                   Practical Trailer Loading Procedures

Trailer loading is one of the most dangerous things you will ever do with your horse. There are many ways to go about it. Some unfair, many are down right abusive. The way I am about to suggest is one of many. As of this writing it is the safest way I have found. Things can still go terribly wrong, in the best of circumstances. This is why it is very important to have solid training in place. Your horse should respect you, and trust you to keep him safe. It would be equally as nice, if you are worthy of his trust, and do your best to keep him from getting hurt by understanding his flight instinct. Remember this is your idea. You can rest assured this is not his idea of joy riding.

First I'll address the steps with a quiet horse, so he doesn't become a problem loader. Part two I'll attempt to troubleshoot a problem loader. I can't possibly cover every reaction your horse may have, but I will try to address the most common. If you are tense, angry, slow to give your horse a release of pressure, or slow to correct, none of this will work.

If you are patient, your horse respects your space, gives to pressure from a halter, down forward backwards and sideways. Does not get pushy or run circles around you when you are near the trailer this should work.
Besides your horse and trailer this is what you'll need.

1. Shipping halter - Made of leather or a break away halter.

2. Rope Halter - Double Diamond is my favorite.

3. Lead rope - 8-10 ft. soft cotton. 

4. Hay net.

5. Grain if desired -Used as a reward - not for coaxing. 

Before you begin, get the trailer ready in an area free from hazards. 

When this was first written I was using a Bonanza two - horse ramp load, with two independent side closing doors. This enables one horse to be loaded and closed in, while a second horse is loaded. It has a fixed partition removable breast bars, and fixed butt bars that were cut out of trailer, as they can become a hazard. (My favorite type of trailer is a stock trailer.) Currently I own a Miley two horse slant load that I use as a stock when transporting a horse alone.

 1. Drop tailgate, open independent side doors; secure open if necessary.

If using a two horse, straight load trailer with a movable partition, move it to one side for starters, and secure it so trailer looks more inviting.

If using an open stock trailer, open door, secure if necessary.

2. Totally remove butt bars if possible and put them in storage.  Butt bars are very dangerous.  When they work it's a beautiful thing, when they fail, they fail miserably. Many horses have been severely injured by trying to go under a butt bar, in more ways than I care to print. Your horse should be trained to wait until the ramp is lifted/door closed, and stand until he is asked to back off. Your horse should never have his head tied when the back door is open even if you choose to use a butt bar.

I speak from years of experience of retraining horses that have gone under them.

3. Open the escape door, all the way or just cracked. (This is for your safety - for you to escape - not your horse.)

4. Breast bar remains up. (If left down, this may invite a horse to exit through the escape door.)

5. Have your hay bag in place.

Begin with two person loading - This is with a horse that is quiet, cooperating, and no longer fearful of more than one person near him because he is no longer tricked with grain or threatened with whips, brooms or ropes. I'm not suggesting that tapping with a whip to take a step forward on cue is bad it works nicely with a horse that is not afraid of whips.

Bring the horse to the trailer. He is outfitted with a shipping halter and a rope halter over the top. The rope halter is for control, the knots are on a sensitive part of the horse's nose. This is not as severe as a chain over the nose, which many times causes such extreme pain as to push the horse over the edge into flight mode, or to flip over backwards. It does have plenty of bite to prevent a horse from dragging you.  It' should never be left on a horse that is at liberty or tied, as it will not break. If at any point he becomes pushy, or disrespectful, correct him at once. A correction is a quick flick of your wrist to your lead that is attached to your rope halter, followed by maintaining steady pressure on your lead rope to ask your horse to back up softly. A release of that pressure has to follow immediately, as soon as your horse complies. Five minutes of leading lessons close to the trailer will go a long way once you begin to load. (If your horse is explosive, you want him to back up by wiggling your rope well out ahead of him, not close to his front feet where you are at risk of getting struck or run over.)

