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Dedication

This one’s for the horse.

For the animal that carries us, forgives us, and keeps trying—
sometimes long after we’ve made it hard.

And it’s for the people who have shared what they know freely...
the ones who remember that the horse is the point, and that the
sport only grows when we help each other.

This manual is a living document, and we welcome feedback
from anyone who wants to improve it for the good of the horse.

Where to Start

A quick guide to help you start where your horse is today — not where you
wish they were.

Start Here Two Rules

e [fyour horse cannot lope e Don’t skip steps. The horse
calmly, steer willingly, and always tells you what chapter
soften to pressure > start with you’rein.
Chapter 2 foundation riding. e Whenyou hitresistance, don’t

e Ifyour horse is broke to ride take it personal — take it
but reactive to new noise or seriously. Resistance is
pressure - start with Chapter information.

2, then move into Chapter 4.

o Ifyour horse is solid under
saddle but has never been
introduced to gunfire > begin
at Chapter 2, then Chapter 3

e |fyour horse is gun-broke but
becomes chargey or anxious in
patterns > start with Chapter
4, then return to Chapter 3.



About This Method

A famous horseman once told a fellow shooter that for our
discipline to grow, the horsemanship behind it has to
improve. We don’t claim that role for ourselves, nor do we
pretend to measure up to the best horsemen in the sport.

What we do have is a method shaped by decades of
hands-on experience, guided by skilled horsemen, and
proven across many horses and settings.

This manualis not proprietary, nor does it claim exclusive
knowledge. It simply documents how we start and
develop shooting horses, based on more than two and a
half decades of work and the experience of starting
hundreds of horses in both private and clinic
environments.

For much of the sport’s history, there has been no widely
shared roadmap for making a shooting horse. Knowledge
has largely been passed person to person, which has led
to inconsistency despite many good contributions. We
chose to bring structure to that process by writing down
what has been taught to us. Horses expose unclear
thinking faster than any written explanation ever could.

Our confidence in this approach comes from results, from
the horsemen who taught us, and from cavalry standards
and foundational horsemanship principles. We are not
claiming this is the only way. Use what helps, ignore what
doesn’t, and apply sound judgment as we work to move
the sport forward — for the good of the horse.

Travis & Laura Smith
CMSA #3031 & #3032



The Four C’s of Shooting Horse Development

If you protect & develop these, your horse stays with you — and the sport
gets better along the way.

Cadence — A steady rhythm that stays consistent through pressure.

Whatever cadence you start a pattern at is the cadence you should finish
with.

Confidence — The horse stays mentally with the rider instead of reacting
to the environment. Built through clarity, consistency, and fair leadership.

Collection — Balanced movement that allows turns, rate, and stops
without falling on the forehand. Protects soundness and keeps the horse
adjustable.

Control —The horse responds to the rider’s cues reliably — even when
excited or unsure. Control is calm, not forceful.

Appendix A: Weekly Practice Template (3 Rides/Week)

Goal: Build Cadence, Confidence, Collection, and Control without rushing
your horse.

Ride 1 — Cadence + Control

Focus: rhythm, steering, responsiveness

e  Warm-up at walk/trot until relaxed

e Lope circles both directions (same cadence start to finish)
e Transitions: lope > trot > lope (no rushing)

e Redirect drill: move shoulders/hips when distracted

e End with calm lope circle + soft stop

Optional: O Introduce light gun exposure or simulated cue work (no
pressure)

Notes:




Ride 2 — Confidence + Pressure Tolerance
Focus: staying mentally with the rider when things change

e Warm-up calm and forward

e  Start/stop practice: smooth stops without tension

e Lope circles; add small changes (speed, direction, position)
e [f using gunfire: only after relaxation and forward movement
e Never end on a bad reaction — finish on a manageable win

Optional: (1 Balloons exist in the space (ride your horse, ignore objects)

Notes:

Ride 3 — Pattern Skills

Focus: pattern pieces, not full speed

e  Warm-up with lope circles on the lead of the first turn

e Ride pattern without the rundown (unless horse stays relaxed)

o Break pattern into sections: turns, lead management, rate points
e Endon last lead; circle and gradually downshift

e Finish calm — horse ends more confident than they started

Optional: [ Call the line out loud while riding

Notes:

Weekly Check (circle one):
Cadence O Improving [1 Same [ Struggling

Confidence O Improving [1 Same [ Struggling
Collection O Improving 1 Same [ Struggling
Control O Improving [1 Same [ Struggling

Next week’s focus:
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Here for the Horse.
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the discipline only moves forward
when the horsemanship improves.
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Inside you'll'find'a practical’horse-first process for developing a
confident, safe, competitive shooting horse==along with the rider habits
that protect the horse as'speed and pressure mecrease:

v/ Horse-tirst tundamentals for building; trust and responsiveness

v Gun breaking and'warm-up tips that keepihorses willmg and relaxed:!

v/ Skills to blend'control; timing; and'pattern work with'a'horse-first approach
v Training strategies for a 60+ pattern discipline:

v Iroubleshooting issues before theylbecome dangerous

‘Take what helps: Leave what doesn't¥And ifiyou'have someching to add,

we welcome it This is'a living document, created for the'sood of the horse and

the future ofithe discipline:

National Shooting Horse Association
shootinghorse.com




