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Improving Your Trail Score
By David Norbury

The year was 1979 and I was just starting to compete in Western events. The Trail event was basically an obstacle course performed on horse back. Back then it was a real spectator event because of the obstacles involved. Some of these obstacles were potentially lethal, they included; Walking through a tractor tyre, walk through the same tyre holding either the front or back end in the tyre while performing a 360 degree turn with the opposite end. Another obstacle was to walk through streamers that would be hung from a make shift doorway, walk over plastic, shoot of a starting gun, not many of us had starting guns to practice with so when we did this on our horses the results were always interesting to see where they would run keeping in mind most small club shows were held in paddocks with the arena made up of star posts and streamers for the rails. I think my favourite was the rabbit on an elastic tether that was held back by a committee member behind a drum and then released as the competitor approached. You can see why I called trail a spectator event because it was too dangerous to ride on some of these courses and the spectators really were entertained with some of the runs that were performed. 
Over the years the AQHA has recognised the dangers with some of the obstacles and have wisely banned them from competition. Unfortunately the Trail event has had to endure some criticism mainly because of how boring it became for spectators and even competitors alike. The main reason Trail became a boring event was because no one would put any thought into designing a course. If we were to look at a show jumping course and found all the jumps were exactly the same and set out symmetrically throughout the course then this exciting event would also lose some appeal because it was not challenging enough.
Today’s Trail courses are not only exciting to watch but are extremely challenging for the horse and rider. The courses of today provide the rider with obstacles that can really showcase their horse. These obstacles include Lead changes, multiple lope overs, counter countering and turns that you may think impossible between obstacles. Even if you are able to perform all of these manoeuvres there is one final obstacle we must get over and that is to remember the course and as we get older it becomes harder.

This article is about improving your trail score not training the trail horse however in saying that I will give you a tip on a horse that continually hits poles and the reason for the tip is because it is not unusual to have at least fifty or more poles in a Trail at any major show these days and you have to go over or around most of them. There are many techniques used to teach our horse to lift his legs while going over a pole, I think most of us have raised poles, had someone on the ground lift the pole as the horse goes over or even walked circles over and over one particular pole. All these approaches will help your horse lift his feet. I think the main contributor to our horse hitting poles is the increase or more importantly the decrease in speed while crossing the pole. The rider has to remain receptive to their horse’s speed while crossing the pole, they need to  know when their horse hits the pole if they speed up or slowed down while crossing because this will cause our horse to shorten or lengthen his stride when we don’t necessarily want him to. Sometimes it is difficult to tell if this fluctuation did in fact occur hence the need to develop our feel for the horse.
Improving my trail score begins when I walk the course. This “walking of the course” option is given at major shows I don’t recall being given the opportunity at smaller shows however I think if enough people asked it would be ok. When viewing the course on the ground I pay particular attention to the amount of strides I have in a lope over. I don’t want to be working out how many strides to put in at the last moment it needs to be planned well in advance. There are competitors that choose not to walk the course and I’m sure they have their reasons for that course of action, personally I like it when they don’t because I know already I have an advantage over them because I know the course a little better.
Another reason for walking the course is to see where I can cut corners. When competing in trail I like to get in their and get out as fast as possible without looking as though the course was rushed. To perform in this manner I need to look at the shortest point between obstacles and I do this when evaluating the course. Trail is no different to competing in a Western Riding or Reining class whereby I need to   study the pattern and then ride my pattern as aggressively as I can on that particular horse. 
The “Draw” in any individual workout is always determined by the show committee prior to the event at major shows. I like to be about tenth out in a large class this gives me time to warm my horse up and sit back and watch a few competitors negotiate the course. There are times after watching previous competitors that I see a problem with a particular obstacle, this is great because it gets the alarm bells ringing in my head. The problem obstacle that I may have thought easy to negotiate has some hidden problem within; this is the time to ask questions from my fellow competitors who have already had their run and try to determine how to revaluate the obstacle. Another reason for going out to perform the class further down the line is to make sure I am going to be on pattern. I know there are a lot of you out there reading this article who have been through the same experience as I have where you have performed a run that was faultless and as you exit the gate you are feeling great about your horse and the flawless run you had only to be told by someone in one breath “ what a great run” and then in the next breath “to bad you ran of pattern” Ohhhhh that hurts.

It is now time for me to compete. Generally we are called into the arena to wait our turn. When this is the case I like to keep my horse moving, I may jog or lope him depending on how he feels at the time. One thing is for sure he will not go into the arena fresh. I like to keep an eye on the person competing in front of me, as they approach the last two obstacles, this is the time I will walk to the starting position. Never let a judge be waiting on you otherwise you may be starting with a negative before you even walk through the starting gate. If I have an inexperienced trail horse like a two year old I will warm him up as previously described and then allow him to stand at the starting marker a little longer. The reason for this is the first obstacle may be a bridge, or walk over freshly painted poles, if this is the case then as I approach the starting marker I may find my horse’s body has tightened and his breathing has become heavy due to him being unsure of the obstacle in front of him. By standing there a little longer will give him time to realise that it is only a bridge and not a predator. Having your horse scared going over the first obstacle is always going to be difficult to recover from, this is why we need to plan our warm up strategy.
What I would like to do now is give some examples of how to approach certain obstacles.