1. First person - Load the horse on the ramp only then ask him to back off. Tell him how wonderful he is. Give him a nice rub to his forehead. If he won't let you touch him on the forehead or neck without backing up then work on that before you proceed.

Second person is at the head of the trailer where the horse can see you or at the rear of the trailer about 40-50 feet away, standing or sitting quietly. If your horse has no fear of another person “helping” then second person can be closer but at a safe distance.

 Load him half way in then ask him to back out. We want him to be able to negotiate the ramp slowly, a step at a time. We don't want him to panic, raise his head, blast out backwards, and slam his head at the threshold. If we allow him to back before he wants to he will start to relax, and trust us as a result. He will not feel the need to rush off.

 Load him all the way. If he is relaxed, then plan on closing him in. Duck under the breast bar opposite your horse, hands are in the ready position should your horse blast out before the ramp is closed. Ready position is your left hand grasping the lead rope about a foot from the halter above the breast bar on the same side as your horse. Your right hand will grasp the lead rope from BELOW the breast bar. The tail of the lead rope is now on the same side of the breast bar as you. Left hand UP, right hand DOWN. This position will enable you to drop the rope in your left hand and duck under the breast bar with the tail end of your rope in your right hand, should your horse rush off backwards. Really study this hand position, if you duck under without adjusting your hands as described and your horse pulls back, you will not be able to duck under the breast bar fast enough thus pulling on your horse’s head and causing him to panic, hurt himself, and your hands in the process.
2. Second person - Talk to the horse as you come behind him. Ask the first person that is in the trailer holding the horse's head loosely, if he's ready for you to close the door/ramp. Close the door. 

If your horse starts to panic every time the second person walks behind him then you have to stop at this point and get him to where the second person can walk about 60 feet behind the trailer talking softly, then begin to shorten that distance to where the horse finally relaxes and allows you to touch his rear or raise and lower the tailgate and inch off the ground without wanting to blast off.

3. First person - Clip the trailer tie to his shipping halter. You have a quick release  trailer tie or knot at the place your lead rope/trailer tie is attached to the trailer, with a safety so the horse doesn't pull it free himself. If you don't know what I'm referring to, ask someone to show you.  Make adjustments if needed, he should have a bit of freedom to move his head about, not so much as to encourage him to try to turn around.

4. Second person now raises the butt bar if you have one that's not removable. If it's hard to access, you can use a step stool to reach it. For reasons stated above, I never take a ramp down or open a door until the horse's head is untied, AND the butt bar is removed. This is because many horses want to blast off when the ramp goes down because they see daylight. If they are in a panic that butt bar MAY make them decide against it or they may sit down and go under it scraping their back or worse.

 Off loading - To off load - reverse the order in which you loaded.

1. Second person, speak softly to the horse and let him know you are coming behind him, gently touch his hindquarters to let him know your going to remove the butt bar quietly. (The ramp is still up at this point)

If you prefer to use the butt bars as most people do then keep the bar up untie the head then second person quietly drop the tail gate. Making sure the first persons hands are set to go out with the horse. Then remove the butt bar, and off load.

2. First person, open escape door, untie the horse's head, make sure your hands are ready to go under the breast bar. Let the second person know when you are ready.

 Again, any time you are in the trailer in front of the breast bar, and the horse is on the other side, your hands need to be ready to come under the bar at a moment’s notice. If you are holding his head with your left hand ABOVE the breast bar, you need to pass the rest of the lead under the breast bar (The rope is on his side, then comes under bar to your side.) then grasp the tail of it with your right hand.  When your horse backs off, with or without your permission, you need to be fast and go out with him, If you are not ready he'll bang his head and wreck your hands in the process. NEVER let breast bar down, as your horse can go forward and crush you or go out the escape door. 

3. Second person, let tailgate down, (On my Bonanza, side door comes next.) only after your certain the first person has untied the horse’s head and is ready.

