Western Horsemanship » mounted shooting

than galloping your horse

% > N ‘ through a stage or course while firing at

L i balloons. With hundredths of seconds

i often separating first and second place,

! position, timing, accuracy and speed con-

; : ‘ trol are all important elements to perfect if

F - - , you want to stand out in this highly com-
h i petitive sport. If one little mistake occurs,

' such as your horse anticipates the pattern,

b ol 5 > |
\d { drops his shoulder into a cone or barrel, or
T ’ you lose focus on your target, you could
g PN be out of the money.

However, if you take time to supple your
horse and teach him common maneuvers
such as rollbacks and circles before you
add speed, you’ll eventually work up to
riding smooth, snappy stages that will
yield top times.

According to champion mounted-
shooting horse trainer Dan Byrd of Cave
Creek, Arizona, a common mistake some
novices make is pushing their horses on
the pattern too quickly. Byrd’s training
program specializes in the sport, from
working horses who need solid founda-
tion training, to fine-tuning horses and
riders to reach the next level of competi-
tion. The result has been a stable full of
world- and national champion shooting
horses and riders.

Here, Byrd offers two drills from his
playbook that will help you improve your
horse’s body alignment, position and rate.
They’ll also help you get in the habit of
looking where you're riding so you stay
on course.

These drills are good for novice and
seasoned horses and riders alike, and
Byrd would much rather his students
practice these patterns than run their
horses through course after course,
which sours them. The horseman rec-
ommends performing these drills once
or twice a week. On the other days, he
suggests long-trotting your horse to
improve his fitness, loping circles to
practice size and speed variations, and
suppling your horse so he moves with
an arced body on the circle.
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Cloverleaf Drill

Set four barrels or cones, spaced about 10 feet apart, in a square.
(See pattern at right.) If your horse neck-reins, which is a must for
mounted shooting, ride one-handed. If your horse is green, start
riding two-handed so you can properly position him. You can
start with a left- or right-hand turn, but in this photo sequence
Byrd rides to the left.

“A common mistake I see people make is not choosing the
angles and paths they’ll ride through a pattern,” Byrd explains.
“This drill teaches you to look ahead and plan your path for a
fluid pattern.”

1 Start by riding your horse up the
- center, between the two pairs

of cones. Go only as fast as you can
confidently guide your horse. Sit
straight and centered in your saddle,
and focus on looking ahead until you're
ready to circle around the far left cone.
People naturally go in the direction
they are gazing, so it stands to reason
that if you look at the cone too soon,
your body will automatically signal your |
horse to turn prematurely.

When you're about a horse’s length
past the cone, subtly cue your horse
with rein and inside leg pressure to turn
and make a circle around the cone.
Make the circle wide enough that your
horse doesn’t lean inward, dropping his
shoulder. This is the leading cause of
knocked barrels, and it's often the result
of either you or your horse anticipating
the turn. Asking your horse to make a
large circle around the cone breaks this
habit and reinforces to your horse that
you're in the pilot's seat.

#% As you round the cone,
look at the next cone.
Deliver steady, consistent
turn cues, arcing your horse's
body, while keeping his head,
shoulders, rib cage and hips in
alignment. If your horse starts
to dive in toward the cone, first
make sure you're not leaning
inward or reining your horse
with too much pressure. If
you're not causing the problem,
then your horse is anticipating
the turn. To correct him, pick
up your inside rein and apply
inside leg pressure to bring his
body back into balanced align-
ment. Then ask him to circle
the cone again, this time in a :
balanced frame. = =
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¥ Ride straight across the

» square to the next cone. Circle
the cone in the same direction as
you did the first.

/1 Head down the center and
=" ride a circle to the right
around the third cone, which is
the one directly in front of the
second cone.

[ Ride across the center and
w circle to the left around the
final cone, and start again. When
your horse maintains a steady

pace and balanced position
throughout the drill, advance to
loping through it.

Once you and your horse can
smoothly ride the pattern at the
lope, you can use this drill to prac-
tice gun changes and the “gate”
obstacle, which involves riding
between two cones, shooting the
balloons on each cone.
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