed Fingers

When you have your hands down on the horse’s neck galloping, simply squeeze the reins and let
go if you’d like the horse to respond. When you are in superior communication with your horse,
you only need to think what you want to do and the horse will magically do it!

Ride Your Own Horse
Ride your own horse, not anyone else’s. Some riders will try to tell you what you should do with
your horse, and how you should do it. Do not listen to the other rider unless what he/she is saying
makes sense, and you decide it is a good idea to implement the direction. You can also pretend not
to hear them or, if they speak a different language, pretend not to understand. It is okay to tell the
other riders you are coming by or whatever you are doing, but do not tell them how to ride their
horses. As an example, do not tell another rider it would be better if her heels were down, or he
has too tight a hold on the horse’s mouth. You are responsible for your horse only. As in everyday
life: mind your own business.
If one of the other riders insists you do as he/she says, do not get into an argument on top of the
horse, or any time afterward either. Yelling back and forth scares the horses. Be the bigger person,
swallow your pride, and do what the person is telling you. For instance, if this rider tells you to
turn around in the saddle and ride backward, do it, and then say, “Like this?” The other rider will
say yes, and you say, “Thanks for the help.” When they ride away, go back to the way you were
riding before. Sometimes though, their suggestion is beneficial and you just learned something
new instead of getting into a match of the egos, where no one ever wins—EVER.

Breezing a Horse
When breezing a Thoroughbred race horse, go to the pole by galloping normally in the middle of
the track until you are one sixteenth of a mile away from the pole at which you want to start your
breeze. Begin speeding up and be completely in breeze mode by the time you get to your pole.
Some horses anticipate breezing and will pull on your hands all the way to the pole.

And the hoof of the horses shakes the crumbling field as they run.

~Virgil, Æneid (29-19 BC)

Chapter 11
Draw Reins
The correct use of draw reins will be addressed at this time.

The Desired Effect
Draw reins help a horse to use its body correctly by keeping its head down, and it’s back rounded.
Draw reins are used as an aid to the hand and reins, not as the reins themselves. When riding with
draw reins, the regular reins are held as normal. The draw reins are held under the little finger and
into the palm of the hands along with the regular reins. Ride the horse as normal, and when the
horse’s head comes up, use the draw reins to ask the horse to put its head down again. Once the
horse puts its head down and rounds its back, slacken the draw reins, and go back to riding with
the regular reins again. Yield the draw reins as soon as the desired effect is achieved. Give with
your hands, and adjust the length of the four reins as you are riding.

Steady, Yielding Hands
The horse’s head will go up and down during the gallop as it tries to find a happy, not-so-painful
medium in its new frame. Adjust all four reins quickly and adroitly to stay with the horse. This will
get easier as you learn to handle both sets of reins. Do not hold the reins rigidly with a fixed, set
hand. This sets the horse up for fatigued and pulled muscles. If the horse’s energy is not allowed to
flow, the tenseness the horse feels from the tight, unyielding draw reins will show up in other parts
of the body. The horse must be given a break intermittently to let its muscles rest from being in
this new position. It is the same as doing repetitions at the health club. You must rest between
sets. Having the horse’s head cranked down into its chest with no chance of relief is unreservedly
tyrannical. Some horses will refuse to go forward if the draw reins are shortened too much. The
horse will spin in circles not knowing which way to go because its forward momentum has been
thwarted.
After draw reins have been used in this incorrect fashion, trainers will wonder why their horse’s
hind end is sore and look to the condition and footing of the race track as the cause. They do not
realize the action of the draw reins is causing the problem. The horse will be able to hold the new
position, but not right away and not for the entire training session. With patience, little-by-little,
day-by-day, the horse will improve.
Loosen up on the draw reins so the horse moves easily forward. Try to imagine what the horse is
feeling, and this will lead you into reacting with compassion and tolerance to the horse’s needs.
Only use the draw reins when necessary to help the horse keep its head down and use its body
correctly. Go back to riding only on the normal reins when the desired effect is achieved. Draw
reins are a powerful aid if used correctly and with SNIPS (see Chapter 1).

Hallmark of Horsemanship
A hallmark of horsemanship is: Use the aids as much as necessary, but as little as possible.

Chapter 12
Becoming a Jockey

If you are interested in becoming a jockey, learn
how to ride and stay on the horse at a gallop. Then
find a farm that has race horses, and get a job
exercising on the farm. Then go to the race track
and get a job galloping horses there.
When you feel comfortable, go for your Jock’s
License, and you are off and running. Exciting stuff!

Baeza, Shoemaker, Rotz
Photo: Baeza Archive

Alternatively, you could enroll in a school for jockeys. Most countries have schools now, including
the United States which has one in Kentucky.

North American Racing Academy
3380 Paris Pike
Lexington, KY 40511
(859)293-0209, also (859) 288-7588

If you are thinking you do not know anyone or do not have enough money for jockey school, do
not despair. Keep your desire to be a jockey uppermost in your mind, keep asking questions and
reading. Do not stop trying to find a way. Sooner or later a way will be presented to you. Follow
that lead, which will lead you to the next lead, which will lead you to your next best step on your
path. If you keep searching, you will eventually find your way.

Ask, and it shall be given you; seek, and ye shall find; knock, and it shall be opened unto you.
~Matthew 7:7

This quote comes from the Bible, and it works miracles. The only thing is that you have to believe.
If you want to be a jockey, you will be one. All the best with your chosen career!

The horse is God’s gift to mankind.

~Arabian Proverb

