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withD. John Deas

Leading Western pleasure trainer D. John Deas
defines the spur stop and explains how it is used

as a refined method

of speed control.

Article and Photography by
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f you find the concepr of using spurs 1o

decelerate a horse a difficulr one grasp,

vou're not alone. This is particularly true i
vou are more accustomed to 1.-.'.1“_}:'"11_: '\Flw_'d
events, where the idea s go as kst as pos
sible and the rider's spurs play an animated
role in achieving maximum acceleration,

How do you slow a horse down using a piece
of equipment designed to elicir impulsion?

I'he concept becomes even more difficuls
to get vour mind around if vou try w gain
some insight by warching a pleasure class, par
ticularly a top-level class. The cues are s0 sub
tle that they are just about invisible to every
one but the horse,

Tt you watch intently, you will see when
someone lays a spur against a horse,” says 1.
John Deas. “Burt, ideally, the F!ir.t\llr:' class 1s
all abour showing a horse without making it
look like we are doing any work. It should
look like we are not doing anything, but there
is actually a lot going on.”

.-'\.1'L'erniil1|_| o Deas, the S STOp 15 the final,
|-I|1l'-|1ln.}', touch rthat is put on a well-trained
preasure horse,

“It is the anly way that you can go into the
arena with confidence in vour speed control

without having 1o go to vour reins,” he says.

“In my opinion, it is the only way o have a
Western pleasure horse that vou can show ar
the top level of competition.”

However, he says, you cannort reach this
ii“i\hll]l_t LOWIL II 'n".lt|'|11'|_l1 ‘u'..l!'ll'l!_:I jrill'l! Ihl_'
beginning,

Starting the |:||1';1.-uur:: horse
Iraining horses is abour what the horse
thinks, savs Deas, not whar the wainer thinks,
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J |I:'.||J1I.'I.|: d t:lrlg nme .P:._EH |I!|.It tl'lL,' |'||.H1|;'
has to understand what you are asking him,”
he says.

For that reason, Deas applics the basic prin-
ciples of round pen training thar John Lyons
and others like him have brought into main
stream horse training. Deas’s horses begin
their training first in a round pen, then on a
longe line, cither in the round pen or arena.

E}{'.l.‘\. ’IJ”(:I".\'I F | r|.|||||.|| |1rn!_:u.'.-\.hlnr| "Il \|1.'|'|\
o 11.'-\.|.\II ti]l |'|||I 1 rh.i CONC {'i'lt of L‘ll.'\‘-l.lll.' .':|'|1.|.
release, He begins with the horse's face, teach
ing it to give its nase 1o the left and right

“Ir all starts with the horse’s nose,” he says.
‘If the horse learns to give his head o the side,
he also learns to bring his head down at the

same time.”




From there, Deas teaches the horse to move
I |1i|1 away from him. These lessons from the
ground prepare the horse for understanding
the concept of responding 1o pressure from a
||I.|I.'| i||. ll'll.‘ \.lli.il.“l.'.

“Everything in horse rraining is based on
pressure and release,” says Deas.

Once Deas is in the saddle, after the horse
has learned o accept him on its back, his first

goal is to teach the horse to move and o stop
while maintaining softness in the face,

“First, vou have 1o have movement,” says
Deas. "You can'’t teach a horse to stop if you
can't make him go.

“Initially, | don't care where he goes; | just
want him to move, That's why the round pen
is useful, But they have to be good in the
mouth and soft in the face, no matter what. |

Above: D, John Deas
utilizes the basic
principles of round
pen training to feach
the horse to be soft in
the face and to move
its hip away from him,
as Dirty Skip N
demonstrates above.

Far left and left: The
same principles are
raught under saddle.
The horse learns to
give its face first and
then vield to leg
pressure, as Deas
demonstrates with
Imagine This Splash.
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Top left; Because

this horse is smail- |

barreled, Deas’s
spur reaches
up under the

horse’s belly. |

Top right: This horse |
is larger in the |

barrel, and Deas is
not able to reach
underneath the
horse with his spur.

Right: Two types of |
spurs include an |

average rowell spur
with a long shank
and a ball spur with
a shorter shank.

