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Adopting a Wild Horse 
is a wonderful and sometimes challenging adventure. 

The intention of this booklet is to help you make the most of your experience and to be 
successful in your endeavor.

The Author: Who am I 

and who the heck do I think I am? 

No. I’m not a professsional trainer. I don’t have a Ph.D. 
in anything. You won’t see me on TV. I’m just an ordinary 
person - probably a lot like you - who several years ago 
became passionate about wild horses. In the years since 
then, my husband, Michael, and I have gentled and hal-
ter trained quite a few wild horses for the Bureau of Land 
Management Wild Horse & Burro Adoption program, have 
mentored several new adopters, and have adopted more 
animals for ourselves. Our current Equine Family includes 
4 Mustangs, a Mustang Mule, 2 BLM Burros, and one do-
mestic Mammoth Saddle Donkey.

My hope in creating this booklet is that I can share with 
you some of the things that I have learned that have 
helped me, and which I hope will help you. 

THANKS TO:
My family for their support & encouragement, especially my husband, Michael.
Jerry Tindell, for teaching me so much over the years. (www.jerrytindell.com)
Lesley Neuman, (www.lesleyneuman.com) for starting me out with Mustangs, for showing so many people that it can 
be done, for being a great friend, and for turning me on to Jerry Tindell
Kitty Lauman,(www.laumantraining.com) for her belief in wild horses and her teachings and leadership by example
Willis Lamm & the LRTC Website (www.whmentors.org) for showing us that it can be done
And to the horses - especially Sparky, Ruby, Silver, Piney, Benny, Lewis, Clark, Red Filly, Chinook, Red Colt, Penny, 
Zappo, Rocky, Black Filly 1, Black Filly 2 who have lived with us, some for life, others as temporary gentling projects, 
and all the adopters and their Mustangs who I have met over the years.

The author with mustangs Sparky (top left) 
and Piney (below left)

Format: This book began as a series of single page  handouts for adoption events. I have chosen to 
preserve them in their oroginal format even though this is not typical for books. 
 
The success of my website, www.mustangs4us.com, convinced me there was a need for a printed version 
of the relevant parts of the website that new adopters might need.

I have avoided the political aspects of wild horses and burros, because (a) it is subject to change, even 
though the basic issues remain the same, and (b) it tends to be extremely polarizing, and (c) I honestly 
don’t have any answers.

Many things are rapidly changing in the world of wild horses and their relationship to people. But the basic 
mind and heart of the horse, and the importance of connecting them with people, does not change. I hope 
you find this book helpful!



HOW WE GOT INTO MUSTANGS:

The first time my family and I went to see a 
Bureau of Land Management Wild Horse & Burro 
Adoption at our local fairgrounds, I was hooked. 
There was something so primal, so powerful, so 
haunting about these animals. We were fascinated 
and took all the literature home to study, and 
vowed that “someday” we would adopt a mustang! 

But time passed and we never got around to it. 
We returned to several more adoptions over the 
years, and each time we would be very tempted, 
but in the end we went home resolving to do it 
“someday” - but not now. Maybe we were afraid 
-  what if we got one and couldn’t tame it? Plus, 
we weren’t ready. Our fences didn’t meet BLM 
requirements. It would take some planning and 
forethought. Maybe next year, we’d say... 
 
We weren’t total newcomers to horses, though 
neither Mike nor I had grown up around them. 
Back in the 1970’s and ‘80’s Michael had a 
team of Belgian draft horses. The last colt 
from one of them, Silver, lived with us for 33 
years. As directors of Vine Village, Inc. (a non-
profit program for people with developmental 
disabilities) we also were in charge of horses kept 
for the clients: Cheyenne, Miss Red, Flicka, and 
Dapples. But these horses have long since “gone 
to horse heaven” and our own lives were more 
suburban, focused on our kids’ school and sports 
activities. 

In the fall of 2000, when the BLM Wild Horse and 
Burro Adoption came to Vallejo in October, we 
drove over - again “just to watch.”  

A plain brownish-black mustang filly caught 
our eye. She was in the weanling-yearling pen 
and was just a basic plain-colored “brown”, not 
flashy like the many buckskins, bays, roans and 
pintos that were with her. But she was 

exquisitely put together, graceful and delicate, with an 
almost regal bearing.  When she ran, she was light on 
her feet like a deer.

And she would look right at us! As we wandered around 
from pen to pen, we would glance over to the filly pen 
and there she would be, looking straight at us. It was 
uncanny. Once when I was all alone, she took a few 
steps toward me.  

I really wanted to get her, and I knew Michael did, too, 
but he kept saying No, we weren’t ready, we didn’t have 
a proper pen built, we didn’t this and we didn’t that.  

He did, however, want to go back on Saturday to watch 
the adoption process. I stayed home. I said that no way 
was I going to stand there all day looking at that little 
filly and then watch somebody else take her home. I 
pointed out that we weren’t getting any younger, that 
life is short, and that he always says “wait ‘til next year.” 
Well, since he obviously wasn’t ever going to actually do 
it, I wasn’t going to waste any more of my time thinking 
about it. End of subject. 

Well, not really:  About 10 AM I got a phone call: The 
little filly was still available, and he asked me to call 
around to local boarding stables to see if any would 
accept a baby Mustang. (None would). But Michael was 
placing a bid! Then the call came that he had gotten her! 
Later he confessed that he had awakened suddenly at 4 
AM, and that little filly was staring at him. He couldn’t 
get back to sleep after that, just kept thinking about her. 

Now we had a new problem: It was true that we were 
not prepared, and did not have a proper pen for her. We 
had our older horse, Silver, but his pasture did not meet 
BLM standards for ungentled horses. 

Michael was given the name of a feed store in a nearby 
town that had livestock panels at a reasonable price. We 



Within a few more months, we adopted our second 
Mustang, Sparky. 

And the rest, as they say, is History...

called and reserved seven 10-foot fence panels 
plus a gate panel. 

Sunday morning we were just tightening the last 
bolts when the truck came up the drive with our 
new filly inside it. 

Now the adventure began. We finally had our 
Mustang! 

As it turned out, Lesley Neuman, an expert 
professional wild horse trainer, was working at 
the adoption, teaching people how to work with 
wild horses. We asked her if she would be willing 
to work with ours. She agreed, and within a little 
less than 2 hours, she was able to handle and lead 
the little horse.

We watched carefully, expecting to have to repeat 
everything she was doing once we got the horse 
home. Instead, the little filly never missed a beat. 
“Ruby” taught us our first Wild Horse Lesson: 
Once they’re over it, they’re over it! Within an 
hour of arriving home, we were able to brush her 
and lead her around her pen. 

We were very appreciative of Lesley’s efforts but 
did not expect the experience to have changed 
the little horse from wild to domesticated. But 
it did. Within a half hour of arriving home, she 
was basking in our daughter’s grooming efforts, 
getting her mane and tail untangled. 

We began taking her on walks, and really didn’t 
know what else to do with her, but it seemed to 
be enough Within a month, we decided she was 
ready to be released into the big pasture with 
our old horse - who was joyous not to have to 
live alone any more! Silver became our greatest 
teacher, too, letting the little filly know when she 
was out of line, and rewarding her when she was 
good.



SO...WHAT’S A MUSTANG?
A “Mustang” is a horse that is either wild born or 
born to a wild-born mare who was  
pregnant with that foal at the time of her capture.

According to the best and most current  
science availalbe at this writing, all Mustangs/wild 
horses are the descendants of domestic horses 
who went feral many years ago, at least since 
1971 (the beginning of feeral protection) and as 
long ago as the 1500’s - for a variety of reasons.

WILD OR FERAL?

Although there are wild horses in many areas 
across the country, including the  
Eastern Seaboard, most are found in the West, 
under the protection and management of the 
Bureau of Land Management (BLM).  Mustangs 
on designated BLM lands are legally described 
as “wild horses” and are protected and managed 
according to the provisions of THE WILD FREE-
ROAMING HORSES AND BURROS ACT OF 1971 
(PUBLIC LAW 92-195).

Wild horses/mustangs living anywhere else (such 
as East of the Rockies, on Indian Reservations, 
in State Parks, or lands administered by other 
agencies such as the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 
or National Park System, as well as the majority 
of BLM lands which are not specifically defined 
as Herd Management Areas) are not included in 
these laws, and thus do not enjoy the same level 
of protection. 

It is important to understand these distinctions 
when thinking about wild horses: Only horses 
living in defined BLM Herd Management 
Areas are protected by the Wild Free-
Roaming Horses & Burros Act. Since most 

mustangs are BLM, and since only BLM has a long-
standing and organized wild horse & burro adoption 
program, this book is mostly about them. However, 
the gentling section applies to any unhandled horse. 

To some people, “wild” means “never domesticated” 
and so they insist that “feral” is the only accurate 
term. Others reject “feral” because of its negative 
connotations. 

The Bureau of Land Management today manages 
wild horses - and burros - in the Great Basin and 
desert regions of 10 western states: Nevada (which 
has over half the total), California, Oregon, Idaho, 
Montana, Utah, Colorado, Wyoming, Arizona and 
New Mexico. 

HOW DID WILD HERDS ORIGINATE?

Many mustangs, probably the majority, have at 
least some ancestry that goes back to the original 
Spanish horses brought to the American continent 
after 1492. 

At the time of the Spanish Conquest of the 
Americas, Spain was the world leader in horse 
breeding. But this dominance, like Spanish culture 
and science, declined sharply after 1492, when it 
expelled its Muslims, Jews, and Gypsies, and began 
subjecting its people to The Inquisition. In part, the 
decline in Spanish dominanation of horse breeding 
was due to its own success. Demand for Spanish 
horses from the rest of Europe had drained the 
country of its own best breeding stock. Additionally, 
the demand for horses in the New World further 
depleted Spain’s herds. 

The establishment of high quality breeding farms 
in Mexico actually saved and perpetuated the Old 
Spanish lines. Visitors to the New World in the 
17th and 18th Centuries often observed that the 
Americas had higher quality horses than any to be 
found by that time in Spain.

To say that most wild herds have Spanish 
roots is not to say they are descendants of the 
Conquistadors themselves. Although the Great 
Pueblo Revolt of 1680 marks the official beginning 
of wild horse herds in this country (because 
thousands of Spanish horses were released by 
rebelling Indians from Spanish missions and 
ranches in the Southwest), this “First Wave” of 
mustangs had largely disappeared by the time 
Americans began settling the Great Basin areas. 
Current wild herds’ Spanish ancestry comes mainly 
from horses imported from Mexican breeding farms, 
primarily during the last half of the 19th Century. 



NATIVE AMERICN HORSES

Cayuse woman on horse, by Edward Curtis
Native Americans acquired horses from Spanish 
ranches and missions very early on, and quickly 
became master horsemen and horse breeders. 
Lewis and Clark reported seeing Spanish brands 
and sometimes even Spanish tack on Shoshone 
horses. 

Native people in the Northwest also acquired 
horses from the French. French horses tended 
to be heavier, larger horses of draft or warm-
blood type. The modern Canadian Horse is a good 
example.

Today, some mustang herds trace their origins in 
part to horses bred by Native American groups.

CAVALRY REMOUNT ENTERPRISES

Another important contributor to today’s wild herds 
was the Cavalry Remount business of the 1800’s to 
mid-1900’s. Military forces on both sides of the 
Atlantic provided a ready market for green-broke 
young horses. Western ranchers took advantage of 
this market, importing hardy, inexpensive Spanish 
mares from Mexico and breeding them to large 
Thoroughbred, draft, and Morgan stallions. As was 
the common practice of the day, these herds were 
raised on the open unfenced range. Some horses, 
of course, were never rounded up for sale, and 
these became today’s wild herds in areas near the 
old Remount ranches.

HOMESTEADERS AND RANCHERS
Additionally, most of today’s wild horses are 
descended at least in part from working ranch 
stock used by local homesteaders and ranchers 
during the 1800’s and 1900’s: “cow ponies”, 
carriage horses, race horses (harness racing was 
immensely popular), heavy draft horses, and 
even some ponies for the children. One unique 
herd, the Pine Nut Mountains herd, descends 
from ponies used to pull ore carts through the 
narrow tunnels of the Comstock mines.

Before the 1971 Free-Roaming Wild Horse & 
Burro Protection Act, ranchers in the open range 
areas of the Great Basin allowed their stock to 
roam freely, because the land was difficult to 
fence (too rocky and no available trees to use 
as fencing materials) and homesteads were few 
and far between. When ranchers needed new 
horses, they went out and captured what they 
needed. 

PROSPECTING

Donkeys, called Burros in Spanish, were brought 
into the area by prospectors for carrying tools, 
and by sheepherders, for protecting their sheep 
from predators.

THE TAYLOR GRAZING ACT OF 1934

At first, open range ranching worked. But as 
more and more people arrived from the East and 
bagan to take advantage of open range grazing 
access, problems developed. Overgrazing was 
rampant, because there was no way to protect 
fragile grazing areas from overgrazing. Even 
if one person pulled his stock off an area to 
protect it, someone else would show up to let 
their stock take advantage of it. Disputes and 
violence between stockmen over grazing claims 
became common. The Dust Bowl of the Midwest 
finally scared Congress into doing something 
about it. 



The 1934 Taylor Grazing Act solved several 
problems, including the worst of the overgrazing 
issues and disputes between stockmen. It did this 
at the price of forcing many herdsmen off the land, 
because the only way you could get a grazing 
permit was to own some of the land near it. SO 
non landowners who had used the public range 
were put out of business,
And for the first time, it pitted wild horses 
against livestock interests, competing for limited 
resources. The Taylor Grazing Act changed the 
free-roaming herds from being a valued resource 
to a pest. 

MUSTANGING
Wild horses became primarily useful as a source 
of cheap meat. During the first 2/3 of the 20th 
Century wild horses were at increasing risk of 
being captured and killed  - often quite cruelly - for 
the growing dog food market that started in the 
1930’s and accelerated after World War II. The 
population of wild horses plummeted. The Marilyn 
Monroe movie, “The Misfits” conveyed fairly 
accurately the horror of wild horse capture for the 
dog food market. 

