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In this training series, Professional
Trainer Rob Leach demonstrates the
fundamentals needed to make a cow
horse. Leach trains and shows cutting,
campdraft and challenge horses. With
his success across vaned cow horse
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ART 1. STARTING YOUR HORSE
ON THE MECHANICAL COW

Although there are many techniques and drills that are
interwoven into starting a cow horse, we are going to
begin with working the mechanical cow (or “flag”) in Part
One of this training series. Knowing how to correctly
start your horse on the flag and incorporate it into your
training program is paramount to the success of a cow
horse. The whole idea. of the flag is to keep things correct
and accurate. It's a starting point for your horse to
understand the concept of working a cow and a tool used
for correcting mistakes within a controlled environment.
Here, I demonstrate the step-by-step process of working
the flag.

PREPARATION

Firstly, there are a few essential elements I need to have
taught my horse in preparation for working the flag.
Without going into too much detail, as we will cover this
in subsequent lessons, there are some foundational areas
that we need to have already covered.

Prior to introducing the flag, I like my horse to be able to:
1. Travel forward, following his nose.

R. Willingly accept contact from my hands and feet.

3. Understand how to seek relief from pressure.

4. Think and not react under pressure.

5. Find sanctuary in the stop.

My horses have to be able to read a cow themselves, but
also allow me to intervene and fix them in spots without
taking offense. The goal is to get my horses to think about
the cow instead of react to it.

January

1. INTRODUCTION

When introducing a horse to the mechanical cow, I like
to simulate the cow’s flight zone by moving the flag away
from my horse when he steps toward it. I like him to get
comfortable traveling behind the flag at first, then I teach
the horse to rate the flag by stopping it when he catches
it. Once he gets the flag stopped he’ll be slightly past the
point of balance, then I'll send the flag back the other
way letting it pull my horse through the turn and off we
g0 again. I want my horse to think that he’s controlling
it. When he’s behind the point of balance, the flag goes
forward. When he catches the flag it stops, then when he
goes past the flag it turns and goes back the other way as
would a real cow.

One of the most important things to remember with the
flag is that you want it to be a good place for your horse. I
want them to find sanctuary in their job. When my horse
is in the correct position with the correct form I'll make
that a comfortable spot to be. Hence, the pressure is on
until they get to that spot and then once they find it they
get rewarded through the release of pressure.

When I first introduce my horses to the flag, I let them
Jjust follow it. They get to where they enjoy following it
because it gives them something to dominate. Young
horses will hook straight on to it and let it pull them
around. I also do a lot of sitting around on them. They can
sit and look at the flag and know that’s a good place to be.
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2.WORKING THE BALANCE POINT D. LONG GONE

The balance point on a beast is the point you have

to reach to make it stop. Each cow is going to have a,
different balance point, which your horse needs to be
able to read and learn in order to rate the cow. Obviously,
modern genetics help some horses to do this better than
others, but the correct training will give your horse the
advantage for success.

A. SHORT

T—————

The horse has gone too far pas‘c the ﬂag and has lost
connection, becoming disconnected from the flag.

Figuring out the balance point and helping your horse

: figure it out in the early stages requires you to watch the
4 cow and help your horse.

S S T A e e T SESEEEE 3. TRAVELLING
In this image, I am short on the flag, or behind the
balance point. At this position, I am behind the cow and
driving it across the pen.

B. STOPPED IN POSITION

1 like to let my horse travel with the flag and give him
. s some “sanctuary time” while inside the balance point.

Here, I have reached the point where I can head the flag This will encourage him to relax and get comfortable.

and stop it.

C. LONG

—_

This is the long position, past the balance point. This As he begins to gain caution about going past the flag, I
position is going to stop and turn the cow. Being too long start to increase leg pressure and build some impulsion
will most often make a young horse late getting back to while he’s travelling, this collection will allow him to go to
position after he turns resulting in losing a real cow. the stop much quicker.
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4. STOPPING

——

Let your horse read the stop. Release your horse into the
stop (feet out). Be careful not to over-ride your horse past
the cow. Give your horse every opportunity to rate so he
can read the flag and the stop. If he doesn’t look for the
stop when I quit riding him, I'll back him up a few steps,
send the flag back the other way, turn the horse around
and go catch the flag again.

It is very important to release all pressure while he is
stationary, this will encourage him to look for the stop.
'While stopped, I like to let them sit quietly and look at
the flag. If they want to keep moving I'll keep working
them until they feel like they’re looking for the stop, then
’11 give them some time to “soak” in where he found the
Arelease.

Let him get settled and find the release in stopping the
flag. Your horse needs to come to a stop before he can
turn. This should become his sanctuary - the place he
gets left alone when he’s in position.

As the flag starts to move back the other way, imagine a.
piece of string tied from his nose to the flag - we want it
to pull him through the turn, nose first. I like to try to get
them to hook up to the flag, keeping them quite close and
connected. I don’t really care how they turn in the early
stages as long as they go with it when it leaves.

If they lose connection, I'll take their nose with my cow
side rein and lightly drag the horse’s front end all the
way through the turn, stopping his body from flicking out
with my outside leg then releasing as the horse comes
out of the turn. Finish the turn off with your cow side leg,
then track the cow across the pen.

As he gets more connected he’ll start to “cow up” and
anticipate the stop and turn. That's when I'll start to
build some style by riding him a little stronger with my
cow side foot across the cow and slow his turns down
by drawing him back through the turn with my brace
(outside) rein.
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During his training, I think its good to let him “join the
dots” and give him some liberty if he’s doing it correctly.
Keep in mind that if you keep letting him do it wrong
though that’s how he’s going to do it. It’s very important
to retain a level of consistent form to function.

FINISH ON A POSITIVE

Try not to over work your horse and ask too much out of him. Keep him enthusiastic and show him what he can do,
not what he can’t. I've found that horses learn from releases so the last thing he does today will be the first thing he
remembers tomorrow. Always look for a place to quit. I like to think that if I can get one percent of improvement on
my horse each day, I should have him trained in 100 days.
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