4. First person, allow the horse wait for a few seconds before asking him to back off. If he starts to back off see if you can apply light steady pressure to lead rope to encourage him to come forward. If you attempt to hold tighter to slow him down you will only succeed in helping him to bang his head, and you may get a rope burn to remember. If he will not come forward, go with him leaving much slack in the lead rope. A tight rope causes panic. Ask him to back up; encourage slowness. One slow step at a time is best. If he does go fast, keep slack in the lead rope - go with him! 

5. Repeat until you are confident. 

THE PROBLEM LOADER

First and foremost, start when you have nowhere to go. Second, understand that your horse is not being an idiot, stupid, or just plain stubborn. In most cases it may seem to you that he is, but he has his reasons, be sympathetic.

If a horse blows through his nostrils, and he's not clearing out dust, it means one thing - FEAR. More than likely it was caused by being chased on using intimidation, beat with whips, panicked with ropes, pushed and lifted on by a couple of good ole boys, smacked on with a broom, tranquilized after failing all of the above methods or even pulled on with a come-along! These techniques are used because of ignorance, frustration, lack of patience, anger, arrogance, or any combination thereof. I've done or participated in all of them, before I educated myself. I'm not implying that ropes or whips can't be used effectively. Unfortunately more often than not they are over used without a timed release, or a horse has a violent reaction to them from past bad experiences. 

When a horse is put through the stress of being loaded with extreme measures, he is more apt to injure himself or the person trying to load him. Don’t blame your horse for not wanting to get on a trailer that has brought him nothing but harm, and ill feelings.

It is your job to let him know you are going to be different you are not going to be like all the rest of the humans he has met. He will forgive you, but you will have to earn his trust.

Then there is the horse that really has no fear of the trailer, but would rather not load. He may be just plain ole stubborn.  It may be because he has no respect for your leadership, you don't know how to direct his feet, he's been feed too many treats for giving you nothing more that a stretched neck, right before he throws himself into reverse. (And you thought he didn't back up well, at least not when you ask him to.) He's been allowed to drag you outside the trailer, root with his nose or rear and receive no correction.  You may have tried tapping him with a whip and stopped before he moved a foot, or kept tapping when he did, and on and on…

Set up a piece of plywood or tarp near your trailer and practice loading your horse by walking over these items first. You want to make the obstacle something he doesn't want to cross, so you can step out ahead of him and hold steady pressure on your lead rope and ask him to take one step forward. You need to get way out ahead of him so he won't jump on you, if it looks like he wants to rush it back him up, you only want one foot at a time and he shouldn't go further unless he's relaxed. He needs to have his head down to smell the obstacle when he does reward him by asking him to back up then come forward again. When he puts one foot on, ask him to back off.  Repeat till he's confident and relaxed.

When you can walk your horse over these have him wait and back up whenever you ask, then you may be ready to start loading onto the trailer.

Practice alone. If someone is watching, he shouldn't be behind the horse this can mean the difference between success and failure. If he is behind have him sit down at least 60 feet away. A horse is always aware that a second person may join in with a broom, or constant clucking meant to encourage. I won't deny this sometimes works with some horses, but mostly it serves to put too much pressure on the horse to enable him to load quietly.

Odds are, if a horse loads quietly, he'll ride that way, and load again another day just as easy. When you walk toward the trailer walk out ahead and act as if your horse will follow you right on when he gets to the ramp, let him smell it, your lead rope has slack in it when he is going forward or smelling any part of the trailer. When he stops thinking about the trailer (He'll try to turn around or he'll stop smelling the trailer.) or it's been over a minute, apply steady pressure to your lead rope. If he rears, correct him. (A correction is a quick flick of your lead rope, it is meant to cause him discomfort.) Do this the entire time he is off the ground. As soon as he comes down, maintain the pressure on the lead. When he gives to the pressure give slack in the line. That is a release. Ask for one more step. Release, and rub his head or neck.

Important- do not drag your horse toward the trailer when he is walking forward make sure there is slack in your lead rope.

