Canyon Trail Clinic 2009




    By Bonnie Martin

We have been fans and students of Brent Graef since first learning about and attending his yearly Georgia clinic back in 2006. His approach to dealing with horses by considering their perspective is not only kind and sensible, but it makes getting the job done so much faster and more effective and makes for a much better relationship with one’s horse.

This year, my husband Gregg surprised me for our 28th anniversary by signing us up for a six-day clinic with Brent and Kris out at their place in Canyon, TX. It was a huge surprise because my husband is the stay-at-home kind and going to Texas meant being away from home for almost two weeks. For him to do something like this was a real testament to his respect for what Brent has to offer!

Preparations for the trip included a lot more riding time to get both our horses and ourselves conditioned for more hours in the saddle. The Anti-Monkey-Butt powder that Kris recommends was very beneficial for keeping us comfortably in the saddle for longer hours! We also had to get boots for our barefoot horses so that they would be comfortable on the terrain with more rocks than they were used to here in GA.

Our trip to TX took us through Alabama, Mississippi, Arkansas, Oklahoma, and Texas. It was interesting to see the difference in terrain and vegetation every few hundred miles as we traveled west. Not all of any of those states fit our stereotype of what it would be like. Arkansas had a lot more delta land than I was expecting, Parts of Oklahoma  had a lot more trees, and Texas terrain included agricultural land and the more rugged “pastures” of things like yucca, mesquite, and cactus as we traveled west on I 40.

At Rafter G, Brent and Kris’s place, we were housed in the bunkhouse, and Kris had stocked it with everything anyone might need during the week. There was fruit to snack on, laundry detergent, toiletries, even ear plugs for light sleepers, and of course,  the ever useful Anti-Monkey-Butt powder.

There were thirteen participants in this clinic. Most were from TX, but Louisiana, Arkansas and three of us from GA (Gregg’s sister flew out to join us too) completed the group. Off-the-track Thoroughbreds, Missouri Fox Trotters, Appaloosas, Quarter Horses, a mule, and an Arabian were the mixture of breeds. Both English and Western were represented, and Brent addressed all the horses’ and riders’ needs.

Two meals were included, but the third was offered also, and their friend Sue Shepard from St. Louis, MO, was in town to turn out the delicious fare as well as supply some much needed massage to tired bodies throughout the week. We had things like grilled pork chops, chicken, and vegetables, lasagna, beef brisket, as well as some things that were new to us such as lychee fruit. Around the dinnertable, some interesting discussions about use of energy opened our eyes to further possibilities in our relationships with both horse and human.

The first day of the clinic was chilly and had some drizzle which settled the dust.  We worked in the arena in the morning in order for Brent to determine what the various participants needed help doing.  During the afternoon, we rode out on the adjoining 600 plus acre “pasture”. That’s in quotes because it was like no pasture known to GA folks. Lots of yucca and other low growing plants, but there were three little trees scattered throughout the field too. One was big enough that it had the nickname the “hanging tree”. Luckily, no one had to try it out to see if it really worked.
Several of us had horses that surprised us by being more wound up and buddy sweet than we were used to. The high energy of the group plus the really foreign terrain probably contributed to the problem. Our GA horses weren’t used to such wide open expanses and at first kept a sharp lookout for predators as far as they could see, which was mighty  a LONG way in all directions. Our two didn’t want to be separated from each other at all and would not let another horse come between them. There were lots of washes and hills to climb and work up and down and we began using the terrain to help our horses become more responsive and supple as well as to begin to settle them down from their emotional highs. 

Day two was pretty and we headed to Cap Rock Canyon about 90 miles south to ride. They had several inches of rain a few days prior and it was pretty muddy in the riverbeds but that gave us a chance to move our horses’ feet around with even more purpose as we worked to avoid mud, cactus, mesquite, and yucca. We did a lot of work off the trails because having obstacles to maneuver around helped the horses become more responsive faster. Our requests pretty quickly made sense to them and if they didn’t pay attention, the consequence was provided by the obstacle itself rather than the rider. The scenery in the canyon was stunning and so different from anything we’d ever experienced.

Day three was at a local ranch where they ran some cattle and horses. Our task was to first find the cattle in the huge “pasture” that was the beginning of another canyon. Finding them was quite a task in the mesquite, washes, and draws. Once found, we had to move them back to a holding pen. We had the advantage of having a fence on one side of them to help control the herd. Again, the terrain helped us work our horses to become more responsive to cues, but we had the added task of keeping the cows going in the direction we wanted and not pushing them too fast. A cowboy who pushes the cattle out of a walk soon gets fired. It takes too many groceries to put a pound on beef in this land, and we weren’t supposed to run any weight off of them. 

Lunch back at ranch headquarters was served by ranch owner Lee alongside a river that had some real trees. She treated us to a delicious bean and cornbread meal, and after that we rode back out to move cattle back down to the stock tanks. This time, no fence to help, so we had riders on both sides and got the cattle almost where we wanted them before they broke away and went back into the mesquite and draws. Brent said we had succeeded in getting them to the pasture we were supposed to—kind words, since the whole cattle drive was in the one big “pasture” anyway!

Wednesday, day four of the clinic, we spent back at Rafter G working on some of our ground work and under saddle skills again. The exercises we did are ones that Brent covers in his foundation and advancing clinics and can be found in the files section of the Brent Graef yahoo group. Doing them in an arena helps get the techniques down correctly, and doing them outside really reinforces the concepts and gives the horses a real purpose for the maneuvers. For example, hindquarters over and forequarters through was so much quicker and lighter out on the trail when my gelding wanted to hurry up and move his forequarters through to get turned back towards his buddy who was moving on without him!

Thursday and Friday we went to Palo Duro Canyon and rode different parts of the trails there. Beautiful photo opts in many places along the route and there was a great opportunity to work on the buddy sweet horses by splitting up and one going down the trail while the other went down the riverbed for a distance until the trail and riverbed met again. By coming back together and then parting again for awhile, the worried horses began to understand that they weren’t being abandoned and would meet up before too long. Just traveling down the trail together doesn’t address the buddy problem. Also, being on the trail with horses who naturally walk at different speeds afforded the riders a chance to practice speed control—going faster or slower within a gait.  By Friday, our two were paying attention to us pretty well and responding to our requests much more willingly. There was even a horse in between them for awhile on the trail without them getting upset. 
The week flew by much faster than most weeks seem to go, and all too soon it was over and everyone was heading back to their homes and other lives with promises to share CDs of their pictures and hopes to meet again on our horsemanship journeys. We all went home with  a much clearer understanding of how to help our horses through their problems and continue to improve.
We really were fortunate on the weather for the clinic. While we had pleasant days for riding, most of the places where the participants came from were having record rains and flooding. We returned home to GA on a day when many bridges and expressways were flooded and closed after days of rain. Sure made me wish for more time in Canyon, Texas!

Many thanks to Brent, Kris, and Will Graef for sharing their home, knowledge, and skills with us. And to Sue Shepard who kept us fed and massaged so we had the energy to keep going.

