Dr. Robert M. Miller:  Sound Horse Conference 2009

Introduction by Pat Parelli:  So, please welcome my great friend, Dr. Miller.  [clapping]

Dr. Robert Miller:  As Pat said, we humans have domesticated the horse for about 6,000 years, well give or take a millennium.  Prior to that, we ate them for hundreds of thousands of years and during that period of time, there have always been exceptional horseman as far back, almost two-and-a-half thousand years ago, a Greek named Xenophon wrote his concepts of horsemanship, which fit today's concepts. 
And it wasn’t until the 20th century that the invention of the internal combustion engine changed the role of the horse from a primarily working animal to a primarily, not exclusively, but primarily recreational animal and that occurred during the middle of the last century and of course I witnessed that.  
In fact, I was already in veterinary practice by the time that… that great change occurred and as a recreational animal, there is many roles that the horse plays, but one of the most popular and most rapidly growing is a horse show and I am going to talk about the western horse to start with, the cow horse, the stock horse.  Its role was to work cattle, to herd cattle, to separate cattle, to rope cattle, and it was the cowboy’s horse and there are two gaits that were terribly important.  One was a very fast walk and the other was a very slow canter.  Those are the two… if you have to be horseback all day, those were the most comfortable gaits to travel in and so the western pleasure class was invented and somewhere in the middle of the last century, somebody came out in a western pleasure class where the horse with its nose hanging down close to the ground and taking little short inhibited steps and some stupid judge decided that that’s the one that gets the blue ribbon and started a trend that continues to this very day, the horse known as the peanut roller, a horse that a cowboy wouldn't be seen dead on; he would rather… rather be afoot.  
Now, how did they achieve this inhibited, this inhibition of normal gait?  How do they achieve that?  My practice was primarily show horses, not exclusively, but primarily show horses of all different disciplines and one of the most popular methods is to bop the horse over the head with a stick.  Keep that head down.  Get that head down.  That’s one of the more humane methods.  They also tied the bit to the hocks and had them stand for hours in that position.  The gait is so inhibited, so artificial that I have had patients with navicular disease that were rich… regular winners.  I even made a cartoon of that with the judge saying to the rider, "I don’t care whether he has navicular disease or not, I want him to move like he has got navicular disease."  Now, I don’t know why… well, other methods, other methods at the shows, I am sure you have all heard about this, draining off a gallon or more of blood or tying the horse with its head up all night long to stand with the head tied so that the neck is so fatigued that it just drops on down.  Now, I don’t know why anybody wants to ride a horse like that.  I just don’t understand it, but if you insist on riding a horse with gaits like that, it can be done without coercion, without force, and without cruelty.  It can be done by training if the skill is there.  So, if we must have pleasure horses traveling like that, we should do it with skill, with horsemanship skill.  
On the other side of the North American continent, this side, generations developed a breed of horse that could travel long distances with a super smooth gait at high speed, the Tennessee Walking Horse, one of several breeds, the Tennessee Walking Horse; fantastic breed of horse and it served its purpose just beautifully and then somewhere around the middle of the 20th century, at a horse show, a horse came out with an exaggerated, grotesque gait and some stupid judge decided he liked it and awarded the blue ribbon and started a trend that continues to this very day, not inhibiting gait, but exaggerating gait.  How this is done has been the subject of this conference, so I don’t have to elaborate on it, but it… it's the inflection of pain in form or another to get the horses to travel this way.  I don’t know why anybody wants to ride a horse that moves this way, just as the cowboy wouldn't want to ride the western pleasure horse, the plantation manager wouldn't want to ride the walking horse that travels in that manner, the big leg.  However, if you do want a horse to travel that way, if you insist that a horse travel that way, it doesn’t have to be done with the infliction of pain and coercion and crazy shoeing.  It could be done with skillful horsemanship and with training.  
I am going to show you a videotape with breeds of horses, not stock horses, not walking horses, but other breeds, and show you what can be done with a horse's legs to move them in any direction possible without the infliction of pain, just with skill.  About six or seven years ago, somebody sent this to me, I have never been on a dressage horse in my life, but I did a lot of work with dressage stables as a veterinarian and I did a lot of prepurchase exams selecting horses that would be appropriate for dressage competition and I never expressed the opinion, but I would watch my clients, most of them Europeans, riding the extreme contact and excessive spurring and thinking to myself, "I am sure, I know this could be done without that," but I never expressed an opinion because I didn’t feel qualified to do so and somebody sent me this video, I got really excited about it when I saw the loose rein and the relaxed horse and the beautiful movements and so I… I called this guy, made a contact with him, and established a relationship.  He is in his [Inaudible] and grew up with horses and he went to school in Vienna, the University of Vienna and told me he worked for years at the Spanish Riding School.  So, a large group of us were in Brazil doing an expo three years ago, international horse expo, devoted to natural horsemanship.  Dennis Reece was there.  I think many of you know his name.  He goes back a long time with Pat here and there were about two dozen clinicians from all over the world and they saw him get on a horse, a fairly green horse, not a finished horse and ride for three hours and then the next day come into the arena and do a piece of work like this and so everybody was just flabbergasted.  So, afterwards we were all gathered around a dinner table and they said, "Where… where did you learn?  Where did you learn this?"  Well, since I was the only one that knew him, I said, "He… he taught at the Spanish Riding School for three years" and they all went, "Oh" and he looked at me and he said, "Bob, I didn’t teach at the Spanish Riding School."  I said, "Well, you told me you worked there for three years."  "Yeah," he said, "I cleaned stalls."  [laughter]  I was dumbfounded.  Everybody was and I said "You cleaned stalls?"  He said, "Yeah, but I watch and I listen."  The only recognition this guy has gotten was in 2006 he represented the United States at the World Equestrian Games in Aachen, Germany, and I questioned how that European audience would accept the western outfit and the western saddle, but he got a standing ovation.  They appreciated his skill, but the reason I show this is to show you how without coercion, without agitation I see in so many horses, how you can get a horse to move its legs if the skill is there.  That’s about it.  
(Dr. Miller plays video “Cowboy Dressage:  Dances with Cows” available for sale on his web site http://www.robertmmiller.com/books---videos.html) 

Pat Parelli:  Thank you Bob, that was great.  [clapping]
