TRAINING THE BLACK STALLION
By

Lynne Wilhelm
When I bought my stallion, Elkasun Shazaar (affectionately named Nataan which is short for Al Hadiya Elnatan meaning The Gift Given By God) as a foal I was surprised at how little information was available about training an Arabian stallion.  Most of the advice I came across did not even take the different personalities of a stallion into consideration.  Some stallions have gentle natures, are quiet, hardly ever push boundaries and do not go through the nipping and rearing stage that most stallions go through.  Then there are stallions that are spirited and have a more dominant personality.  Stallions with this kind of temperament are often labeled as a problem, unruly, unmanageable, rebellious or sadly, even vicious by people who simply don’t understand them.
Nataan has always been spirited - so much so that I even began wondering if the quotation of Prince Mohammed Aly of Egypt taken from his notes on Arab, type and colour “The black horse, being very rare and more full-blooded ….” was true after all!  I realized that with such a spirited young colt it would be vitally important to help him channel all his energy into positive behaviour.  To this end I spoke to many people regarding various methods of training stallions.
Sadly, many of those I spoke to believed that a spirited stallion needed to be beaten into submission.  I was not prepared to do this.  Firstly, because I do not believe in treating any animal this way and secondly because I believe that submission in the true sense of the word comes from mutual trust and respect and understanding each other.  By dominating any stallion by enforcing fear upon them will only lead to disaster in the end.
Richard Maxwell in his book From Birth To Backing has some wise words to say about using physical domination with horses:

“Use mental tactics to assert your authority, because in the long term, physical domination just cannot work with horses.” 

“The key to problem-solving is to react immediately, with firmness and confidence, and never to use force or violence against the horse, however frustrating the situation may be.  If you do, it will only be a matter of time before the horse realizes that he is stronger than you, and then your roles will reverse – he becomes boss, and you really are on the slippery slope!”

When most of the advice I was given failed to work with Nataan I realised that developing my own natural training programme, one that Nataan would understand and benefit from, was the only way forward.
Sue Edwards and her stable manageress, Wendy are excellent at clicker training horses so I decided to ask them to teach me about clicker training.  As I was not happy with the progress I was making in Nataan’s training by punishing his negative behaviour, I felt that I needed to try rewarding his positive behaviour instead.  Simply using intermittent rewards in the form of affection, praise and carrots when Nataan behaved well, his behaviour improved rapidly.  It has made him want to behave correctly – so much so that I very rarely need to discipline him anymore.  When I do discipline him it is out of love and not out of anger or frustration, and because Nataan feels secure in my love I find he responds to my disciplining him very positively.  (Interestingly since then I have learned that some of the most successful Arabian trainers overseas who use natural training methods incorporate rewards in the form of carrots when training a horse for shows!)
I use a sharp “Prrt” sound during training instead of a “click” as this it can be heard from far away.  Most of my training at this stage is without restraints, including no halter.  When he is being commanded from far away, the “Prrt” sound is loud enough for him to respond to me where he would otherwise not hear a click.  Amongst other things he has learned to stand perfectly in a show pose on command (even from a fast trot or canter without restraint), to allow me to squeeze his back legs without kicking, to walk politely at a respectful distance from me, to be gentle with his miniature gelding friend and to kiss when he is asked to!  He even stands perfectly still while I run and jump onto his back - without even a halter on him. 
I began realsing that in order to train Nataan effectively it was vitally important to learn to understand his behaviour.  As I began understanding why he behaved in various circumstances I began responding to his behaviour in ways that would make sense to him.  Some of the most beneficial books on equine behaviour that I read were written by Mark Rashid.  What a wealth of information!
Many people had told me that a horse will learn to respect the dominant or Alpha horse and that if you treat them in the same way as a dominant horse would treat them then they will respect you.  Rashid had a different view on this subject.  He mentioned that horses in fact do not necessarily respect the Alpha or dominant herd leader.  Their attitude towards them is more one of fear – so much so that they will very often not go near him and do not want to be around him.  In fact as Rashid points out, their attitude towards the Alpha horse is often one of mistrust and fear and not respect at all.   I certainly did not want this kind of relationship with Nataan.  Rashid further mentions that people who try and dominate their horses in this way often have untrusting, unwilling horses that are sometimes defensive in nature however there is another leadership role in the equine hierarchy which is based on quite the opposite principle.  This is one of a passive or chosen leader.  This type of leader leads by example and is quiet, consistent and dependable.  Their lack of force and aggression is what makes horses seek out this kind of leader in the herd if they are given the opportunity to.  Rashid believes that horses belonging to this type of owner are generally willing, responsive and friendly, and appear to have a “partnership” with their owner.  It all began to fall into place for me when I read this.  At first I had tried the “Alpha” approach with Nataan and neither of us were happy with it.  One also needs to keep in mind that a stallion with a dominant personality may even at some stage challenge the Alpha horse in the herd when the time is right – even it if the “alpha horse” is the trainer.  The more I thought about it the more I realized that he was right - it was only when I had begun to take on the role of a passive leader with Nataan that our relationship had moved to a whole new level.  He had chosen me as his leader and we had become partners with an unbreakable bond.  Furthermore he has blossomed into the most affectionate, amazing stallion that I adore and I would not change him for any other horse in the world!
I realize that I still have a long way to go before I have the most perfectly behaved stallion.  He loves showing off in front of visitors a little too much and not seeing many other horses at the moment, he does tend to get over-exited when taken for outings such as shows.   Still, for a 4 year old colt that has not yet been properly backed to allow me to run and jump on his back without a single restraint I think he is pretty well behaved.  Spirited … definitely; and I would not change this for the world!  This spirit is what gives him his awesome “presence” and what makes him who he is … fun to be around, captivating, beautiful beyond description and vibrant in personality.  It is also what makes everyone who visits him fall instantly in love with him!