Concerned about the cruelty as well as the 
possibility that the wild horse herds were headed 
toward total eradication, Velma “Wild Horse Annie” 
Johnston along with many, many others pushed for 
legislation to protect the remaining horses. 

THE WILD HORSE & BURRO 
PROTECTION ACT OF 1971 

In 1971, President Richard Nixon signed the Wild 
Free-Roaming Horses & Burros Protection Act. At 
that time, wild herds were identified, and those 
that could be protected* were assigned to the 
Bureau of Land Management for protection and 
management. (*Unfortunately, the very horses 
Annie knew - the “Virginia Range” horses around 
Reno and Carson City, Nevada, were left out of this 
legal protection, due to being on or close to large 
private tracts that were being developed)

After the passage of “the Act” ranchers who ran 
horse herds on public lands had a year (or, in 
actuallity, about 5 years) to brand and file to 
pay grazing fees for the horses they wanted (or 
could afford) to keep. Almost no one took the 
government up on this offer, and the horses, 
including well-bred Thoroughbreds and Morgans, 
became property of the US government as 
wild horses. The horses and burros left on the 
range are the ancestors of today’s wild herds. 
Today’s Mustangs come in a full range of sizes 
and conformational types, reflecting their varied 
ancestry.

WHY ARE WILD HORSES & BURROS 
REMOVED FROM THE RANGE?

Wild horses and burros live in some of the most 
marginal lands in the country. Water is the main 
limiting resource. These lands are managed by the 
Bureau of Land Management, which is charged, 
by law, to manage the lands within a multiple use 
format, with resources being shared by wildlife, 
mining & energy development, recreational 
activities (hiking, camping, ATV and RV use, bird 
watching, hunting, fishing, etc), livestock grazing, 
and the wild horse and burro herds. 

Being large animals, the only predator capable 
of having any impact on herd populations is the 
cougar, or mountain lion, and it is rare or  
non-existent in most Herd Management Areas, due 
to human efforts to eliminate them from areas of 
human activity. As a result, horse herds experience 
rapid population growth*, averaging about 17 - 
20% per year in most areas. (*Meaning that more 
horses are born than die off).

Periodic roundups have historically been the 
primary means of controlling populations. Unlike 
other agencies in this country and around the 
world, The Bureau of Land Management does 
not slaughter captured animals or knowingly sell 
them to slaughter, so captured in horses who are 
not adopted are cared-for for life in large federal 
facilities. (Some people call this “stockpiling.” 
Others see it as our government fulfilling its 
promise to the American People.) 

Recently, with the encouragement of the National 
Academy of Sciences, there have been more 
concerted efforts to control growth through ways 
not requiring roundups, namely, fertility control. So 
far these efforts have not been applied on a broad 
enough scale to make a difference. But perhaps in 
the future it will work out better. 

THE ADOPTION PROGRAM

In the meantime, excess horses are captured 
and brought in to federal corrals, where they 
are branded with an individual freezebrand, 
wormed, and vaccinnated. The Adoption Program 
is the primary outlet for horses and burros to be 
transfered to private ownership. 

After caring for an animal for one year, adopters 
are eligible to receive title, or full unrestricted 
ownership. The one year waiting period is for the 
animal’s protection, to keep them out of the hands 
of people wanting to make a quick profit by  
re-selling the horse to a meat-packer, as well as to 
allow unsuccessful adopters to return the animal to 



BLM while it is still under federal protection. Once 
the animal has passed the one-year titling period, 
it becomes private property.

HOW ARE MUSTANGS DIFFERENT 
FROM DOMESTIC HORSES?

Wild horses are, first and foremost, simply 
HORSES. In most ways they are just like any 
other horse. 

There are some important differences, however:
1. Blank Slate: Wild horses haven’t been 
spoiled, abused or taught bad behaviors by 
anyone else. You are getting “ Pure Horse.” Many 
people appreciate the challenge of working with a 
“Blank Slate.”
2. Stronger Instincts for Self-Preservation: 
A wild horse has a deep ability to read and 
understand movement, energy, intent, and body 
language. It can read YOU loud and clear. We 
do not always read the horse well, however, and 
that’s when the trouble starts. As Jerry Tindell 
says, “They were born into a Black Belt 
Family!”

This strong sense of self-preservation must be 
understood in a training program. Going at the 
horse’s pace and making sure everything is 
solid and thorough before moving on to a more 
advanced step is very important. 

Building trust is critical. Mustangs are capable 
of great loyalty, once they have learned to 
trust you.  But until then, that sense of self-
preservation will be challenging. That takes time 
and commitment. 

You may have watched popular training clinicians 
demonstrate “Round Pen” exercises designed to 
bond a horse to the human. But it isn’t a matter 
of a single “bonding exercise” and you’re done. 
You will have greater success if you go slowly, 
allowing the horse to fully assimilate each new 
stage of training. Spend time with your horse. Let 
him or her get to know you, as you get to know 
your horse.

THE ADVANTAGE OF WILD ROOTS
A horse who has spent time in a functioning 
social band  of range horses is smarter, has 
a stronger sense of himself, and is more 
sophisticated socially than one who has grown up 
isolated a in its own stall. Such a horse already 
knows good manners, respect, the ability to 
function in a social order, how to get along with 
others. It also knows where its feet are!

Wild horses understand leadership - what a good 

leader is, and how to follow a good leader.

A wild-born horse is usually amazingly “light” to 
handle - perhaps even too responsive or reactive. 
They do not need to be taught to yield to pressure, 
despite what you often hear. It is only after we 
humans have handled them awhile, failing to 
recognize and reward their tries, that they become 
heavy to the hand or leg.

TRAINING WILD HORSES: 
Like all horses, mustangs are honest, and will give 
you immediate and accurate feedback. That is 
why working with horses is so useful for personal 
growth, and even for rehabilitating prisoners, 
veterans with PTSD, or people with histories of 
abuse, trauma, or other negative life experiences. 

Wild horses, like mules, MUST be trained the way 
all horses SHOULD be trained. They will not respond 
well either to being treated harshly or aggressively, 
nor to being handled in too lax or indecisive 
manner. They will not do well if rushed, if you skip 
steps, or if you easily lose your temper. 

They do best if trained slowly and thoroughly, 
without skipping steps or pushing for rapid 
progress. They do not respond well to anger, nor 
to “wimpiness”. Like children and dogs, they thrive 
best when provided compassionate but clear, 
consistent, and fair boundaries. They need to know 
what the rules are, and will take over if you can’t 
establish clear boundaries, limits, and standards. 

Gentling and training your wild horse will make you 
a horseman or horsewoman, as well as simply a 
better person.

Like any horse, the better the training, the better 
the horse.

HEALTH: 

Many wild horses tend to be “easy keepers” who get 
fat on the rich diet most people offer their domestic 
horses. They also tend to have strong feet and 
legs, seldom needing shoes. There are exceptions, 
of course - each horse is unique. Mustang 
constitutions are usually hardy and healthy, often 
surviving sickness and injury that would be fatal 
to most horses, and recovering more quickly from 
injuries. They continue growing until they are 6 
or 7 years old, and will often experience a growth 
spurt after capture and after adoption, when their 
nutritional levels rise.

HOW ARE BURROS DIFFERENT FROM 



DOMESTIC DONKEYS?

Wild burros are simply a regular donkey 
who has lived thus far away from people. 
Wild burros are afraid of you, because they 
don’t know what to make of you. But, like 
all donkeys, they are very smart. Once they 
figure out their new environment, they will be 
just like any other donkey, able to guard small 
livestock, to be trained to ride or drive, and 
to become a wonderful, loyal and affectionate 
pet.

GENTLING BURROS

To gentle burros, forget your horse training 
knowledge. Especially such ideas as “Round 
Penning” simply won’t work. A donkey has a 
donkey mind, not a horse mind. In some ways, 
training them is similar to training dogs - it is 
based on rewards, patience, and relationships. 
Burros respond to kind treatment and will 
gradually lose their fear of you, just by being 
around you, without your having to learn 
special gentling techniques. If you already 
have a domestic donkey, allow the new wild 
one to either live with that donkey, or in close 
proximity. The new one will model what they 
other one does. 

All donkeys - wild and domestic - are 
highly intelligent, thinking animals. Their 
reputation for stubbornness is based on 
misunderstanding: Donkeys are highly 
motivated to be safe, and to feel safe they 
must understand. Until they understand what 
is being asked of them, and until they have 
a chance to examine a new situation and 
think about it, they will consider it potentially 
unsafe. Work to earn their trust, and give 
them time to process your requests. 

When our burros were new, I took them on a 
walk that required crossing over an iron storm 
grate. Although only about 18 inches wide, 
the burros refused to cross it. I tried pulling 
them over it, and driving them over it, but the 
more I tried, the harder they resisted. Finally I 
stopped. I put my arms around their shoulders 
and petted them softly, and then, in a soft low 
voice, I said to them “I would never ask you 
to something dangerous. This grate is safe.” At 

that, the burros looked up and walked 
across the gate like they’d been doing 
it their whole lives. Do I think they 
understood my words? Not at all. But 
they did understand my emergy and 
intent, and they appreciated the pause 
so that they could understqnd the 
situation.

Unlike horses, donkeys can learn by 
watching: SHOW them what you want 
(if you want the donkey to step onto a 
platform, stand on it yourself to show 
him that it is safe)

An anecdote that illustrates this is our 
burro, Bert. Our son was about 12 or 
13 years old, and he and his friends 
built a ramp to launch themselves and 
their bikes into the pond. Bert hung 
out with them throughout the building 
process, and watched them use the 
ramp after it was completed. After they 
stopped for a break. Bert ran up to the 
top of the ramp, as though he intended 
to launch himself into the pond. He 
stopped just short of falling in. But he 
clearly had picked up from the boys, 
that this was what to do with a ramp, 
and that it was fun.

Most “Standard” sized donkeys are 
descended from wild burros. BLM 
Burros can be trained to ride, drive, 
pack, and to guard livestock. They also 
make lovable pets.



WHERE TO ADOPT A WILD HORSE OR BURRO
1. Adopt Directly From a BLM Holding Facility: 
Call (866) 4MUSTANGS to find the closest facility to you.

Adopting directly from a BLM facility is the best way if you 
want one NOW, or if you want to choose from the largest 
selection. The disadvantages are that most people don’t 
live near one, plus if you go to one, you may not be able 
to get up very close to the animals, so it may be hard to 
get a feel for each one’s personality or the fine details of 
an individual’s conformation. 

If you call ahead to make an adoption appointment, 
facility staff will take time to show you the animals, and 
they may be able to give you closer access than you 
would otherwise have.

2. Adopt at a BLM Mobile Adoption: 
BLM brings small groups of adoptable animals (usually 
20 - 40 animals) to local fairgrounds around the country 
several times a year. You can check the Adoption 
Schedule by calling (866) 4MUSTANGS, or going to 
the BLM National Website and asking for the Adoption 
Schedulel. 

3. Adopt from the Internet Adoption: 
https://www.blm.gov/adoptahorse/onlinegallery.php
The Internet Adoption allows you to adopt a wild horse or burro, regardless of where you live in the U.S. 
Internet Adoptions are held several times each year. Pick up locations are posted with each animal’s listing 
details. You may still have a drive to make, but it won’t be as far as having to drive halfway across the 
country to a holding facility.

4. Purchase an Already Titled Mustang From A Private Party: Once a horse has 
been in a successful adoptive home for one year, the adopter is given clear title to the animal. At some 
point the owner may decide to sell the animal, and often these horses are a great value, having already 
been raised and trained. Check the local classifieds, or online at any horse sales website.

5. Adopt a Saddle-Trained Mustang from a Correctional Program:
These popular programs rehabilite the inmates while providing the public (and many law enforcement 
agencies) with well-trained saddle horses. Some of these programs also train burros. Programs include 
Warm Springs Correctional Center in Carson City, NV, Rio Cosumnes Correctional Center in Elk Grove, 
CA, Wyoming Honor Farm in Riverton, WY, Crabtree State Prison in Oklahoma, Central Utah Correctional 
Facility in Gunnison, UT, Florence, Arizona, Hutchinson, Kansas, and possibly others. Most prison programs 
are able to provide a full 120 days of training, which allows them to produce a very well-started horse.



6. Adopt a halter-trained horse from a Mustang Heritage Foundation TIP 
trainer: 
TIP stands for Trainer Incentive Program. Under this program, trainers are paid a small stipend for training 
and finding an adopter for wild horses from BLM facilities. TIP-trained horses have been gentled and 
trained to lead, stand for hoof care and grooming, and to load into a trailer, but are NOT saddle-trained.

For a list of trainers, call (254) 947-5530 or visit the Mustang Heritage Foundation website at http://www.
mustangheritagefoundation.org/

7. Adopt a Saddle-Trained 
Mustang at a Mustang Heritage 
Foundation Extreme Mustang 
Makeover contest: 
These exciting contests are designed to showcase the 
trainability of wild horses, and to provide adopters 
with a source of saddle-trained mustangs. These 
horses have had 90 days of training. For schedule and 
other info: www.mustangheritagefoundation.org

8. Adopt from a Rescue or Volunteer Group: Do a Google search to find one near 
you.

9. Adopt a Non-BLM wild horse or burro: The Virginia Range horses of the Reno area 
live on non-BLM land, and have a long and tumultuous history. Currently a local advocacy group works 
with the Nevada Department of Agriculture to foster and adopt out captured horses, but this relationship 
is often tenusous and the situation can ahange rapidly. Many Indian Reservations have historically raised 
horses on the open range, periodically rounding them up and sending them through the local livestock 
auction. Sometimes horse rescue groups buy these and offer them for adoption to the public. Theodore 

Roosevelt National Park horses are handled through a citizen advocacy group. The Sheldon U.S.Fish & 
Wildlife Service rounds up horses & burros and works with a few groups of their choosing to dispose of 
the animals. The Sheldon horses and burros have no legal protection and the agency’s goal is to eradicate 
them. In the East, you can sometimes adopt from organizations that work with the wild horses of the 
Outer Banks or The Polk military range in Louisiana. Do an Internet Search or go to your public library to 
find sources for these.

