Well, I think that it is official in southeastern Montana, winter has hit! Winter for me means colts, colts, colts.  All of my finished horses are turned out for a few months and any colts are brought into the barn and are made my "first string."  The past four years I was at college where there were barrel races all the time during the winter, so the past few years my colts haven't gotten the time they deserve.  That won't be the case this year!

I know in the past I've stressed the importance of having your horse broke correct before even showing them the barrels, but let me stress that importance again.  In these cold winter months, spend a few days a week getting your horse softer, more responsive and willing to work.  Nine times out of ten when we have a problem in the pattern it will be because there is a hole in the foundation that needs to be addressed.  It is amazing how quickly a problem can be fixed if we have the right tools to fix it - the basics. The basics can mean a variety of things to different people.  Here is what it means to me.  Basics are what we fall back on when we've stepped too high on the ladder. I want a horse be soft in the face both laterally and vertically.  Let me explain a little further.  With vertical flexion, I expect the horse’s first response when I pick up both reins is to drop their head and break at the poll or "collect".  This goes even further that when I pick up my reins that the horse not only "collects" but also rounds his back and is driving their hind end up underneath themselves. Horizontal flexion is when I pick up one rein and the horse gives their nose freely left and right.  I want to be able to pick up a rein and bring their nose to a stirrup or just see the corner of the eye at any gait.  I don’t ask a horse to bring their nose too far because it will put them off balance, but I do expect them to be able to put their head anywhere when I ask for it.  

Next thing is I want a horse to be able to move their shoulders.  When I pick one rein up and put pressure on the outside I expect that the horse moves away from the pressure. This leads into the hind quarters.  I want a horse that when I shift my weight and put some pressure on the hind end that they move the hind quarters away at a walk, trot and lope.  I also want a horse that when I ask them to stop, the first thing they think is hind quarters in the ground.  I expect that when I say whoa with my voice and my body that the horse stops at any speed. I do not expect a stop suitable for the reining arena, but I do expect them to drop their hindquarters into the ground and be supple through the loin and the poll.  

Another very important thing that I expect is to be able to move in a straight line at any speed on a loose rein.  Even during the winter I will not ride in the arena every day.  Any day that is semi nice out, we are in the pasture.  I like for them to be able to be rode in a straight line and be comfortable moving out. Riding in the pasture keeps them so much fresher and gives them a much deserved break from the arena.  
The number one, most important thing that I expect from a colt is to be working under “willing submission.”  Last year I took a colt breaking class while at college taught by Wade Black and with this class I realized the importance of this.  Much of what I’ve mentioned already came from what I was taught from Wade as well as John Hovde.  Willing submission has a lot of factors that are involved with it, that I won’t go into, but in short it means that the horse chooses to do the job you’ve asked.  What you’ve asked him to do is comfortable to him and they try to please their riders.  When having willing submission, you’ve made every job that much easier and you’ve become a partner with your horse.  

This subject is very complicated and I’ve only covered a VERY small portion of what it is to have a colt really broke, but I hope I’ve given you a good idea of what I consider the basics.  So for me, during these winter months I ride my colts with the above in mind and perfection the goal.  I’m currently riding a two year old of Philip’s and mine (Disco) that I have plans to start on barrels in the spring.  With spending these next few months getting her more broke, soft, and most of all having willing submission, she will have the foundation to go onto the barrels or anything for that matter and make things so much easier for not only her rider but also herself.  
When I start to get my older horses back in shape, all of these principles will be addressed and recovered.  With it fresh in their minds, bringing them back to barrels will help them stay more correct and solid. 

So, if you’ve made it through all of what I’ve wrote, here is a suggested exercise that I’ve really found important for barrel racers.  When turning a barrel, we want a horse to give their nose and be soft in the ribs and be driving with the hind end.  Well, how do you teach that? Here is the start of it.  I will start a colt out walking a small circle.  I have my inside hand to my hip and my weigh shifted to the outside.  I want to walk a perfect circle and see just the corner of my horse’s eye.  I want the horse to be putting slack in the rein and not pulling against me. I walk my horse in the circle and when I look at the corner of my horse’s eye I do not want to see white.  When you see white, it means the horse is not looking where he’s going to go (turning), instead he’s looking straight in front of him. I want the nose to be under eye and if you drew a line underneath the horse’s nose as you’re walking a circle, the horse’s feet should travel that same line. I want a horse’s body to be a “C” shape so he is supple in the poll, loin, and rib cage.  So, starting out, I pick up the inside rein, shift my weight to the outside and keep the horse moving in a forward motion.  More than likely the first time you do this you will see white in the corner of the eye and he will try to drop his shoulder and try to cut the circle off.  I would keep the horse moving forward in the circle with leg pressure from the inside until I see the brown of his eye for just a second and then relieve pressure and let him walk out straight.  By doing this you’re teaching him that if he looks where you want him to go, the pressure will be taken off.  Also, by putting some pressure in the inside, you are helping him become soft in his ribcage and loin.  Build on this exercise with a few steps to a complete circle at a walk and onto a trot and lope.  Keep your circle small (~5-10 feet and larger for higher speed) and keep forward motion in your horse. Anytime the horse gives you what you want, release all pressure and move onto something else. 
With this exercise, my futurity horse Anita Mecom Blue has become snappier in her turns and more focused.  Remember what I said with seeing white in the eye, when you don’t see the white, it means they are looking where they are going to go and not straight ahead.  By this as they are turning the barrel they are already seeing where they need to go next and are ready for it. 

If you have any questions about this month’s tip, feel free to contact me and I’ll try to clarify anything you have questions on.  Thank you for reading and stay tuned for next months tip of the month! 