I cannot end this article without leaving you with a quote from Mark Rashid taken from his book Horses Never Lie to reflect upon:
“It seems to me that if we want to emulate horse behaviour during training, we must decide what type of horse we are trying to be like.  Should we try to be like Otis and Captain, the boss horses that others seem to respond to out of fear and distrust?  Or do we want to be like Buck, the horse that can find a quiet solution to even the most difficult problems – the leader the other horses want to be around and look up to?  The choice is ultimately up to us.  But I do have to wonder … which one would our horses prefer?”

Useful information and tips to keep in mind when training an Arabian stallion:

1. Take advice from others who have had experience in training stallions but develop a training method that your stallion responds to.  Spend time with him observing him and try to understand who he is and what makes him behave in the way he does.
2. Understanding each other and fostering mutual trust and respect is the key to building an unbreakable bond between you and your stallion.

3. Give him lots praise when he does well.  Stallions have pleasing personalities and love to make you proud of them.

4. Give him plenty of TLC.  Nataan loves attention.  His stable is in his paddock and when grooming time arrives he will come in and wait for me to come and shower him with affection and will not go out to graze far from his stable again until I do so.  Should I be late he will neigh every time he hears or sees me just to remind me that he hasn’t got his daily dose of TLC yet!

5. Do not keep your stallion isolated.  They are herd animals and need to interact.  If you are not in the position to have another horse to keep with him then at least get a little gelding pony for him to be friends with like I have.  Nataan and Star, his little friend, have really grown to love each other and have a special bond.

6. Young colts go through phases where they seem to have conveniently forgotten all you have taught them.  Be firm but let love not anger or dominance help them get back on track.

7. Be aware your body language.  Sometimes our body language can unconsciously be aggressive.  This may cause a stallion to react aggressively as he interprets our body language as hostile.  Approach him passively and respectfully so that he will not see you as a threat.

8. Do not train your stallion if you are having a bad day.  If you react incorrectly to your stallion because of “baggage” you bring into the training arena it will set you back in your training and you will need to regain your stallion’s trust.

9. Know that a young spirited stallion may need a reminder of his boundaries daily.  See this as a time for him to learn and not as an inconvenience.  Allow him to make mistakes.  This will give you the opportunity to correct him and show him how you expect him to behave.

10. Stallions, just like us have mood swings as well as good and bad days.  Be aware of this and adjust your training for that day according to his mood.  This will prevent friction resulting between the two of you and assist his progress instead of hindering it.

11. Arabian stallions are highly intelligent and therefore may become bored if not mentally stimulated.  Giving your stallion toys to play with will assist in preventing boredom – just make sure that he cannot hurt himself on them.  Nataan loves playing with his toys and carrying them around.  His favourite toys are old buckets and he often brings his them to me to play with him. 
12. Many people do not believe in playing with a stallion.  My experience is that it can be fun and assist in building a bond with him.  Keep the games non-threatening, do not challenge him and make sure your stallion knows his boundaries.  Discourage him from entering into your personal space and do not allow biting, kicking or lashing out with his hooves.  He will soon learn what is acceptable and what is not. 

WARNING:  Do not play with your stallion if you fear him or if you don’t understand the “language” of a stallion or how they play as it can be dangerous.

13. The relationship that a person shares with their stallion is something special and very rewarding.  Love every moment you share with them!