The Carr Ranch in Tennessee often contracts with USFWS for Sheldon horses and burros. The Carrs 
operate an excellent facility and a very successful adoption program.
Randall and Paula Carr
email: rpcarrfarm@aol.com
Tel: 615-654-2180
Website: www.carrranch.com

   

Please Note: When adopting a Prison-trained or Mustang Makeover contest horse, please understand that 
these horses are still only 90 to 120 days away from wild, and they do not yet know YOU. 

Plan to continue their training, and to work with them regularly.



Before you adopt:
ADOPTION REQUIREMENTS
Most, though not all, wild horses in the United States are adopted from the Bureau of Land Management (BLM) 
“Adopt-A-Horse” Program. Wild horses can occasionally be obtained through other sources, and, of course, other 
countries have different programs. Some adoption programs have adopter requirements, others not. Be sure to 
check with BLM, or whatever agency you may be adopting through, for their own specific rules and guidelines. If 
you are adopting through a source that has no requirements, we suggest you use BLM’s, as they are tried and true! 

FINANCIAL CONSIDERATIONS:
Horses are large animals who need feed, veterinary care, regular vaccinations, periodic worming, and regular hoof 
care. Depending on where you live, you may need to board your horse at an equestrian facility, with monthly fees. 
Make sure you can afford the horse before adopting it! Remember: Where horses are concerned, the purchase 
price is always just the “down payment.” In the case of a $125 adoption fee, it’s barely even the deposit! 

Note about the “cheap” price of adopting a Mustang: When you buy a domestic horse, you are largely paying 
for the training. The reason wild horses cost only $125 is that they aren’t trained. So you will need to provide the 
training, either by learning to do it yourself or paying a professional. 

FENCING:
Space: For BLM horses, you must provide at least 400 square feet of “floor space” per animal. This is the minimum 
requirement, and it’s a good rule of thumb regardless of whether it is required. There is no set maximum, but a 
corral should not be too large, as most people will not even be able to catch the attention of a wild horse in a large 
space. A reasonably small space is necessary for gentling success. Once you are able to catch, halter, and lead your 
horse, you may move the horse to a larger area. Common pen sizes that work well are a 24 x 24 foot corral (2 
average panels to a side), or a 35 or 40 foot diameter round pen.

Safe Fencing: Even if you don’t adopt your horse from the BLM, you would do well to follow their requirements of 
a 6 foot high fence for horses over 18 months of age, 5 feet high for youngsters. These requirements are there for 
a reason: wild horses can and often will jump over a lesser fence. 

Fencing material must not pose a hazard to the animal. Welded Pipe panels or heavy wooden planks are recom-
mended. Small mesh, heavy gauge, woven wire fencing with a 2x6 inch board along the top, center and bottom 
is acceptable. Barbed wire, electric wire, woven wire fencing with T-posts all pose safety risks for wild horses who 
may not understand them and may try to go through them. 
 

LOCATION: Be sure to locate your corral where a truck and trailer can drive right up to it to unload your 
new horse. DO NOT locate your wild horse housing where you will have to unload the animal into an un-
contained area and try to lead it into the corral. THESE ANIMALS ARE WILD!!! You can’t lead a wild horse. If it 
gets loose, you are asking for a disaster.

Once gentled, adopted horses may be maintained in larger or smaller living areas - large fields or box stalls in a 
boarding stable. Whatever is appropriate for a domestic horse is also appropriate for a gentled mustang. The test 
for “gentling” in this case is if the animal will allow you to walk up and put a halter and lead rope on it, without 
trying to escape.

This BLM-approved gentling facility is made up of 
12-foot long, 6-ft high welded pipe panels, 2 panels 
to a side, plus a 12 X 6 foot 3-sided walk-in shelter 
made from wood.

SHELTER REQUIREMENTS 
Adopted wild horses and burros must be provided 
shelter from bad weather. A run-in shed attached to 
a corral, or a box stall in a barn and attached to a corral are fine - so long as the animal may move freely between 
the corral and shelter without needing to be handled, and without risk of escape. 

Shelter or stall space should be at least 12 X 12 feet per animal. The BLM requirement is that the house have a 
roof and at least two walls, to protect from strong winds and driving rain or snow. If you are not adopting through 
BLM, you should still, for humane reasons, provide a shelter that is appropriate for your climate.

Pipe Panels are an excellent choice for fencing, as they can be moved around to create new configurations as your 
horse’s needs change. The gentling pen can have a few panels added to become a round pen, etc.



TRANSPORTATION 
Adopters must provide their own vehicles or make 
private arrangements with a hauler. Occasionally BLM 
will offer delivery as a special program, but usually you 
should count on providing your own transportation.

Standard, covered stock trailers and horse trailers large 
enough for 3 or more horses are generally acceptable, 
contingent upon final approval prior to loading. NO ONE-
HORSE TRAILERS. Two horse trailers are acceptable for 
weanlings, yearlings & burros. The trailer must have any 
internal partitions and dividers removed. This is for the 
animal’s safety, to avoid injuries during travel.

The trailer must be fully enclosed, with no gaps large 
enough for a horse to jump out. Horses can and will 
jump out the back if there is a large enough gap between 
trailer gate and roof. You must use a trailer. No pick 
ups with stock racks. NO DROP RAMP TAIL GATES ARE 
ALLOWED. This is because the trailer must be able 
to back up directly into the end of the loading chute. 

Additionally, trailers for which the back door drops down to become a ramp are not safe for loading wild horses, 
due to the time it takes to lift the ramp - the horse can jump out, resulting in a loose wild horse and possible 
injury to the people trying to close the trailer.
 
HALTERS AND LEAD ROPES  
Halters and lead ropes must be provided by adopters. BLM recommends that halters should be heavy webbinh, 
with buckle and no panic snap on cheek piece. The Lead rope should be 10 feet long for adult horses and 3/4 to 1 
inch in diameter of soft cotton or yacht chord. 

TO HALTER OR NOT TO HALTER: Not all BLM facilities require a halter and lead rope. Some 
adopters prefer not to start out with a halter. 

An ill-fitting halter can be dangerous, if the horse catches its foot in it while scratching an itch or if the halter 
catches on a branch or fence post, or even another horse, while playing. 

If it ends up taking a long time to gentle your new horse, the lead rope will really get grungey! And, the horse 
cannot appreciate having a cold, dirty, heavy rope hanging off its head all the time. Another danger is that if the 
horse is not gentled in a timely manner, the halter will become too tight, as the horse grows.

Still, most adopters want to have their horse haltered with a lead rope, and for most, this is the surest route to 
getting the horse gentled in a timely manner.  Talk with your BLM agents about this. 

The downside of haltering: Each time this newly-
adopted horse accidentally steps on her rope, her 
forward motion is stopped and her head is jerked 
down. This is frustrating to the horse (who does 
NOT need this opportunity to “learn to give to 
pressure” and it can inflict suble injury to the neck 
and spine. This particular horse has been head shy 
her whole life, and it is this author’s suspicion that 
the head-shyness originated here.



CHOOSING THE RIGHT HORSE FOR YOU:
1. “Let the Horse choose You” - not an uncommon experience! We attended a BLM adoption in 2000, with no 
real intention of adopting that day (“some day” but not particularly THAT day...) and a certain little non-descript 
black-brown filly kept staring at us. Wherever we went, we’d look back and she’d be looking at us. Gee, that’s not 
even fair! How could we turn down such an invitation? We didn’t. We took her home and we’ve never looked back. 
(She grew up to be Ruby, a large, graceful and beautiful dapple gray)

2. Narrow your choices by creating a list of priorities.  Each equestrian discipline favors certain types, sizes, 
builds, and temperaments. If you ahve a certain discipline in mind, study up on what is needed, and choose a 
horse built for that purpose. Mustangs tend to be pretty versatile, however, and if your interest, too, are broader, 
you may just pick one that appeals to you. But maybe a lot of horses appeal to you! It is often hard to narrow it 
down to just one. When I adopted my own first Mustang, Sparky, I spent hours stewing over which horse would be 
just the right one, hoping that the “right” one would somehow speak up and identify himself to me, as Ruby had. 
In the end I put the necktag numbers of my “short list” into a hat and drew one - and then felt immediate relief, 
realizing I’d drawn the number of the one I’d wanted all along. 

3. Get Expert Help: The facility wranglers are usually expert horsemen who really know the horses under their 
care. Take advantage of their knowledge! Or bring an expert with you who can guide you to a suitable choice. 
When our daughter adopted, she made an appointment at the facility and let the wranglers guide her to the 
one that fit her requirements - good conformation, good mind, and although color was not a main consideration, if 
all other things were equal, she prefered a buckskin. She came home with Benny.

4. Adopt from a picture on the Internet. Although a photo won’t tell you a whole lot, soetimes it’s what’s avail-
able. And many folks who have adopted from the Internet Adoption say the horse turned out to be exactly what 
they imagined, based on the photo. 

5. Sight Unseen: As BLM volunteers, we are occasionally called upon to take in foster horses from failed adop-
tions. We then halter train them and find them new adopters. I also got Piney, my Pine Nut Pony, sight unseen, 
after hearing about him on an Internet chat list.

CONFORMATION: Each Mustang is an individual, with a unique “personality” and temperament. Temperament is 
hard to judge among wild horses, but choosing on the basis of structural build is usually a valid course of action.

In judging conformation, look beyond the superficial. Look beyond conditioning, shiny coat, and cleanliness. Wild 
horses will not be groomed, they may be underweight, and they may have scrapes and blemishes. Don’t let this 
distract you from the potential of the horse. 

Look for correct skeletal structure as well as the horse’s way of movement. Imagine yourself on the horse’s back. 
Is it a smooth ride or like riding a jack hammer?

AGE. Although even older horses are trainable, they usually require more time and better skills. Most people 
choose horses under 4 or 5 years. Younger horses are usually easier to gentle and have an easier time adatping 
to life as a domestic animal. Horses under 2 are often the best choice for beginners, due mainly to their less-
intimidating size. Young hroses are usually more motivated to bond with you, too.

GENDER is strictly a matter of personal preference. Some people prefer geldings, others like mares, still others 
don’t care - they just want a good horse. It’s up to you.

COLOR: “A good horse is never a bad color” - Mustangs come in every possible color and color pattern, 
though the majority are chestnut or sorrel (red), black, brown or bay. 

L-R: Penny, red BLM Mustang ridden and owned by Midori Morgan; Bay trick riding mustang from BLM stock photos, JB Andrews, famous 
dressage mustang ridden by Kellie O’Leary 



CHOOSING A WILD HORSE, continued: 

EVALUATING TEMPERAMENT
 
Temperament can be the hardest thing to evaluate in wild 
horses, whether at a holding facility or a local weekend 
adoption. Since you can’t interact with the horse, it can be 
hard to tell much about how it will get along with you. The 
BLM wranglers at the adoption or holding facility are usu-
ally experienced horsemen who also have direct experience 
with the horses. Talk with them. They can often steer you 
to a few excellent choices for your needs.

Watch how the horses interact with others. 

If you want a 
quiet, easy-
going horse, 
choose one 
that manages 
to avoid most 
skirmishes, one 
that does not 
seem overly 
upset by the 
things that 
upset the more 
excitable horses, 
one that is 

neither the main aggressor nor the main one being picked 
on, and one who seems sociable and well-liked by the 
other horses. Mutual grooming is a sign of sociability, for 
instance.

A horse that the other horses seem to pick on a lot, or 
whose coat shows many scars and blemishes, should not 
necessarily be ruled out, as there could be many reasons, 
but it can be a “red flag” that this fellow just may have an 
Attitude!

If you want a horse for endurance or similar discipline 
that requires tremendous “heart” you may want to 
choose one of the more animated, even feisty or 
aggressive horses. 

Do understand that horses at adoptions are stressed. 
It seems unreasonable to expect them to stand 
around, calm and serene, with big soft eyes, under 
the circumstances. Their facial expressions will change 
100% once you get them home and they start to feel 
safe and comfortable.

The bottom line is: 
Choose a horse that appeals to you enough that you 

are able to make a deep and lasting commitment to it!

The palomino mare at this adoption harrrassed her pen-mates constantly. What does this mean? 
Is she inherently bad-tempered? Is she just insecure? Is she a newcomer to this group of mares? It could be many 
things, so she should not be totally ruled out. On the other hand, the group at right shows calm sociability. A horse 
chosen from the calm, sociable group is a suerer bet for most rider’s needs.



Thise mare shows some minor structural flaws that are not life-threatening, but 
should be noticed. She has steep, upright shoulders, a short neck, and “posty” 
(almost straight, poorly-angulated) hind legs. Horses with these traits are not 
the most comfortable to ride. But she may have other sterling qualities.

EVALUATING CONFORMATION
For Health (not necessarily for show)

Most Wild Horses have good, functional conformation. 

HEAD: Like humans, the horse’s face expresses his personality and temperament.  

Large nostrils allow more air to move freely, giving the horse more stamina. A 
“parrot” or “Bulldog” jaw may make it difficult to chew properly. 

Volumes have been written about judging head characteristics - some of it is sheer 
snobbery, some of it makes sense. Bottom line, choose one that appeals to you.

NECK AND SHOULDERS: A long neck and sloping shoulders are desired 
for sports involving jumping, but for general riding, that may not matter. Sloping 
shoulders contribute to a smooth ride and wearability of the legs and feet, whereas 
a more upright shoulder will cause a bit more of a “pounding” ride.

TOPLINE: A short back is stronger, but a long back can be more comfortable to 
ride, like a hammock. 

HINDQUARTERS: Large, sloping, well-muscled hindquarters give more 
speed and power for quick takeoffs for working livestock or pulling wagons. Leaner 
hindquarters are typical of Spanish ancestry and are designed for endurance over 
the long haul rather than the short spurt. A flatter more level rump contributes to 
the long stride of a carriage horse.