= T
[ypes of Spurs

Because the spur is an extension of the
rider’s leg, the length of the spur should be
directly related 1o the length of the riders leg
and should be proportional to the depth of
the horse's rib cage, as well. A small-barreled
horse requires a longer spur, while a deeper-
barreled horse requires a shorter spur

“The length of the shank of the spur
should balance with how long the rider’s legs
are,” says Deas. "I am five feer, 10 inches
tall, and | have relanively short legs, so 1 like
a spur with a shoiter shank. A long-legged
rider wants a spur with a longer shank that
can reach up under the horse’s belly. A long-
legged rider actually has an advantage be-
cause he can reach up under the horse’s belly,
as opposed to the short-legged rider who is
just scratching at the horse’s sides.”

Selecting the most suitable pair of spurs
for the horse and rider is something thar 15
often overlooked, says Deas,

“A student sees her long-legged trainer in
long-shanked spurs and goes out and buys
the same spurs,” he says. “I think people
buy spurs without putting much thought
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into what type of spurs are going to work
best for them, based on their height and the
size of their horse,

“The spur shank needs to be short
enough that the rider is not scrubbing it
against the horse's side all the time,” he says.
“A short-legged rider on a big horse, wear-
ing a spur with a long shank and sharp
rowel, can be a recipe for disaster. It gets in
the way. The rider needs ro be aware of
whether the spur is in the horse or not.”

Dieas prefers a spur with an average rowel.
Orther types of spurs include the equitation
spur, ball spur and rock-grinder spur, which
has a very sharp rowel and is more com-
monly used in cutting and reining, where
the spur is seldom used, and when it s, itis
applied with a thump for a quick response.

“Some people will get their horse really
finely tuned and will show in a sharp-rowel
spur, bur thar's because they don’t want to
use their spurs too often,” he says. “Ir de-
pends on the horse. 1 like to have a horse
thar 1 can show in a sharp spur because |
don’t have to use it often.”



bump the horse o move, and once he moves,
[ cease bumping.

“The bumping is a cue, and a cue is noth-
ing more than an aggravation thar we do o
the horse to get a desired response.”

To stop, Deas asks the horse to give to one
tein, called a one-rein stop or emergency stop,
until the horse stops moving its feet. As soon
as the horse stops, he releases the rein. In this
exercise, it 1s the rein that is the aggravation.

“Everything comes from one side at a time,”
Deeas says, explaining why the one-rein stop is
so effective. “The rein is used in the hL‘l_:iHl]i:hI:’_
to get the spur to.work later on.”

The next step Deas takes is to teach the
harse to move away from his leg by applying
P“."h&'l“L' d]]ll 1|H.‘|l rn‘l::.t.ﬁing 'h.t' J"‘jl’."}'lllll' A5
soon as the horse yields wo it. Then, once the
horse understands how to give its face to the
hri.l.ilt' [0 ane 'lifl" .||'|I:l t]]l' Ht]ll‘r. ..|1'H.|. |"||l'|.'|' (14
move away from leg pressure, he puts the

pieces together.

“Whar T use to control the shoulder is 2 com-
bination of rein and leg,” says Dieas. " The same
with controlling the hip, When you connea
the two, you have the beginning stages of two
tracking. | ask the horse 1o step one back leg
aver the other and one front leg over the other.

“You can't teach the spur stop if your horse
can't side pass and if you don't have control of
the horse’s hips, because the spur controls the
horse from the shoulders back, and rhar’s half
the horse. You have to be able o sicer from
behind and the front.”

Ar this point, .L|I|1Lrnlgll 1eas rarely removes
his spurs from his boots, whether or not he
uses them during the carly stages ol training
depends on the horse.

“I introduce the spur from day one as
much as the horse will rolerate it,” he says. "l
1|"|f,"|| '\-"J'“ll'l" ||'I|I,‘T|'|If‘ |1. |h|;"|'| | 1]i.'|.'|' ..L,"'.I :]l‘:l”i: {4 ]}
awhile withour using the spur. Unless it's a
really scary horse, my spurs stay on |my
boots], but thar doesn't mean U'm using them,

“It the first time 1 get up on a horse | feel
like 1 need o take my spurs off, then |
probably haven't done my homework on
the ground. | don't want o get into a storm
with a green horse and accidentally bump

it with the spur.”

Left and below:
Deas demonstrates
how the spurs are
used to ask a horse
to back up. When
the spur is applied,
the horse lowers its
neck, raises its belly,
making room for jts
hocks

Bottom: Deas
atternpls (o ask
the horse to back
without using his
spurs. Note how
the horse has
hollowed its back
and is braced
against the bit.