1. The Gate:

The pattern says jog to the gate and do a left hand push away. The majority of people will certainly jog to the gate and then walk about three or four strides to position themselves and yet the pattern said clearly “JOG TO THE GATE” that means to the latch, no one said anything about walking the last little bit. You can see how you can bring your score down by not literally doing what was asked. Once we are at the gate we need to undo the latch, here we need to be positioned so as not to have to lean forward or back to work the latch otherwise it looks messy. Walking through the gate we must keep the opening blocked by our horse at all times. If there were stock behind the gate the only way out should be under your horse’s belly, one other point that will help your score going through the gate would be to have no  stopping and starting while performing the obstacle.
2. Drums:

We have three drums we need to serpentine through at the jog however the middle drum we complete a full circle and then continue on. Keep in mind we are trying to show a degree of difficulty here. Most of us will be able to perform this seemingly easy obstacle and probably receive a plus half. I would like to try and get a plus one on the drums so I have to look at how I can do this. The only way I can see of achieving a higher score on the drums would be to circle them so close that the fringe on my chaps may be touching the drum.
3. Side Pass:

The pattern says to side pass to the left between two logs running end to end in front and two logs at the rear of your horse, when reaching the centre rotate 180 degrees and continue side passing in the same direction, now you should be side passing to the right. Continue side passing until just before you reach the end of the log then walk over log.

To score highly here we need to have no hesitation in the horse while going from one side pass to the other and it can be done, also when walking over the log simply stop the horse from side passing and immediately walk over the pole with no hesitation. Remember the pattern did not request any hesitation . I had to perform this obstacle at the Victorian Congress one year and it has always stayed in my mind because my horse was able to perform the obstacle flawlessly. Had I been on a less experienced horse I would probably have ridden a little more conservatory. This was an example of what I said earlier about riding a pattern as aggressively as you can on a horse that can handle that sort of pressure.
4. Back Through “L” Shape.

To score high with this obstacle we again need to have no hesitation while setting our horse up to enter the logs. We need to line him up quickly and without thinking to yourself “here goes” immediately start backing. When we approach the turn in the logs our horse is required to show cadence through the turn, stopping and starting as you turn will certainly not help your score. I have seen a lot of competitors completing a plus one “back through” and as the front legs are just about to clear the logs the rider has relaxed thinking the hard part was over only to have their horse rotate the front end slightly and tap the log for a half point penalty.
5. Loping - Jogging From One Obstacle To Another
Because we are trying to be in the arena for a minimal amount of time and endeavouring to  display the manoeuvrability of our horse so we can achieve a higher score requires us to guide our horse the moment we pass over an obstacle. Often in a class you will be able to see the tracks where other horse have been before you, these tracks may involve having a long sweeping turn to get to the next obstacle, there is no degree of difficulty being displayed here. If we had to turn right to our next obstacle I would endeavour to turn my horse ninety degrees within a stride, so long as that amount of turn would put me on the right track for my next obstacle. This degree of turn will certainly be determined by the way the course is laid out and the placement of the next obstacle in relation to the previous one.
Regardless of what event we may be performing the rider needs to display a degree of difficulty to impress the judge. Today there are so many talented trail horse’s and competitors out there that if we all did the same trail the judge would find it difficult to separate their score. This is why we need to stand out from the other horses, do an obstacle differently to your competitors, show how manoeuvrable your horse is. The only problem riding this aggressively is if you can ride a clear round you will stand out, however you will also stand out if you end up hitting and falling over a number of obstacles. I know when I ride with this aggressive attitude I will either win big or lose big 

In the five examples of negotiating the various obstacles I have described ways of trying to impress the judge, you can only do this by having your horse sound in body, mind and training. Sound in body is self explanatory in the fact he is to have no sore spots when being flexed or lameness when moving across the ground. If a horses mind is not sound he probably isn’t going to make the  ideal trail horse because you will always be fighting his natural instinct, that is  to flee when he feels threatened, that threat may be the pot plant next to the bridge, I have seen the occasional horse that would not go through the starting markers because the horse was scared of them, [ it was the first and last trail I did on that horse] and these are the very things that will disappoint you when you go showing an unpredictable horse even though at home he is the worlds best trail horse.
Having soundness within our training means trying to eradicate as much resistance from our horse as possible this will lead to smooth transitions, turns, halts, rein backs and side passes all of which are key elements when trying to “Improve Your Trail Score.