LEGS & FEET: Hind legs should be well enough angulated for smooth 
movement, but not so extreme as to create weakness. 

Hooves should be well formed, strong, and ideally should point forward (not duck-
footed or pigeon-toed) although slight variations are common and usually cause no 
harm. Apparent hoof defects at holding corrals can often be corrected by attentive 
hoof trimming once the animal is tame enough to handle.

This is just a bare primer - there are many sources to learn more about 
conformation!

Remember - NO HORSE IS PERFECT - not even a 
show champion! Every horse has conformation faults - and what is a fault 
for one purpose may be a strength for another. So long as the horse is serviceably 
sound, don’t worry too much about it.

Owyhee HMA

Calico Mountains HMA

Calico Mountains HMA

Nellis AFB HMA
The four horses pictured 
above are from various 
Northern Nevada wild herds. 
They illustrate the sound and 
functional conformation that 
is typical of most Mustangs, 
although “type” and size will 
vary, depending upon the 
ancestry of that particular herd. 



FIRST STEPS

1. GET TO KNOW YOUR NEW HORSE from OUTSIDE the pen. 

OBSERVE - See what you have. Your horse may differ 
from your expectations! Each horse is unique and reacts 
differently. The horse your friend adopted, or the one you 
adopted last year, may be completely different from this one. 

REACTIVITY: How reactive is this horse? 
How much “pressure” can he/she tolerate? How little does 
it take to get her to move? Wild horses can be incredibly 
“light” - they may react to even a slight movement of a 
finger. Others may feel overwhelmed and just shut down, 
refusing to move. Others are just normal, healthy horses 
who are wild and afraid, but basically curious and not too 
“crashy.” Get to know your horse’s reactivity level before 
jumping in with a training agenda. If you come on too 

strong, the horse will panic and could get hurt - or hurt you. On the other hand, if you don’t exert enough 
energy to be interesting to the horse, you will never get anywhere. So play with it a bit before starting to work 
with your horse. 

Adjust your energy to your particular horse. 

2. SAFETY FIRST! USE COMMON SENSE: 
If the horse is agitated, running around whinnying, etc - wait until s/he calms down before entering the pen! 

Your safety and the horse’s safety  
should always be your top priority.

Wild horses are wonderfully sophisticated, intelligent social beings. 
Growing up in a wild herd, the horse learns manners, cooperation, respect, and a deep understanding of 
movement, energy and intention, and body language. Even young horses with only a few months in the wild 
are better off for the experience! 

Wild horses are generally more astute at reading and responding to human body 
language and energy than domestic horses.  As Master Horseman, Jerry Tindell, 
says, “They were born into a Black Belt Family!” 

Wild horses generally bond deeply with their people and herd mates.

One thing stands between the horse and a loyal, lifelong bond with you: FEAR

Once you have earned the horse’s trust and loyalty, they are ready to be trained just like any domestic horse - 
plus they have the added advantages of all the wisdom and savvy that they have learned from their life in the 
wild.

GENTLING YOUR NEW WILD HORSE



3. WHEN YOU AND THE HORSE ARE CALM, ENTER THE PEN. 

Be sure to shut the gate securely - or just climb over the top. Once inside, stand still for a few moments. 
Assume a relaxed, non-threatening pose. Finding oneself inside the pen with a wild horse is very different from 
watching from the outside. Give yourself time to acclimate and catch your breath.

A commonly held premise is that horses consider people to be predators. Horses consider ANYTHING unknown 
- even something so simple as a leaf or paper blowing by in the wind - to be a possible threat. They are a prey 
species, after all. But don’t get too caught up in the predator stuff. For instance, it is definitely okay - in fact, it 
is a very good idea, to look at the horse. Just don’t stare him/her down. Predators stare intently. Friends just 
look around and occasionally make eye contact. The main purpose of this first activity is to give you a chance 
to get used to being inside the pen with a wild horse, and to evaluate your horse’s reactivity.

4. START BY MOVING “AIMLESSLY” AROUND THE PEN - WITHOUT ASKING 
ANYTHING OF THE HORSE. 

Walk in a normal, relaxed manner, back and forth and around the pen, observing the horse’s reactions without 
staring hard at him/her. Simple chores that don’t directly concern the horse can be good. Fill the water bucket. 
Picket up manure. 
BE NORMAL: People often tiptoe and creep around wild horses, not wanting to scare them - but horses see 
this as a predator stalking them. Try to be as natural and relaxed as possible, while maintaining an awareness 
of the horse’s reactivity. It’s a balancing act you will learn through trial and error. Keep trying. 

Getting the horse accustomed to daily chores is a good thing. If the horse bolts or panics, slow down and step 
back. Walk naturally - don’t creep or stalk (that’s what predators do). But move quietly, perhaps slowly, so as 
not to scare the horse. You want to exude quiet, confident, trustworthy leadership. If you can’t muster that, at 
least act harmlessly. 

You may want to stay at this stage for several days - that’s okay. Just keep showing up. With time, the horse 
will feel less and less afraid, and since you are the one who brings the feeds, your horse will start to look 
forward to seeing you.



Next Steps:
Gentling & Training Techniques

There are a number of humane and effective methods for gentling and training wild horses. 
Each horse is unique, as is each adopter and each situation. You may be more attracted to one technique over another 

and you may find that some methods work better for you than others. It is a good idea to explore a variety, so you 
can choose the right approach for each situation. You may, at one time or another, use all of these methods.

The Most Common Methods Include:
1. “Just Spend Time”

2. “Natural Horsemanship” - “Pressure and Release”
3. Using The Bamboo Pole, or “Fiddler’s Technique”

4. Clicker Training
5. Positive Reinforcement

DISCLAIMER:
Horses, wild or domesticated, are inherently dangerous 

and can be unpredictable. 
Use the information and advice in this booklet  

at your own risk.



PLEASE NOTE:
Losing its fear of people is an important part of gentling, but it is not training! 

A horse gentled by “just spending time” still needs real training.

“90% of it is just 
showing up”

- Woody Allen

   JUST SPEND TIME; KEEP SHOWING UP

Given time, most wild horses  
gradually become less fearful.

Going in and out of the pen for daily chores, 
reading a book in a lawn chair next to the horse 
pen, just hanging out - all these activities help 
your horse learn that you are not a threat. Plus, 
the more time you spend, the better you will get 
to know your horse - how s/he reacts, how s/
he thinks, how he is likely to react to a variety of 
situations. 

“Just Spending Time” is the most common gentling method in actual use. 
It’s not the quickest method, and it isn’t 100% effective, but it’s something anyone can do. If it’s all you 
do, (not using any of the other techniques described here) your progress may be slow, but over time you 
will see progress.

Whether it takes a few days, a few weeks, a few months or even a few years, little by little most horses 
will gradually become less afraid of you, more willing to make friends.
 

Just keep showing up. 



PRESSURE AND RELEASE 
  
PRESSURE AND RELEASE is a concept of horse training based on a horse’s natural hard-wiring to seek 
peace and harmony. The concept is the basis for modern “Natural” horse training, but has been in use since 
ancient times.

“Pressure” means anything at all that interrupts the horse’s peace and quiet. Horses follow Newton’s First Law of 
Motion - whatever they are doing, they want to continue doing. Anything that asks them to do something else 
can be considered a Pressure. A coyote passing through the pasture, another horse giving it “the eye” or pin-
ning his ears, or a human clucking and motioning with a whip or hand signal - all are “pressures” that interrupt 
the horse’s present state or activitiy, and encourage it do something else. 

If a horse reacts in some way that makes the pressure go away, the horse will repeat that response next time 
he experiences that pressure. Repeated enough times, the horse learns, as a conditioned response, to respond 
in the same way to the same signal or “pressure.” 

Release from pressure is the reward the horse always seeks
- and what got him the release is what the horse remembers! 

EXAMPLE: In gentling a wild horse, we want him or her to connect with us, to relate to us, to come to us. 

So we ask for something... and watch for the response... 
and then step back, relax, and stop asking as soon as the 
horse does anything that hints of what we want. 

I say “hints of” because at first the horse will not understand. 
So you teach by rewarding anything that hints of what you 
want, even if it is just a random action.

It’s always better to reward when you aren’t sure, than to fail 
to reward a real “try,” however small.

ANOTHER EXAMPLE: Let’s say the horse is standing with butt 
turned to you, looking outside the pen. Cluck to him, and he 
may turn for a moment - maybe even just his ears turn toward 
you. That’s the right idea, so step back and stop clucking. He 
learns that if he turns toward you instead of away, you stop 
bugging him. 

Recognizing the try and developing the timing to reward it 
instantly takes time and practice to perfect. Luckily, horses are 
very resilient. Keep at it - you will learn! 

Pressure and Release is at work whenever we are with 
a horse, whether we use it to our advantage or not. If 
we don’t understand Pressure and Release, it can work 
against us. 

EXAMPLE: The horse does something that scares you. You 
quickly exit the pen. What did the horse learn? He learned that 
if he does that scary thing, you leave. So he will do it again, 
because it worked. He got the release he sought. Next time he 
will do the same thing, only quicker or more strongle. If this 
cycle continues, you will have transformed what started out as 
simply a frightened horse, into a downright dangerous one.

All horses can kick, bite, charge, buck, or rear if they feel trapped. Since these behaviors are so effective in 
getting the human to back off, horses can quickly learn these behaviors as a means to prevent your being able 
to work with them. If you find yourself in this situation - and it is both completely normal and fairly common - 
please GET HELP from someone with experience who knows how to help you through it! These behaviors can 
usually be fixed, but fix is not for beginners.



WHEN SHOULD I START TO WORK WITH MY HORSE? 
Start working with your horse the first or second day after you get him or her. Plan to work regularly - at least 4 
days per week - for the first several weeks. Experience has shown that people who don’t start working with their 
new horse right away often never do get around to it. Experience has also shown that people who do not start 
to see some progress within the first few weeks will get discouraged and often give up. Don’t do that! Get help if 
you need it! Keep a written or photographic record of your sessions, and this will help you gain some perspective. 
You are probably making more progress than you might think! 

HOW LONG SHOULD EACH TRAINING SESSION LAST? 
The amount of time spent is not nearly as important as the quality. Often, “Less is More.” Some of my most 
successful gentling projects were accomplished by short (5 to 15 minute) sessions  one to three times a day. Just 
quit on a positive. The horse will think about it during the down time and when you show up again, the horse will 
remember and you can build from there.

ALWAYS MAKE SURE YOU QUIT ON A POSITIVE, because the horse will remember that. If 
you can  
accomplish something in 5 minutes, then stop at 5 minutes. On the other hand, no matter if it gets dark out or 
what, don’t quit until you have acheived something positive that the horse can “soak” on until next session.

JUST KEEP SHOWING UP: In real life, most people have to work for a living away from home, so 
finding time every day can be challenging. Regardless of your work schedule, DO try to do something eith your 
new horse - even for a few minutes - at least several times a week. 

Far more important than putting in a certain amount of time each session is quitting on something positive.
An occasional break for “soak time” can be beneficial, but for the most part, showing up regularly is the key to 
success.

HOW LONG WILL IT TAKE TO GENTLE MY HORSE? 
There is no answer to that. It will take as long as it takes. Each horse, each person, and each situation is unique. 
It may take but a few days, or it may take many months. Don’t give up!

WHEN CAN I EXPECT TO RIDE MY HORSE? 
There is definitely no answer for that one! The popularity and success of the various wild horse training contests 
on TV and live venues across the country, are a great thing for Mustangs, but they may give adopters unrealistic 
expectations. 

DO NOT feel that you need to get your horse under saddle within 3 months! For most people and horses, a much 
longer timeframe - perhaps a year or more, produces better long-term results.

Take your time, be thorough, and listen to your horse!



1. Move his feet. Getting the horse to move freely 
and easily, without being either too frantic and 
jumpy, or too “stuck” and shut down, is important 
to getting building a horse that is safe to be 
around.This is a concept often misunderstood: The 
point is not to run the horse ragged. The point is 
just to get a soft, easy, willing few steps.

2. Offer him to “come.” In the case of a wild 
horse, he isn’t ready to actually come to you, but 
at this stage you just want him to pay attention to 
you. At first this mar be as little as an ear cocked 
in your direction. Reward. Next time you may get a 
fleeting glance. Fine, reward! Next he may turn his 
head and look at you - better yet! Stop, step back, 
reward him.

3. Ask again. Reward if he looks at you. If he 
doesn’t, or if he only maintains the glance for a 
second,  ask him to move for a few laps, then ask 
again for a look. If he does, stop and reward for 
a longer time. If you have only a few minutes to 
spend, this can be a great place to stop! 

4. Repeat & Continue: This level of request and 
response can go on for several days. Don’t be 
discouraged if it seems you are stuck at the looking 
stage. It takes time for the horse to process fully 
that he can face you without being threatened. Be 
patient, and reward each time there is a positive 
response. Always quit on a positive.

5. Face Up: The time will come when the horse 
will turn its whole body toward you. This is called 
“facing up.” Always reward this by stopping your 
“pressure” and praising him.

6. First “Connecting” Steps: The time will also 
come when the horse will take a few steps toward 
you, and even follow you if you walk away. For 
some horses, this comes quickly. Others may take 
weeks. 

7. Repeat & Continue: Once the horse starts 
coming close enough to allow contact, keep 
repeating the same process as described above. It 
won’t be long before the horse will come right up to 
you.

8. First Touch & Beyond: Start with only light 
touching, then gradually increase contact as the 
horse will allow. Always try to pull away before the 
horse has to. You may also be able to slip a rope 
lightly over his withers to begin teaching leading.

Example: Using Pressure and Release in Early Gentling:

A horse needs to 
know it can moce 
freely. Asking it to 
move its feet does 
not mean speed - 
Just smooth, easy 
movement.

After the horse 
has moved a 
bit, Stop, Step 
Back, 
Ask the horse 
to stop and 
look at you. 
Reward by 
pausing.