Whether loping (top,
right} or jogging
fbattem, rght), the
spur check is a
refined method of
speaed control, It is
1o the pleasure
horse what the

half halt is to the
dressage horse.
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Dieas warns against elic inng fear or anxiery
in the horse

“You don't want the horse 1o be afraid of
vour leg, advises Deas. "And vou don't
want to cause the horse pain. Pain is gener-
ally not very useful in trining horses. 1F i
hurts, the horse is not going to wane to do
it. It only invokes the horse’s Highr re-
'\!'lli‘l'l\L'.

“Horses don't like spurs in their belly. They
don't like anvthing in their belly, so | want o
keep them from hating my leg. 1 dont want
them to get what is called "bound up’ on a leg,

‘.'\']!ll']'l.'. w||rr| Ko ||Il'\\ o |5H.'I|I. |.l|'IL'1.' 'll.\l

push bac k"

Using the Spur

The spur is an extension of the leg, and leg
pressure is applicd o the horse from the wp
down, Therctore, the spur
should be the last part of
the |I-'IE'. to touch the horse.

“You don't want to .L]1pl1.'
rl]t' \]1i|.r \\'!Il'll:il.]l 1][\1 .l}‘
L'1\'i|l!.'. lhl' *'TIII.'I i'lul'l'l"|I|I llr
vour leg, from the twop
down,” advises Deas
“First. you whisper; you
pressure the horse with
vour upper leg. If you don't
get the desired response,
Vol \]h.'.il«. !ui:.dr.‘r [ [11|.'
hlll’\i.'. H\l['l}: VAT |g\lll.'L'. “
Flr.' ﬂl” 11l.!ui."\. (1141 rl:"li";'l[ll.i.
vou shout, using your call,
tlii.'rl 'I.I.'”. ll\llll: VORr E‘lf('ﬁ
The spur is the scream, but
remember that everything
starts with the whisper.”

[Deas calls chis his flow
charr,

“If 1 close my knee and
I|1|.' hm LY rl."-'l'liltll.l‘-. I:Ju-r-.- LY
I RSO foy !:lF L!E'\'F"'L‘f. o I“'
5AVA

"A.";Ell.':'. I1IL‘ ru-h-r LJ“"'\-I"\-
both legs on the horse, he
is sending the horse into
I'he
should respond by slowing

the bridle horse
down and lifting its back
If the horse responds by
showing resistance in the
bridle, the spurs are used
1 go o the belly,” says
Dreas, “This motivates the
horse to gIve 1ts face. Its a

natural response, because
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the horse can't raise its belly in FEsponse to the
spur and raise its head ar the same ume, he
belly comes up and the head comes down.”

Deas can tell someone has skipped some
steps in the flow chart if, when they close ther
legs on the horse, the horse rises s head, hol
lows its back and stops by bracing its fron
legs, pushing its neck up o stop.

“This horse isn't really broke in the lace,” he
says. " That's not what we wani ar all, When
vou apply the spur, you want the horse 1o

1|rn'1 1% ney L

Closing the wall

Once the horse completely understands the
concept of moving off the rider’s leg in each
direction, Deas says its time to teach the horse

to back up by “closing the wall.”™ It is in learn

ing how to back up that the spur stop is re



fined, because, if the horse s
maoving torward when the
spur is applied, it must stop
before it can back up

Teaching the horse to back
up s a process of teaching ir
to solve the I,lelf'llLIEI pre-
sented to it. The horse is
asked to move, but is pre
vented from moving forward
with the hands. It is pre-
vented from moving 1o the
side by the rider’s legs, so the
only place left 1o go is back,
and the second it does, the
prossure is released,

When backing, the spur is
used to lift the belly ro make
I'he

horse lifts its back and rolls its

raom for the hocks.
neck down,

“Oince he tries to do what
vou want him to do, the
pressure goes away, and
horses pick up on this pretry

quickly,” says Deas,

Spur stop vs. spur check

'he spur check entails ap-
plying the spur stop, but not
stopping.

“A spur check really isni
about stopping the horse,”
says Deas, “It’s about .|'1|-'.i|i§_',
r'1;1_' ||nru ik h,uL L, b
then not backing up. It's
about thinking abour doing
something, bur not doing it,”

I'he spur check is to the

pleasure horse what the half

halt is ro the d ressage horse,
It’s a pause. Like the half
halt, the rider has the ability
to begin the spur stop and
then let up.