When he stalls out, he gets no slack in the line and no tugging, just steady pressure. If he stalls out for more than a few seconds, move your body off to the side while maintaining constant pressure to pull a foot off balance so he takes a step, earning a release.  No clucking no tension in your voice at all, just patience. You are letting your halter do all the talking. You can smile all you like, and think of all the bad words you want to say to ole Muley, but don't let him think you are angry.

If using grain or treats, hang these in a bucket ABOVE the breast bar, or put in your pocket. (If left on the floor of the trailer the horse could try to eat from bucket, then slam his head on the breast bar or middle partition on the way up.) If he hits his head, he has no one to blame but you. It's your job to keep him safe. Lucky for you, he will place most of the blame on the trailer for his pain, but it will be no less difficult to convince him to re-enter.

Now ask him to back up, hold gentle pressure on the lead rope toward his chest, or wiggle your lead rope gently till he takes a step back. Every time your horse does what you want, stop doing what you did to get what you asked for.  If you applied steady pressure to ask him to back, release immediately when he takes one step. Stop in between each step to let him know he did what you asked. Do not let your horse get all the way on the trailer, as he may go on good, but not know how to back out quietly.

If you don't practice off-loading when he's only partially in the trailer he may rush in then brace against your body if you touch his shoulder to ask him to back up, or run out and throw his head up before he gets all the way out.

Never pull on the rope when your horse is blasting out, your not going to hold him, but you'll cause him to hit his head, or get a rope burn for yourself. As soon as he clears the threshold you can grab really hard to instill the fact that outside the trailer is really not all that pleasant.

If he seems too nervous to go further than just beyond the ramp move the hay net and hang it where he can reach it. Spend time rubbing him and letting him know you are not going to rush him, back up and start again. 

(You can give your horse a bite of grain for taking a step forward, this is not held out to encourage him to take a step. It is freely given AFTER he's taken a step. You can do this every now and then.

At any time he wants to back up, try to ask him before he actually moves his feet, and say "Back, good boy!" then ask him to get right back on. You are letting him know you are not going to get upset you are giving him the time he needs. Many people think this is teaching him he can back off anytime he wants. This is true for starters, but what it does, is build up trust and confidence, makes your horse get rid of his desire to outwit, outsmart and outlast you!

He'll soon realize you are not going to tense up on your lead, and throw him into panic mode. Once he gets all the way past the threshold, you apply steady pressure on the lead again, so anytime he's outside the trailer his head is quite uncomfortable. Any time he is coming to the trailer, or taking a step forward he has a full release. As soon as he walks all the way in give him a bite of grain, them make him get off BEFORE he wants to, soon he will be able to stay on longer and longer.
You will soon be able to take light pressure on your lead rope when he starts to back out, and have him pop back up to that pressure instead of pulling against it. With patience and practice your horse will begin to follow you right on without hesitation and wait patiently for you to close him in. This is because you have taught him to lead nicely, he knows how to come forward to pressure from your lead rope because you've practiced going over obstacles near the trailer. You have let him take the time he needs to developed trust in your leadership.

Cathie Hatrick-Anderson has been self-employed as a professional horse trainer since 1990 many satisfied clients, clubs and local vets recommend her to their clients that are having difficulty with problem behaviors especially problem loaders.

In 2005.The SPHO hosted a trailer safety clinic at Plainridge Race Course. Cathie was asked to be a presenter and did a live demonstration with a problem loader  

In 2007 she was asked to teach classes in horse behavior to 1st year veterinary students at Tufts University/Cummings School of Veterinary Medicine in Grafton MA

In Sept Cathie was asked by Norfolk Hunt Pony Club to be a presenter at Sneer Fest 2009 where she demonstrated safe leading practices, as well as safe trailer loader procedures, students were able to practice hands on leading and loading with Cathie’s horse Dr. Driftwood aka Ruger 

For further information or questions please call Cathie @ (508) 479-5266