The “BAMBOO POLE” Method allows the human to 
reach out and touch the horse (or burro!) from a safe distance. You can even do it by 
reaching through from the outside of the fence. This method was developed by John 
Sharp of Oregon. John’s grand-daughter, Kitty Lauman, continues to develop & teach 
this technique. 

The Bamboo pole is a very effective method of making safe, early contact with a wild, 
unhandled, or spoiled/unsafe horse, within the 20 x 20 foot pen that most adopters use 
to start their Mustang.  The pole works as an extension of your own arm, so you can 
reach out and touch the horse from a safe distance.

Learning to use the bamboo pole to make early contact with a wild horse is something 
that nearly  
everyone can learn, even if their timing with “Approach and Release” is not well-
developed. It is often the safest choice.

I HIGHLY recommend Kitty Lauman’s DVD “From Wild To Willing” if you 
want to learn this technique correctly. But here is a 
very Short Course to get you started:

Step 1: Place the pole firmly on the horse’s back, following the horse’s 
movements and holding the pole as still as possible until the horse can 
stand still and accept the pole. Try not to let the pole bounce. 

Step 2: When the horse settles down, Massage the horse with the pole, 
starting at the withers and working down the topline to the rump.

That’s enough for the first day. 

Each day, start at the beginning and repeat all the steps you’ve 
already done, before going on to something new.

Step 3: Pole from rump down the hips.

Step 4: Gradually work the whole body - keep a safe distance at first; 

Step 5: Do the underside and lower legs last. Be careful - these are the 
hardest areas for a horse to accept touching

Step 6: Repeating all the above steps, Gradually decrease the distance 
between you and the horse. 

Step 7: Allow your hand to “accidentally” brush the horse while massaging. 
Repeat intermittently until you can touch the horse without the pole.

Step 8: Move on to conventional Rope Work.
Introduce the rope by attaching it to the pole. Drape the rope over the other 
side. When you can reach both ends of the rope, exert a gentle pressure to 
encourage the horse to step forward. Release when he does. In this way you 
are transitioning into regular horse training, using Pressure and Release.



FLAG & ROPE WORK
Wild horses are extraordinarily sensitive to everything in their environment - they have to be, in order 
to survive in the wild. We don’t want to take natural survival instinct away from them. We do, however, 
need to help them deal with this sensitivity in a positive and safe way in their new environment. 

It is not safe for either you or your horse if it is afraid of every little thing, if it flinches or shies every 
time a blade of grass tickles its underside, or the cinch or stirrups on the saddle touch its side or belly. 
None of these things 
bothered the Mustang 
in the wild, but in the 
world of people it all 
feels different!
Above, Kitty Lauman 
(www.laumantraining.
com ) demonstrates 
the use of a “flag” 
stick on a young 
Mustang. At first 
he feels too much 
“energy” from the flag 
and has to run from it. When he learns it won’t hurt him, he allows the flag to touch him all over. Note 
the loose lead rope in the third photo. He is able to stand of his own free will.

This training is sometimes called de-sensitization, or “de-spooking.” Traditionalists call it “Sacking 
Out,” which simply means touching the horse all over (with your hand, with a rope, with a feed sack, 
whatever) until it can accept this without anxiety. 

“De-Sensitization” can be misunderstood, and overdone to 
the point that the horse simply shuts down from fright. People 
sometimes also approach this activity too aggressively and 
end up simply getting into a fight with the horse. Remember, 
Mustangs have strong self-preservation instincts. Moderate your 
energy to the horse’s reactivity level.

The point is to help the horse feel more comfortable in his or her 
new world of people. It is an essential part of gentling and early 
training. A horse who has missed this step will continue to cringe 
and shy at common objects, and will be likely to strike, kick, or 
bolt away from moving things.

In the gentling process, it is good to start sensory work long before getting close enough to touch 
the horse with our hands! We want to make sure the horse can handle all kinds of feels, as well as 
movements and ropes, before we allow him close to us. 

Ropes, “Progress Strings,” flag sticks, bamboo poles, lunge whips, and leafy 
fronds are common tools to help accustom a wild horse to human contact. 

The point is not to scare the horse, but to help the horse learn to handle 
something he  

already considers scary.

Be very careful - start small, and keep out of striking and kicking range. Always allow the horse 
somewhere safe to move. Don’t force the horse to stand still and take it! 

Allow him to move, regulating your energy, so until he learns that nothing is  
hurting him, and he can stand still on his own, relaxed and comfortable.



Working and playing with obstacles can be 
a fun and rewarding way to improve your 
relationship with your horse, at any stage of 
gentling and training, from nearly wild to very 
advanced. 

The point of an obstacle is to present your 
horse with something that might be scary or 
difficult at first (to either you or your horse). 
As you work with your horse to accomplish the 
challenge, the horse should learn to trust you 
and should improve your horsemanship skills. 

You may also learn that your horse is reacting 
to your own emotions: If you are nervous, 
the horse thinks, “These must be something 
here to be nervous about!” even if he might 
not have found the object or exercise scary on 
his own. Of course, to be trusted you have to 
be trustworthy. If your horse gets hurt or too 
badly scared, the opposite will happen. 

So be trustworthy!

Obstacle Courses and Challenge Work
An extension of “sacking out” and early “de-sensitization” practices are obstacle and challenge 
courses. Both horses and people get bored with the same thing all the time. Obstacle courses, games, 
and tricks are a way of adding variety and fun to your work with your horse. They offer valuable 
opportunities to engage your horse’s mind, and to help develop a bond of trust. 



Learning to Speak “Horse”
Body Language is the “Mother Tongue” of all horses, domestic or wild. Mustangs are the most fluent of all! 
They are reading you clearly - can you read them?

You are communicating SOMETHING to your horse all the time, and your horse is reading you clearly. 
What are you telling your horse? Do you know? Are you communicating something other than what you 
want? Learn a few basics and you will be much better able to tell your horse what you want.

The “Drive Line”
The Drive Line is an imaginary line that drops down from the withers to the ground. 

Pressure (such as a human standing, or sending energy with a rope, whip or spur) in front of this line impedes 
forward movement; Pressure from behind this line drives the horse forward.

ENERGY: Wild horses are very sensitive to your energy as well as to your “body language.” If you are feeling 
angry, nervous, insecure, agitated, fearful, bored, rushed, pressured, or otherwise “unbalanced,” try to “psych 
yourself” into a calmer, quietly self-confident state before working with your horse. Wild horses are naturally afraid 
of you already, so if you approach them in an emotionally unbalanced way they will be all the more fearful. What 
they really want is a calm leader they can trust.

Above right: Standing 
behind the drive line to send 

the horse forward

Drive Line Problem Solving: 
If your horse is rearing or turning suddenly when you don’t 
want it, examine your body position. You may be blocking 

his movement by standing in front of his drive line

Above: The horse is rearing up because the handler is inadvertently blocking his forward movement, standing in front 
of his driveline, while asking him to move. If he can’t move forward, he is likely to go up (rear).
Above Right: Now the handler has learned to drive the horse forward by standing behind the driveline. 

FINGERS HAVE ENERGY:
To a wild horse, outstretched fingers exude 
tremendous energy, which may be too much for 
the horse to handle. 

For that reason, many trainers either wear 
gloves or keep their fingers rounded, not 
pointing out. For early touching of wild horses in 
the gentling process, use the back of the hand 
rather than the fingers.

Above: Standing in front of the 
drive line blocks forward motion.  
The horse may top, may back up, 
or may turn right or left.



HORSE GOTTA MOVE...

MOVEMENT Horses are creatures of MOVEMENT. They live through movement. In the wild, their 
very survival depends on being very mobile. They also LEARN through movement. 

Knowing the extent to which a horse’s brain is connected to its feet is useful when working with any 
horse, including wild ones. Let the horse move!

Adopters often find the horse’s movement to be intimidating, but it is important to let the horse move 
(just make sure you stay safe). in fact, it is essential for the horse to know that it can move freely in its 
new environment. Wild horses who move too much, are seem too reactive, etc., require that you stay at 
a safe distance until you have made some progress. But they are comparatively easy to direct, because 
their feet are already moving and they are ready to learn. Try to keep your own energy calm, and try 
doing things with the horse that challenge his mind to think. Round ens are great for training, but don’t 
fall into the trap of letting your horse just run mindlessly around in circles forever. Place poles in his 
path so he was to walk over them; Change direction often. Such a horse might benefit from a pen that 
is not round, so he has to think rather than just run in a circle. The horse will gradually realize that he 
can trust you and does not have to be running around too fast all the time. 

However, it is not uncommon for a newly adopted wild horse to be afraid to move much. It is absolutely 
essential to help that horse free up its feet and to feel that he can move freely, easily, without restraint 
or punishment. A bottled-up horse is a blow-up waiting to happen. Getting the horse through that 
bottled-up feeling may require you to use a bit more pressure than you would like, to get things started. 
Stay safe, as when the horse starts to move, he may buck or rear or kick out. From your safe distance, 
just keep asking him to move, and to keep moving, until he loosens up and can move in a relaxed, 
smooth manner. Of course, it’s always ideal not to make a rodeo of it, but sometimes that’s the way it 
goes.

Since each horse is unique, you will have to experiemnt until you find what works for you and your 
horse. 

Through encouraging movement, then directing it, we begin to develop a positive relationship with our 
horse, and training can begin: Movement first, then Direction, and finally, Connection.

“The good news is that horses have a relatively large brain for an 
animal their size. 

The bad news is that they use most of it just to keep their feet in the 
right place.” 

- Stephen Budiansky 

IT’S ALL IN THE RELEASE
The horse remembers the last thing that happens in a sequence. So if the horse does something 
negative, and you stop and run out of there, the horse figures he must have done the right thing - he 
got release! And you have just taught the horse to do exactly that - and next time it may be worse! 

Conversely, if the horse does something negative, but you respond by making the horse move its feet, 
and you release THAT (moving off), you are on your way to training the horse to behave safely with you.

When starting to work with a new wild horse, remember that he is very skilled at reading your body 
language and energy, and he hopes you will respond in kind. It’s okay to reward a hint of a correct 
response, even if you aren’t sure the horse meant it. That is better than failing to reward when he really 
is trying.



YOUR PERSONAL 
SPACE

Imagine an invisible hula hoop around 
yourself. That is your personal safety zone 
- “your space.” Do not let the horse come 
into that except when you have asked him 
to come in. Horses who develop a habit of 
pushing their way into your space are being 
dominant and unsafe. 

Wild horses know all about personal space and they learn at an early age not to invade another horse’s 
space, except when invited. 

It is important to your leadership and safety to demand that your horse ALWAYS respect your space.

SAFETY TIP: 
ALWAYS ALLOW THE HORSE SOMEPLACE TO GO! 

Leave an “Escape Route” past you.
Always allow an “escape route” for your horse, and stay to the side of that. So if the horse startles, 
spooks or feels the need to go, it won’t run over you!

Safety Tips

STAY OUT OF THE KICK ZONE
If the horse can kick 6 feet, make sure you are 6 ft. 1 inch away!

BLIND SPOTS: Due to the shape of its body 
and the position of the eyes on the head, a horse cannot 
see directly in front of its face, under its jaw, or directly 
behind its tail. 

Let the horse hear you if you are in its blind spot  - OR 
Avoid being in the blind spot in the first place!

Domestic or wild, and no matter how well trained, a horse’s 
instinct is to kick at something approaching from behind 
that it cannot see. Avoid the kick zone and let the horse 
know you are coming!

STARTLE REFLEX:
Horses are prey animals, who are tuned in to movement, especially sudden, unexpected movement. 

They react by fleeing if they can, and if they can’t, due to confinement, they may rear, kick, bite, or 
strike.

A startled horse may forget you are there and run into you or over you.  

Be ready to handle a startled horse. Stay in a safe zone which allows the horse to move away from the 
thing that startled him.  

Learning to keep your horse at a safe distance, respecting your personal space at all times, is 
an excellent safety practice. Make it a habit!



“Natural Horsemanship” 
Pressure & Release Method 

Some people call it “Join Up.” Some call it “Hooking on.” Using “Natural Horsemanship” Pressure & 
Release methods  (commonly in a round pen but it doesn’t have to be) is very effective for working 

with wild horses. Using the horse’s natural hard-
wiring to see the leader as the one who can direct his 
movements, the horse “hooks on” to you and becomes 
willing to follow you. 

In nature, horses have a leader. The leader directs 
the rest of the herd, telling them where to go, at what 
pace, and when. Through working with our horse, we 
hope to assume that leadership, to which a horse is 
“hard-wired” to respond naturally. 
 

Above, Lesley Neuman is gentling a filly, who later became our Ruby, at  BLM adoption

There are 3 Important Steps to Building a Connection with Your Horse’s 
Mind:  Movement, Direction, and Connection.

 
1. MOVEMENT: Horses are creatures of movement. They live - and learn - through 
movement. Let them move! Through moving a horse, and directing its movements, we can reach the 
horse’s mind. 

First, get the horse moving, by pressuring it from a safe distance, perhaps using a rope or lunge 
whip as extensions of our own hands. (regulate your pressure acccording to the individual horse’s 
reactiveness, always offering the least amount of pressure first, then upping the ante as needed and 
only as needed.)

Keep the horse moving around the pen until the horse’s movement becomes smoother and 
more relaxed. Some horses will move rapidly, even frantically, at first. You will notice the hard sound 
of their hooves pounding the ground. Others will be sluggish, balky and “shut down.” Regardless, we 
ask the horse to move until it can do so softly, calmly and easily, with a relaxed and flowing gait. 

We may notice “licking and chewing” which is a sign that the horse is thinking about it, “digesting” the 
experience. The horse may drop its head and you may notice the inside ear cupped toward you, which 
is a sign that the horse is “listening” to you. 



2. DIRECTION: Next, we start providing DIRECTION. 

First, We ask the horse to change direction. Turn right, turn left. Mix it up. Don’t always ask for the 
turn at the same spot on the fencleline. 

There are two types of turn for reversing direction: The INSIDE TURN, and the OUTSIDE TURN. It is 
important to eventually get both an inside and an outside turn, although at first don’t worry about it. 