“You

begin to think about stop-

make the horse

ping, but vou don't stop. It

is the most refined form of

speed contral.’

However, [Deas warns
against misusing the spur
check.

“In CEURINE, you have 1o
follow through completely,”
he says. "You have to ask
the horse wo stop. 1F you just

Use your spurs to slow the

In this series of
photes, Deas uses
Zipps Dixie Dolly to
demonstrate the
correct response fo
the spur. In the top
phota, Deas is neutral,
His hands are on the
withers and his feat
are away from her
sides. In the middie
photo, he lifts his
hands and makes ight
contact with his spurs.
The mare lowers her
head and begins fo
raise her belly. In the
bottom image, he
applies the spurs and
she responds by
raising her belly and
lowering her head.
Nate that his hand
position has not
changed
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horse down, you are, in essence, just

miin;: the brakes, and the horse will
pet dull,

“You have to have a release. Any
pressure thar is applied all the time
requires more and more pressure. We
want the horse to be always secking
thar release.”

And, he adds, “You have 1o have

speed control already in place before

vou can ask for this added nuance of

control, The horse has ro be wi:”.iug
to come back to yvour hand. Think
of your spurs as being connected 1o
VO MEIns.

According 1o Deas, much of this
depends an the horse’s natural ability
to do whar is asked

“No marrer what,” he savs, "if the
horse can't jog and lope like we want,
there is no amount of training that

can correct that”

I.!]l' I:H il!l{']‘.'\\ 11]"’.’-'\“'1' ||I|r»t‘

Ask . John Deas his technique
tor showing a bridleless Western
rlli.'..l.\lllt' I]i'l\{' .||!I.i ‘li'\ HAIMSWET ||l..t:\-'
leave you scrarching your head. Ac-
cording to Deas, the bridleless horse
should be ridden as if the bridle were
still there.

"It you take the bridle off, the
horse should sull work as if the bri-
l.Hi.' 15 :Il'i.':l.'.“ ]H.' \d.'-'\

"It is the bridle thar keeps the
I:l‘]_'i-llli'lt' pretty and the motion for-
ward. You still steer a bridleless harse
with the bridle. The bridle is there,
but it 1sn't there,

“1 used o be really i'll'li”L"\\Dt,l with
the bridleless [class]. bur a really good
bridleless pleasure horse is one that is
really good in the bridle.”

Brainwashing the pleasure horse

According to Deas, the best plea-

Trainer 3. John Deas of Gastonia, Narth Car-
olina, has been training horses for 23 years, during
which time he has made numerous APHA Western
pleasure Superior horses. A self-proclaimed Paint
man, he showed at the APHA World Show for the
first time in 1993, earning a top-five finish in Senior
Western pleasure with Elegant Skip A Hit. In 1997,
he carned his first championship, in the bridleless
Western pleasure class riding White Stone, and a re-
serve world championship in the Western pleasure
maturity, also with White Stone. In total, he has
carned 21 top-10 finishes in Western pleasure at the
World Show.

However, Deas says that his greatest accomplish-
ments have been with the people he has helped.

“Every year, I've had people in the Amateur and
MNovice Amateur finish in the top 10. Shannon Curl
won the high-point Youth exhibitor award two years
agu\.

Deas likes to quote the late Jerry Stanford, the
father of the Western pleasure horse, when asked
about training horses.

“Jerry once said, in a book he wrore abour train-
ing, called Seriding for Perfection, ‘As long as you are
green you will grow. Get ripe and you will rot.”

“Thar’s the philosophy | try 1o apply to training and
life in general.”

sure horses are not just the ones thar have the
best spur control in the arena, bur arce the ones
that have been “brainwashed” into thinking
that cheir world is a very small place.
“Ultimately, you want the horse to chink
that their world 15 a very small, licde world
thar you take care of,” Deas explains,
‘Horses are herd animals. They want to be
taken care of. The calm pir.hu.n_' horse thart
will ride up and down the steps of the coli
seum is one thar has learned thae if he does
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what | want, I'm going ro rake care of him.
He lets me drive,”

Although the spur does factor inro this level
of control, it is only one part of the picture.

“We use our spurs on a |1[-.':1\L|n.' horse quire
a bit because we want them mellow,” says
Deas, “and it's because we use our spurs so
much that they are mellow.”

he ideal pleasure horse, says Deas,
should be somerthing thar mom can ride 1o

the mailbox. |=EH]



