








an efficient turn,” says Hendricks.

“A good exercise is to ride your horse forward, 

stop him square on his hocks, back a couple 

of steps, and then roll back through a turn,” 

she says.  When applying this to cow work, 

the rider should stop square and then change 

direction.  “This is the most efficient way 

to hold a line,” says Hendricks, meaning to 

restrict a cow to a given area.

A common mistake that riders make is to try 

to help the horse turn by using their body.  As 

the cow turns, the rider will turn his or her 

body with the cow and try to pull the horse 

into the turn.

“you want.... your hips square with the horse’s shoulder, and 

only your head and eyes on the cow,” says Hendricks.  “Let the 

cow turn the horse.  You want to give the horse direction with 

your rein, but you don’t want to physically pull the horse through 

the turn.”

Another common mistake that riders make is to take their eyes 

off the cow or look at the horse’s head instead of at the cow.  

Hendricks has her students practice looking at their destination.  

“A horse will go where your eyes look, so a good skill to practice, 

without a cow, that will help you when you [start working a cow], 

is to look where you want your horse to go, not where the horse 

is taking you,” says Hendricks.

When these skills are combined – stopping square without turn-

ing the upper body, and focusing on the cow –riders learn to 

move their eyes and their head to follow the cow without moving 

their body.

Making the Match
Reined cow horse competition isn’t for the novice rider.  It 

requires  more than basic equestrian skills to achieve  a degree  of under-

standing of its concepts  and to develop  the more advanced skills required.  

Although it’s easy to get addicted to this exciting sport, it’s also easy to get 

frustrated.  Often, this is what happens when an inexperienced rider goes it 

alone on an inexperienced horse.

“In an ideal situation, a green rider  should be mounted on a seasoned horse 

and have the assistance of an [experienced] instructor,” advises Hendricks.  

“It’s not a skill you can learn on your own.  It’s like someone just picking up a 

golf club and saying, “I’m going to teach myself how to play golf.”

Emmons agrees.  “If someone with a ranching background wants to get 

involved in the sport, he or she needs to [train] with a professional to learn 

the strategic aspect  of reined cow horse [competition].  If you have [riders]  

coming in from reining who know how to show a horse, then they need to 

learn how to read a cow.”

Ultimately, this is an exciting sport to participate in.  And while boxing  might 

not be the most thrilling element of the competition, mastering its techniques 

can prove to be the most rewarding.

Practice stop-

ping square 

and backing 

with a roll-

back turn to 

improve your 

horse’s skills. 