The inside turn (Turning in to face you) allows the horse to focus both eyes on you. The outside turn 
(Turning into the fence, away from you) makes the horse “change eyes.” Remember, the horse 
has two sides to its brain, and you have to train both sides. The ability to change eyes - that 
is, to be watching you with one eye and then to turn and switch to the other, is very important in 
horse training. Do not confuse the Outside Turn with a horse “turning butt” to you. You are 
not asking for the horse’s hindquarters - you are asking the horse to turn into the fence to complete a 
direction change. To do this, there will be a moment when his butt is turned your direction, but that is 
incidental to the intention. Intention is everything!

Through this process, The horse begins “connecting” with you, or “hooking on.” Monty 
Roberts calls it “Joining Up.” It may seem like magic, but anyone can learn it!
 

3. CONNECTION: 
Ask the horse to turn to face you. This time, instead of 
completing the Inside Turn and moving on in the other 
direction, see if the horse would like to stop. Step back as a 
reward, and to draw the horse in toward you. At first he may 
just stop, or stop and look your way. Reward that. Next time he 
may turn toward you (called “facing up”) and after that he may 
take a step or two toward you. Or you may be able to draw the 
horse in toward you simply by stepping back, without stopping.

Turn around and walk away, and you may be surprised to find 
the horse is following you! Eventually, the horse will turn and 
walk all the way in to you, and stand quietly next to you. This 
won’t happen at first, but it’s something to work toward.
It seems like magic, but it’s within anyone’s ability to learn! 

Connection allows trust, safety, and willing partnership  
to develop between horse and human.

 
Note about the use of ropes and whips: Stop thinking of 
whips as whips (tools for punishment) Think of them as  
simply a safe extension of your own hand and arm, as a 
means for giving a signal that the horse can understand. We 
do not whip with the whip! 

Use the “energy” of the whip only enough to “give the horse 
the right answer” - NEVER to punish or express our own 
frustration! 

Shameless Self-Promotion Department:Two Videos by “Video Mike” Kerson that will help you mas-
ter Connection are “Jerry Tindell Talks About the Round Pen” and Lesley Neuman’s “The First Touch: 
Gentling Your Mustang” - available directly from Jerry & Lesley or from Video Mike at 
www.video-mike.com or www.mustangs4us.com



LEADERSHIP: 
Horses are herd animals. A Herd always has a leader. 
Horses are hard-wired both to want a leader - and to constantly test that leader’s fitness.

Horses feel safest and most secure when they have a leader, but they also demand that their leader 
be worthy. Periodically, they will test their leader, to make sure the leader is still worthy of entrusting 
with their lives and safety. If at any time the leader fails the test, the next horse on the leadership lad-
der will take over. 

Your horse does not really WANT to be the leader, but s/he wants the best one for the job to be in 
charge. If YOU are not the best one for the job, the horse will decide that S/HE needs to step in to the 
job.

COWBOY/COWGIRL UP!
Learning horsemanship, particularly the leadership part, can be a powerful and sometimes difficult 
inner journey. This is especially true for people who have been socialized to be “well-mannered” non-
assertive care-givers who follow another’s leadership. 

We have to learn how to “Cowgirl Up” (and Cowboy 
up)
    • to be assertive without being aggressive;
    • to set firm but fair and consistent limits 
      
It’s an interesting journey, well worth the effort! 

TRAIN BOTH SIDES 
Horses’ brains are two-sided, more so than 
ours, as is their vision. With eyes on each side 
of their heads, they see “two worlds.” 

You have to train both sides of the brain, and 
both eyes. 

A horse may learn something very well on one side, but when you 
switch to the other, the horse may not understand at all. 

It is common for wild horses to go through a period of one-
sidedness during the gentling process (probably due to the horse 
subtly training the trainer!). They will try to keep their trainer on 
their comfortable side. Some horses become so one-sided that 
their adopters fear they may be blind in one eye! 

But just keep working on it. Such “one-sidedness” can be 
overcome, and must be, so the horse can understand and safely 
respond to direction from both sides.

Be sure to train both sides!

ZEN & THE ART OF TRAINING WILD 
HORSES:

 “Be Here Now” with your horse and his/her 
present state of mind - not what you remem-
ber, not what you are afraid of, not what hap-

pened yesterday; 

BE HERE NOW



MORE TRAINING TIPS
DON’T BE “GREEDY.” 
Start with baby steps. Build on the baby steps, a little at a time, to build the “finished product.”  Don’t be in a hurry. 
Allow baby steps to develop and become solid before asking for more.

FOR EXPERIENCED RIDERS: PONYING
If you have a good saddle horse, “ponying” your new Mustang while riding 
your well-trained horse can be helpful in teaching leading, and even to 
introduce your new horse to the trail. 

The saddle horse’s greater strength (compared to your own) works to your 
advantage. The new horse MUST follow - And the experienced horse will 
demand good manners! 

The new horse will also take comfort from being next to another horse in 
this scary new world of people. But don’t try this if you aren’t experienced 
in ponying.

HORSE TRAINING IS NOT A TIMED EVENT!
Take your time. Take the time it takes - on your horse’s time

IT’S NOT A CONTEST! (Unless you are entered in one...)
Each horse is different, and progresses at its own rate. Don’t worry about 
timelines or how others are doing with their horses. Patience and taking the 
time to be thorough will pay huge dividends in the long run. 

DON’T FORGET TO HAVE FUN! Don’t make it a chore. 
Enjoy your horse, at each stage of gentling.

WHEN SHOULD I WORK WITH MY HORSE? Start working with your horse the first or second day 
after you get him or her. Plan to work regularly - at least 4 days per week - with your new horse for the 
first several weeks. Experience has shown that people who don’t start working with their new horse right 
away often never do get around to it. Experience has also shown that people who do not start to see 
some progress within the first few weeks will get discouraged and often give up. Don’t do that! Get help 
if you need it! Keep a written or photographic record of your sessions, and this will help you gain some 
perspective. You are probably making more progress than you might think! 

HOW LONG SHOULD EACH TRAINING SESSION LAST? Ideally, several short sessions per day 
are better than one long session. In real life, most people have to work for a living away from home, so 
this is not an option. Regardless of your work schedule, DO try to do something - even for a few minutes 
- every day, or at least several times a week, with a longer session on weekends. 

Far more important than putting in a certain amount of time each session is quitting on something posi-
tive.

An occasional break for “soak time” can be beneficial, but for the most part, showing up regularly is the 
key to success.

HOW LONG WILL IT TAKE TO GENTLE MY HORSE? There is no answer to that. It will take as 
long as it takes. Each horse, each person, and each situation is unique. It may take but a few days, or it 
may take many months. Don’t give up!



ALWAYS QUIT ON A POSITIVE

WHAT IF YOU GET IN OVER YOUR HEAD?
If you find you have asked for something the horse is simply not ready to do, 

or if you find that you are running out of time...

Quit when the horse does SOMETHING positive. 

If, for instance, you are trying to teach your horse to load into a trailer, and you discover that you 
are “in over your head” and can’t finish it, keep in mind that the horse will remember the last thing 

that happens. 

So quit on something positive, even though it is not your original goal. Maybe the horse won’t load 
all the way, but maybe you can get him to sustain a look into the trailer. Praise and quit right there! 
That may be enough. Or if you can get the horse to place one foot into the trailer, maybe that’s a 
good place to quit for the day. Or maybe the horse isn’t even ready for the trailer, but needs to go 
back and get better at forward motion. In that case, lead the horse away from the trailer and work 
on leading and driving forward, and quit when you get a positive change. Always find something 

positive and quit on a good note.

TIP: Don’t get into a training session if you are under a time constraint. 
Horses need as much time as it takes, and it is hard to predict just how 

much time that may be.

Don’t Start If You Don’t Have Time To Finish!

HOW HORSES LEARN:
THE HORSE REMEMBERS 

THE LAST THING THAT HAPPENS 
(the thing that brought about the release from pressure) 

RELEASE THE RIGHT THING  
Keep Going Until you Get The Right Thing - 

Don’t Release the WRONG Thing!



Learn More About Clicker Training
ON THE WEB:
Alexandra  Kurland: Clicker Training for Your Horse 
www.theclickercenter.com

ClickRyder - Clicker Training for Horses, Mules, Donkeys; 
www.angelfire.com/az/clickryder/home.html  

Karen Pryor Clicker Training For Your Horse 
www.clickertraining.com

LRTC Clicker Training
www.kbrhorse.net/tra/clickr01.html

Shawna Karrasch: You Can Train Your Horse To Do Anything!
on-target-training.com

CLICKER TRAINING
Clicker Training is a form of “operant conditioning” or “behavior modification” 
in which a horse learns to perform a behavior, by being rewarded for correct 
response. Punishment is never used. The reward is withheld until the horse does the 
thing asked, but no punishment is issued if the horse does not respond correctly.

Clicker training was first developed for training dolphins and whales. It is now widely used for all zoo 
animals, as well as dogs and horses. Alexandra Kurland and Shawna & Vinton Karrasch are some of the 
most well-known proponents of Clicker Training for horses. 

Since there is a small lag time between when the horse responds correctly, and the 
human’s ability to produce the food reward, the SOUND OF THE CLICKER is used to 
instantly reinforce - via the clicker’s unique sound - that this is the exact behavior 
being rewarded. In that way it is just like “Pressure and Release, only a “Click” is 
substituted for “release.”

Before Clicker Training can be used for anything useful, you have to teach your horse, and yourself (it 
takes more coordination than you might think!) how it works. This is done by training the horse to touch 
a target object. It helps at first to work with another person - one person holds the object and the other 
holds the clicker. Either one can hold the “reward” treats.

1. Show Target. Say “Touch It”
2. Horse Responds (perhaps randomly at first, but that’s okay)
3. CLICK the clicker to emphasize that this is the desired response
4. REWARD: feed a carrot (or other treat) The food reward is used to help 
the animal associate the sound of the clicker with the “right answer.”

Once this is mastered, you can go on to teaching useful things, like backing up, bowing, leading, lifting 
a foot, accepting a halter, standing to be brushed - really just about anything. Just break the task down 
into tiny parts, and teach each one before going to the next. 



“SCIENCE-BASED TRAINING USING 
ONLY POSITIVE REINFORCEMENT
The terms “Negative” and “Positive” are often misunderstood, when applied to training methods.

 “Negative Reinforcement” means simply that teaching occurs by taking something away. In horse 
training, a horse learns through the reward of release. When the horse does the right thing, the trainer 
stops asking, so the horse learns to do the thing that gets the trainer to stop asking.

“Positive Reinforcement” by contrast, means that something is added. A tangible reward, such as a 
food treat, is added when the horse does the right thing. (Negative reinforcement may also operate in 
this case, as the trainer stops to reach for the treat)

Dr. Patricia Barlow-Irick, who operates “Mustang Camp” in New Mexico, uses “Applied Behavioral 
Analysis” to gentle and train hundreds of Mustangs each year - more than anyone else. SHe ha 
particularly succeeded with older horses, who generally do NOT respond well to traditional methods 
of gentling and early training. I am not experienced enough in this method to speak very competently 
about it. I would highly recommend Dr. Patricia Barlow-Irick’s book “How to Train A... (insert animal 
name, A-Z)” for more about this method. It is available, as of this writing, from Amazon.com 



Horse Gentled?  
There’s lots to do between First Touch and First Ride!

  
Gentling a wild horse can take anywhere from an hour to many months - even more than a year in 
some cases. It depends partly on you, your skills, how much time you put into it, and your level of 
commitment. It also depends on the individual horse’s temperament and past experiences. Some are 
just a lot easier than others. 

Regardless of how long it takes, there will come a time when 
you’ll realize that the basics of gentling have been mastered, and 

you may find yourself saying, “Now What?”

You may want to send your horse out to a professional trainer for formal training. Saddle training is not 
usually a good “Do It Yourself” project, so this is the right choice for most people. 

Most adopters will be able to gentle their wild horse, given time and patience - but saddle training is a 
specialized skill, and a very critical time in a horse’s development. If you want to participate in saddle 
training but with help, sign up for a “Colt Starting” class or clinic with a good trainer/teacher. 

Remember: The goal is to end up with a safe, responsive horse that you can enjoy riding for years to 
come. Don’t let your ego atachment to “I did it all myself” prevent you from reaching this goal!

You may have only paid $125 for your horse when s/he was wild, 
but don’t sell him or her short! With good training, s/he will be 
a valuable, even priceless, riding companion. Get your horse the 
quality training s/he deserves! You won’t regret it.

And Remember: 
EVERY TIME YOU HANDLE YOUR HORSE, 

YOU ARE TEACHING HIM/HER SOMETHING! 

If you don’t know what to do - even if you send your horse out for training but don’t know how to 
maintain the training - your horse will quickly develop bad habits and unsafe behaviors. There’s an old 
saying, “Your horse only knows as much as you do.” To be successful with your horse, you must learn 
at least some basic horsemanship skills. 
 

Trainer/Clinician Jerry Tindell coaching the 
author through her first ride on her mustang.

TIP: YOU’RE NOT ALONE!

There are many excellent trainers 
and many trainer-clinicians who 
conduct hands-on classes or clinics. 
Sign up for classes or clinics!

There are also excellent videos and 
books that you study to learn more 
about horses and horse training.



The Case for Training: 
What’s Wrong with “Pasture Ornaments”?

“FREE TO GOOD HOME.” We see it so often, especially in tough economic times. Even in bad times, 
any well-trained horse, regardless of breed, has value, and is the last to be given away, the last to go 
to the Kill Buyer, and is the most likely to find a new good home. But the well-trained horse is almost 
never what people want to give away. 

What people want to give away is the Pasture Ornament.

Perhaps they adopted this horse on impulse, or perhaps they jumped in with romantic zeal after read-
ing The Horse Whisperer or watching a show on TV... but it turned out to be harder than they ex-
pected and after awhile they lost interest... Perhaps they over-extended themselves, adopting all the 
pretty horses with all the pretty colors, and then found they could not keep up with the chores and 
expenses.

Perhaps the horse gentled down just fine, but they thought they could just “get on and ride” and it 
didn’t turn out so well ... Or maybe they thought it was cool to just let the horse remain wild... Or may-
be they had a lofty goal of training the horse all by themselves, but got into snags that they couldn’t 
fix, so they gave up...

Regardless of the reason, the reality is that the adopter failed to make a real commitment to the ani-
mal, and did not choose to obtain appropriate help. 

Now they have a horse - often in its prime adult years between 6 and 14 - that is perhaps still wild or, 
at best, minimally halter-trained. “Friendly, curious, affectionate and sweet” they gush about the ani-
mal’s positive qualities. 

But training? No - and at 8 or 10 or 12 years it is no longer a matter of “potential.” Most horses in this 
age range are seasoned animals in their prime. 

Not that older horses aren’t capable of being saddle trained. Certainly they are. But what are the 
chances? 

People looking to buy an untrained horse to train have choices: They can choose from a huge pool of 
healthy “blank slate” youngsters with their lives ahead of them. Or, they can choose one of these older 
horses - animals who may already have lived half their lives, who may now have developed behav-
ioral issues, and may have suffered neglect in the hoof care and nutritional departments. Both types of 
horses will need equal amounts of training - which would you choose?

Keeping a mustang as an untrained pasture ornament would be fine if you 
could guarantee that you will provide for the animal for its entire life, but 
how many people can honestly do that? 

And when the time comes that you either no longer can keep it - or no longer want to keep it - the ma-
ture untrained horse has no future - through no fault of its own. 

Folks, if you are thinking of adopting a Mustang - PLEASE! 
MAKE A COMMITMENT TO AT LEAST GET YOUR ANIMAL HALTER-TRAINED in a 
timely manner. 
For many of us, that means budgeting the money to hire a trainer - or - if part of the reason for 
adopting is for our own education - atending clinics or hiring someone to teach us how to train. 
Volunteer mentors can be helpful to get you through an occasional “bump” along the way, but you will 
need to accept responsibility for getting yourself and your horse the solid, in-depth training that your 
horse deserves. And that usually means paying for it.



On-The-Ground Handling Skills
that ALL HORSES - wild, domestic, high performance or 

pasture ornament - and their owners should know

For safety as well as simply making life with your horse a lot more pleasant, teaching the simple 
skills described on the next few pages are very important. They also will make the horse a lot more 
re-adoptable, should you not keep the horse. A well-mannered horse is a happy horse, a desirable 
horse, and the owner can justly take great pride in such an animal. With on-the-ground skills, you are 
not only developing a safe and pleasant relationship with your horse for every day activities, you are 
also laying a foundation for later saddle or driving work.

All of the behaviors described here: connecting and listening to you, stopping, backing up, going 
forward, flexing, head down, etc - and obviously, foot care - will already be familiar to your horse and 
available to you when it comes time to ride or hitch up.

GENERAL PRINCIPLES FOR TEACHING GROUND SKILLS:

Start with “Baby Steps.” Accept the slightest hint of the right response, then build on that.

Apply a small amount of pressure. If you get a response, release. If you don’t get a response, in-
crease the pressure. Use as much pressure as you need to get the correct response, and then release 
immediately. Let the horse think about that for a minute and then repeat - starting with the lightest 
pressure again, and working up to whatever is needed. Each time should require less pressure then 
the time before, but be ready to do whatever is needed “to give the horse the right answer.”

Always make sure the horse gets “the right answer.”
 
Since the horse will learn whatever is released, it is better to “turn up the heat” when the situa-
tion warrants, in order to get the correct response. A person who continues to give weak, ineffective 
signals just annoys the horse - he feels “picked on.” It’s nice to be gentle, but your cues must have  
meaning to the horse. The horse will learn more quickly, and be a happier horse in the long run, if it 
always gets the right answer, so that next time the horse can comply with a lighter cue. 

No one likes to fail a test and not know why. Make sure your horse gets the clear instruction needed 
to PASS the test! Once he understands, he will respond to a lighter cue. 

“KNOW WHAT YOU WANT, KNOW HOW TO ASK FOR IT, RECOGNIZE WHEN YOU GET IT.” 
- Jerry Tindell

If, when teaching a new behavior, your horse panics and bolts, that’s normal 
and understandable. Just stay with the request - don’t release the bolt or 
panic - until he gets it and soon he will learn to do it easily. 



CATCHING & HALTERING
Luring a horse to come to you with a bucket of grain can work, of course. 
But maybe you want something more. And maybe you don’t always have 
that bucket of grain available. 

Horses who are hard to catch can be taught that it’s better to be caught than not - by your taking on 
the role of the new herd boss: MOVE THEIR FEET! Say, okay, you don’t want to come to me, that’s 
okay. But since you don’t want to do that, you need to do this: MOVE! ANother way of thinking about 
it is, “You want to run away? Actually that was my idea, too. Run!”

Chase him off, then offer him to come in again. If he still won’t stand still, chase him off again. Repeat 
as many times as you need to, watching for signs that he is changing his mind and allowing him time 
to process. Eventually he will decide that he’d rather come to you than continue with this game. It 
seems strange that you can get a horse to come to you by driving it off, but it works!

When you first start with this method, you may have to accept “baby steps.” At first he may just look 
at you fleetingly, while standing still to be approached and haltered - and that is okay for a start. But 
if he starts going away as you approach closer, drive him away. Say ”Yes, going away was actually MY 
idea. Get going!”

When you find that he is stopping and standing to be caught reliably, start insisting that he take at 
least one step toward you before haltering. Then increase to two or three, then four steps toward you. 
Pretty soon he will come right to you. 

It is important to start in a small enclosed space, and gradually expand the range from which your 
horse will come to you when called. Do not expect him/her to come to you from the far end of a 20 
acre pasture! 

Set it up for success - until your horse is very solid on being caught and haltered, don’t put 
him in a larger pen than you can catch him in!

A horse can, using these principles, be caught from a large field. But in that case, you will need to be 
very physically fit and quick, as it will require a lot of chasing him off, and then running to get close 
enough to attract his attention again. If you don’t have the time, ability, or desire to do that much 
running around, bring your horse into a smaller enclosure before needing to catch him/her. 



TEACH YOUR HORSE TO LEAD
It’s basic “Pressure and Release.” 

With a rope around the neck or attached to the halter, pull steadily - as 
lightly as possible - on the rope. If you need to add more pressure, pull a 
little harder, but don’t jerk his head.  Watch carefully and release when the 
horse moves even slightly in the direction of your pull..

It is easier to start out teaching leading by standing and pulling off to the 
side, rather than standing in front and pulling the horse traight forward. 
It is more effective, because it pulls the horse slightly off balance, 
encouraging a step. Standing off to the side is also safer, should the horse 
decide to bolt.

Accept “baby steps” - first maybe just 
leaning in the right direction, then one step at a 
time - at first. Gradually ask for two steps, then 
three, then more. Pretty soon your horse will lead 
nicely!

Using a flag or whip to add energy from behind 
will help teach a resistant horse to lead.

Once your horse can lead, taking him on walks is 
a great bonding opportunity. He will look forward 
to his walks with you.

TIMING IS EVERYTHING Learn to RELEASE the instant you recognize that the horse has 
made the decision to try. Reward the thought at first - the slightest try.
Improve your timing: The lead rope is your connection to your horse, and your main line of 
communication.  

TOO TIGHT =
NO RELEASE

A horse held this tightly cannot 
learn, because it gets no release. It 
will either give up trying or manage 

to get its own release by pulling 
away from - or pushing into - the 

handler.

TOO LOOSE = TOO LATE
This rope is too loose. The handler 

cannot respond quickly enough for the 
horse to learn. 

JUST RIGHT
This rope has enough slack to be com-
fortable for the horse, yet it allows the 
handler to have good timing to direct 

and reward the horse.



For most adopters, working with the feet is the scariest part of gentling their horse. But it does not need to be. 

A good preparation for handling the feet of a wild horse is to 
start from the safety of distance, using a rope. Drape the rope 
around the ankle and exert pressure to encourage the horse to lift 
the foot. When he does, release. Repeat. Each time, lift the foot 
further. Make sure the rope is draped loosely. Better to have the 
rope drop off than to 
get into a rodeo with 
a panicked horse 
and too tight a rope 
around it!

Next, “lead” the 
horse by lifting the 
foot and encouraging 
the horse to step 
forward. Allow the 
foot to step down, 
then repeat. Pretty 
soon the horse will 
be walking forward, 
with you using the 
rope to direct where the foot is to step. 

Do this with each foot until the horse is comfortable and doing well 
with this exercise. In this way the horse learns to accept having 
his feet handled by people. (In the horse’s mind, that rope is just 
an extension of you!)

Once the horse is okay with having his/her feet handled with the 
rope, you may start handling them with your own hands. Start 
at the top of the leg and caress the leg as you gradually move 
down toward the foot. It may take several days of doing this, 
each time going a little further down, according to the horse’s 
comfort level. 

Then you may start lifting the foot - a little at first, then more. 
When you and the horse are are doing well with lifting the 
feet, start tapping on the 
sole of the foot. Then you 
may introduce a hoof pick or 
nippers - starting with just 
lightly rubbing the hoof with 
the tool, then tapping it, and 
eventually, using it the way it 
is designed to be used.

Take it slowly, one step at a 
time, and pretty soon your 
horse will be ready for its first 
hoof trimming!

WORKING WITH FEET



TEACH YOUR HORSE MANY WAYS TO BACK UP

You never know what position you and your horse might be in when you need 
the horse to back up. For that reason, It’s good to teach several different 
“Back-Ups.”

 2. Back Up from the Side
 Use a gentle, pulsating motion to encourage the horse to move 
backward from your side. Increase the pulsation as necessary to get the 
right response. Return to the gentlest cue each time, only “turning up 
the heat” if necessary.

BOOKS AND VIDEOS TO THE RESCUE:
There are many good DVD’s and books on the market that can be very helpful in learning ground 
skills. My personal favorite is Jerry Tindell’s “Jerry Tindell Talks About Ground Work” DVD, and he 
also has a companion (or stand-alone) “Study Guide” that meticulously illustrates every aspect of 
developing these skills. Available from www.jerrytindell.com 

1. Back up from the lead 
rope, while standing in front 
of the horse
This is the basic back up that most 
clinicians teach. Some trainers advise 
wiggling the rope like a snake. That will 
usually get the horse to take a backward 
step. But 
it is nice 
to be more 
precision, 
less “big” 
with your 

movements. 
Practice makes perfect!

A new wild horse will often be very light, 
requiring only the slightest cue, such 
as a raised finger, to take a backward 
step. Always reward this. Don’t be 
surprised, however, if, as he becomes 
more comfortable with you, he becomes 
more resistant to backing. That’s okay, it’s 
normal - it just means he doesn’t feel quite 
so afraid of you any more. Just keep giving 
him the back-up signal, with increasing 
energy, until you get the correct response. 
Reward and move on.

Backing Up is not a “natural” behavior for a horse. In nature, they seldom, 
if ever, back up. Because willingness to back up requires a certain degree of 
“submission” (or call it “trust” if that makes you feel better) many horses will 
resist learning to back up. But backing up is a skill that must be learned to live 
in the world of the Human, with barns, trailers, stalls, alleyways, gates, etc.

4. Back Up from Bridge of Nose
This Back-Up is more difficult, so save it for last. But it is worth teaching, as it can really come in handy if you need 
to back your horse out of a tight space, like an alleyway. Place your hand over the bridge of the nose and give a 
pulsating squeeze just above the nostrils. This maneuver is more difficult, in that you must release a correct “thought” 
on the horse’s part, and the horse is likely to throw it’s head to dislodge your hand, so you have to be ready to stay 
with it. When you feel up to it, however, it is a very useful skill, well worth teaching.

3. Back Up from the chest 
(for close quarters)
Pinch the chest muscle slightly. If 
the horse moves backward even 
slightly, release, rest., and repeat. 
If the horse does not budge at 
first, increase the pinch, add 
pulsation for emphasis.
Don’t be greedy: Any indication 
that the horse is understanding 
“Move back” is acceptable in the 
beginning stages. This may just be 

a lean or a tiny step. Reward! It’s the understanding that is building in 
the horse’s brain that counts!

5. Back Up Out of a Trailer or Confined Space, by pulling the Horse’s Trail.
This is taught using the same principles - tug on the tail, release a backward step. It is dangerous, however, as 
the horse may kick! Don’t attempt this Back Up until your horse is MUCH farther along in the gentling and training 
process!



Head Down

Shoulders Away, Shoulder Yield

A horse can’t bolt, rear, buck, or kick with its head down. The mind and body are connected in such a way that put-
ting the head down signals the brain to be calm.

A tall horse is also a lot easier to halter or bridle with its head down!

A good habit to develop is asking your horse to put his head down before haltering. In this way he calms down, 
relaxes, and is ready to listen to you. Even more important - for safety’s sake - is requiring the horse to pause with 
head down to be unhaltered and released from a lesson. It’s “quitting on a good note” and the horse is less likely to 
turn tail and bound off, perhaps kicking you on his way out.

To teach “Head Down” simply place you hand at the poll and gently squeeze. At the slightest hint of the head duck-
ing down, release. Repeat. The first few attempt may not seem like much, but the horse will learn that this is a 
signal to obey. Work a little every day until it becomes a conditioned response.
 

This is the simplest, easiest turn. 
Stand in front of the horse and 
slightly to one side. Simply add 
pressure with your hands and 
body to turn away. The turn is 

complete when the horse’s near 
foot steps over in front of the 
other. (If it steps behind, that 

might be okay at first, but note 
that the horse is also backing 

away from you.)

These photos illustrate a more refined turn, that will be useful in lunging circles or 
in-hand Trail Trials, and will be very helpful when transitioning to saddle work. It is 
the same basic motion that you will use for “roll-backs” under saddle.

Standing in front of the horse, with a long lead line, point with the hand that holds 
the lead rope, and apply energy (pressure) to the other shoulder with your other 
hand. If you have trouble with this - and most people do at first - add energy by 
using a flag stick or lunge whip. Walk forward toward the horse’s shoulder if nec-
essary. Practice, practice, practice and don’t give up! Again, watch for the correct 
crossover of the feet (the stepping foot crosses in front of the stationary foot)



STORIES & ANECDOTES

We all have to start somewhere, and in my cxase, it was pretty much Zero. I made a lot of mistakes when I started 
out, with sometimes humorous results.

Back!

Be careful what signals you use, as the horse will learn them, sometimes with unexpected consequences. When we 
got Ruby, our first Mustang, she would come to the opening in her stall and block the entryway to her feed rack. I 
would say “Back!” and she would turn her head just enough to allow me to put the hay in the feeder. Later, when 
she started serious trainng, she always turned her head when she was asked to back up. It took quite a bit of work 
to re-train her.

Another Backing story is when our mule, Eleanor, was young. Whenever I would open the gate to get my horse,  
Eleanor would storm the gate and break out. So I would say “Back!” as I approached the pen. So Eleanor decided 
that I was the lady who liked backing. One day she was on top of the hill when I went outside. Eleanor saw me and 
came running completely backwards all the way down the hill!

The Release is the Reward:

Poor little Sparky: When I first adopted Sparky, he had a bad case of bronchitis, following a case of strangles 
(which is not too uncommon when horses from isolated herds come into contact with domestic horses for the first 
time). I had to gentle him in order to get a vet to treat him. So I would work with him, but every time he would 
start to cough, I would stop and let him catch his breath. 

He did gentle enough for the vet to treat him and he recovered fully. But for almost two years, he had me convinced 
that he had sustained permanent lung damage during his illness. Every time we would get into some real work, he 
would start to cough...and of course I would stop and let him catch his breath...and so it went until one day I took 
him to a colt starting clinic. We rode in the morning, and at Noon I released him into a 6-acre pasture with some 
other horses. They all started running, with Sparky frolicking in the lead. Around and around the field they ran, 
and as the other horses started to tire and drop out, Sparky hit overdrive and ran even faster. No more Poor Little 
Sparky. His cover was blown. 

The Dangerous Red Filly: A more dire example was Red Filly, a 2-year-old who was brought to us by BLM for 
halter training. She had been previously adopted, and she had some very dangerous behaviors. She would run along 
the perimeter of the corral constantly, head high and whinnying. This made it unsafe to even enter her pen to try to 
work with her. Worse, when you did go in, she was a double-barrel kicker. Ask her anything and she would turn butt 
and launch her hind feet at you. 

How did she get to this point? It’s actually not hard to see where they developed. The scenario goes like this: The 
adopter tries a technique, the horse doesn’t understand, so it tries to get away. When its escape is blocked, it 
turns and offers a kick. The adopter gets scared and leaves. The horse says, “AH, that worked! Next time I’ll kick a 
little harder.” And so it goes, until what started out as a minor defensive action ends up as a completely dangerous 
animal. The “fix” in her case - though NOT for the beginner or faint of heart, came down to basically just asking (at 
first, insisting) that she go around in a circle. Initially, her resistance was impressive, but in retrospect, it actually 
didn’t take that long. At some point, it was like a lightbulb went off in her head:”Oh, that’s all you want?” At that 
point, she calmed down, and within no time at all she transformed into the sweetest, gentlest little horse you could 
ever want. In her case, it became clear that she never wanted to be a dangerous animal. She was just confused. 
She didn’t know what these crazy humans wanted! As soon as she - with a lot of help from Mike - got the hang of it, 
she was happy.



TRAILER LOADING
Every horse, donkey, and mule should be trained to load into a 
trailer quickly and willingly. One never knows when an  
emergency evacuation might be necessary, a roadside  
accident or mechanical breakdown might require transfering 
an animal to another vehicle, or you may need to move your 
horse to a new location. 

An animal that loads quickly and safely has a much better 
chance of being saved in an emergency.  

The horse who won’t load its the horse who is left behind in a 
fire, flood, or other emergency. There are many different ideas 
on how to teach trailer loading. On this page I show the way 
I learned. However you want to do it, get it done! Your horse 
will be safer and its future more secure if it knows how to load 
into a trailer, every time. 

I was taught to send my horses into the trailer ahead of me. 
The key to this type of successful, willing trailer loading is 
forward movement. The horse needs to be able to lead 
well, and the handler needs to be able to direct the horse’s 
movement.

IS YOUR HORSE READY TO RIDE OR PULL A CART?
Saddle and driving training are beyond the scope of this booklet.  Good training is a complex and critical 
matter, and if you are asking this question, it is not recommended that you try to do it on your own. Get 
your horse trained with the help of a good professional who knows what he or she is doing!

Getting good forward movement is good 
preparation for trailer loading

Teaching your horse to mount a 
pedestal or any similar trick  is another 
good preparation for trailer loading. 
Mounting a block on command requires 
- and strengthens -a bond of trust in 
your horse, and improves confidence 
on your part.

I have found that teaching a 
horse to go through a gate is 
good preparation for trailer 
loading. I start new horses 
to do this very early in their 
gentling process, and when the 
time comes, trailer loading is 
not much of an issue, because 
they already know how to move 
forward through a narrow space 
ahead of me, when I ask.

Once you load your horse, don’t just slam the 
door! Practice going in, staying in, and coming 
out quietly, until it is smooth and relaxed. 



Jerry Tindell introduced me to the concept of “No Hard Feelings.”It is a profound one that can 
help you make great changes in your relationship with your horse. 

Horses do not hold grudges. Horses are very “Here and Now” animals. They are here, able to learn now, 
regardless of the past. (- Which is how they are able to be rehabilitated after abuse and neglect)

Spend some time watching a group of horses. Especially at feeding time, you will likely see some 
skirmishes over who gets what place on the feed line. The skirmishes may impress you as angry or mean 
or violent. The horses may pin their ears, toss their heads at one another, kick, bite, and rush each other. 

It may appear that they really don’t like one another. But come back a few minutes later, and the same 
horses will be sweetly grooming one another or lying together in the sun. They were simply establishing 
their place in the social order. Once established, No Hard Feelings! 

Horses are simply EFFECTIVE with one another. They do what needs to be done, and move on.  
No grudges. No hard feelings.

If we can absorb that concept, we will be more successful with our horses. Although horses will test you 
to see if you’re still the worthiest leader, it’s not PERSONAL! It doesn’t mean they don’t “love” 
us. Don’t take it personally! 

It’s just part of being a horse. As soon as you let them know that, yes, you are still in charge, they will 
accept it willingly, even with relief. After all, a worthy leader in the wild can make the difference between 
survival and death - they MUST be sure their leader is worthy! 

The horse does not harbor hard feelings, so don’t YOU get into hard feelings, either! After something has 
happened, just let it go - don’t brood about it. The horse has let it go - you need to do the same. 

The horse, like human children, will actually feel more secure if it has clear and predicatably-enforced rules,  
boundaries and limitations.

Start each new session with a clean slate.  
No hard feelings. 

NO HARD FEELINGS

Lesley Neuman working with a wild horse at a BLM adoption



WHAT’S WITH THE BRANDS?

All BLM horses and burros are identified by a unique freezebrand on the left side of the 
neck. Using the de-coder below, you can learn from a brand: the animal’s age, location of 
origin, and the individual necktag number.

Additionaly, each BLM 
horse or burro has a 
unique “signalment 
number” on his/her 
adoption papers and 
BLM permanent re-
cords. This number 
provides information 
about the animal’s 
gender, species, col-
oring, and individual 
facial and leg chrome. 

NOTE: The Numbers 
on the brand can tell 
you what state your 
horse came from, 
but not the exact 
Herd Management 
Area. Call your local 
BLM agent for more 
information.

The Freeze Brand is applied with very cold liquid Nitrogen, and is relatively pain-free.



WILD HERD BEHAVIOR
Knowing something about the way horses live in a wild herd can increase both our appreciation of, and 
our ability to effectively work with our horses. 

In the wild, horses typically live in small family bands, occasionally as large as 16 or 20 horses, though 
most bands average 3 - 8 horses. The mares run the herd, making the decisions as to where the group 
will go, when they will go there, how fast they travel, who mates, who gets the first drink at the water 
hole, etc. 

Once a pecking order is established, the herd dynamic is stable, and everyone gets along so peacefully 
that it is sometimes hard to tell who is in charge. Communication can be very subtle, but the horses 
understand. It is, however, hard-wired in every horse to periodically challenge others for their place in 
the pecking order. In this way the herd is led by the most worthy leader at all times. However, horses do 
not actually want the leadership position. They prefer to follow. A good horse leader is fair, consistent, 
and firm, and uses only as much “pressure” as is needed to manage the others’ behavior. Most of all, the 
leader is effective at all times.

If a horse - usually a young one - misbehaves and does not listen to more subtle reprimands, he or she 
is temporarily driven from the herd. Separation from the herd is the worst possible punishment for a wild 
horse, whose safety is in jeopardy without the safety of the herd. After the errant horse shows the proper 
contrition, he or she is asked back into the herd. 

A typical band is made up of a single stallion, the 
lead mare, perhaps one or two sisters or daughters, 
and their immature offspring of both genders. Female 
wild horses tend to form long-lasting bonds with the 
other mares in their band. Young males occasionally 
will remain in their mother’s herd up to age four or 
five, but usually they leave or are driven out at about 
two or three years of age. Daughters sometimes stay 
with their mothers for life, but if the herd stallion is 
her father he will usually drive her out or allow her to 
be lured away by another stallion as she approaches 
breeding age. Wild horses do not readily in-breed, so 
wild horses enjoy a high level of genetic health. 

Young males who have left their mothers but have 
not yet attracted a mare of their own live in “Bachelor Bands.”  The more dominant horses will eventually 
establish their own bands by attracting one or more mares. Others will live out their lives as peaceful 
bachelors. 

Wild horses typically travel 15 - 20 miles a day, every day. That is why they have such great endurance 
and sturdy feet and legs. Your horse will be happiest and healthiest if he or she is able to exercise daily.

 



HEALTH NOTES...
Feeding: Check with other horse owners in your area for feeding suggestions, or contact your 
veterinarian or County Extension Agent for information about horse and donkey nutrition.

Mustangs and Burros tend to be “easy keepers:” Most are designed by nature to survive on sparse 
vegetation. Clean grass or pasture mix hay, or (limited) access to fresh pasture are the best diets for most 
mustangs and burros. Watch for signs of obesity and adjust feeding accordingly. On the other hand, some 
mustangs are harder to keep weight on, and often when you first adopt them (if recently gathered) they 
mayneed extra nutrition.

Vaccinations: Horses and burros need regular preventive care. Check with local horse owners or vet-
erinarians for recommendations. Tetanus, Encephalitis (various forms), West Nile, Virus, and Rabies are all 
fatal and should be vaccinated against.

Worming: Horses and Burros need regular worming. Depending on your local conditions, worming will 
need to be done anywhere from twice a year to every 6 or 8 weeks. Rotate wormers in order to avoid the 
development of resistant strains of parasites.

Hoof care: Most Mustangs and Burros have sturdy, tough feet that do only need shoes if ridden 
regularly on rough rocky ground. For the occasional trail ride through rough country, one may either get 
your horse or donkey shod, or use a removeable boot. Regardless, regular hoof trimming is a must. 

DVD’s To Help Adopters
By Video Mike

Video Mike’s DVDs are produced to help adopters succeed in working with 
their horses.  And of course Video Mike is not the only one out there: There 
are many other good training videos on the market, featuring a wide range 
of trainers, animals, and training subjects. Check with your public library. 

Video Mike’s DVD’s are available at www.video-mike.com 

Unpaid Advertising Section:

Lesley Neuman Jerry Tindell
Lauman Traiing Trilogy



BURROS & WILD MULES
This book is about working with wild horses. Some mention of their sister species, Burros (wild donkeys) 
and the occasional wild mule is in order, due to the fact that all are managed by the Bureau of Land  
Management, and are often found at the same adoption center or event.

Burros make great pets and can be trained for driving and packing. The larger ones can be ridden. If they 
bond with them, Burros can be great protectors for herds of sheep, goats, or similar small livestock. 

Burros tend to be easier than horses to gentle, and can become quite affectionate, more like dogs. They 
are highly intelligent, able to figure things out and foresee consequences. Their undeserved reputation as 
being “stubborn” is based on the fact that they are too smart and self-assured to be forced to do some-
thing they think is not safe, or that they don’t understand. If you take the time to assure them that you 
are not asking something unreasonable or dangerous, it will usually pay off. Unlike horses, donkeys can 
learn by watching another. (Horses learn primarily by doing)

Wild mules have such a highly developed sense of self-preservation, and such high intelligence, that they 
can seldom transition succesfully to domesticity. A skilled trainer may get the mule gentled enough to 
make a fascinating pet, but most wild mules in captivity remain wild and tend to be passed around from 
one would-be trainer to another, until they finally come to some bad end.  It is the opinion of this author 
that they should not be gathered or offered for adoption. Since they are generally sterile, there is no 
danger of over-population. 

Bert & Dawn Burro on adoption day and one year later

Left: Susan Watkins rides Twin Peaks Walley, her 
BLM mustang, while leading the wild mule she 
adopted. This mule is one of a very small handful 
of wild mules who ever successfully adapted to 
domesticity. He now works in a pack train in the 
Sierras.



LEARN MORE ABOUT WILD HORSES & BURROS:

BLM WEBSITES 
Adopt a Wild Horse or burro from the BLM over the Internet
https://www.blm.gov/adoptahorse/onlinegallery.php

The BLM Wild Horse and Burro Program - National Website with links to State Programs, etc
http://www.wildhorseandburro.blm.gov/index.php

MUSTANG, BURRO & ADOPTER INFORMATION
www.mustangs4us.com - Resources, Information, & Inspiration for People Who Love Wild Horses

MUSTANG HERITAGE FOUNDATION
www.mustangheritagefoundation.org


