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Back To Basics, the Natural Horse

By Theo London

“We have lost the understanding of how the horse’s body works mechanically. It’s not the training techniques, but how they are used and in whose hands,” Karin Bielefeld explained to me as I joined her while she was teaching a riding lesson. I watched as Karin guided her pupil through her horse’s trot, from a short rather choppy stride to a nice easy long rhythmic beat. 

“Your leg has to say ‘I’m here, I’m here.’ You should feel some suspension in his trot. His ears will tell – if you don’t have his mind.” Karin reminded Shirley, her student.

Shirley Sheffer was riding her Quarter Horse gelding, Tank, who had originally been purchased for her daughter. When her daughter left for college, the horse literally stood around for eight years, during which time he knocked down a hip on a stall door. Karin was instrumental in his rehabilitation to soundness from this injury. During his three month stay with Karin, Tank was given exercise designed to promote the healing of his hip and restore him to a ride-able condition. After this was accomplished Shirley continued to trailer him to Karin for lessons. Together, they are progressing under tutelage and Tank has become Shirley’s trail horse and companion, with no trace of his former lameness.


What is the secret behind Karin’s success and what are her techniques? There is no one simple answer. The complete horse is evaluated from his basic conformation, to his condition and his attitude. Basic conformation will give clues as to what the horse can do and cannot do easily. His condition tells where his body is now and what it needs to improve. His attitude gives clues as to whether he is hurting someplace and expresses it this way.


I took a young horse with me to Karin’s that I am currently riding and is not finished in his training under saddle. She has never seen this horse, nor knew anything about him. I watched her experienced eye go over him completely from head to toe. She pointed out his well-balanced frame and showed me things she likes about him that would make his development easier. She showed me where he lacked the muscle needed when a horse is in the condition he should be. This isn’t that layer of fat the halter folk’s desire. This is muscling that comes from correct body building A horse needs neck muscles, muscling behind the withers, over the croup and along the back of the upper hind leg. These have to be developed with proper conditioning, not just riding or ordinary lunging.

The swing or “scwhung” is the motion a horse has when it is coming through from behind correctly.


“Lunging is detrimental IF the person at the end of the line over does it. Joint degeneration comes about when the horse is over stressed by being fatigued to the point of where he starts cheating,” Karin said.


My horse was fitted with the equipment she used for double lunging, a conditioning exercise that derives its origin from European training methods and has been successfully used for centuries. The secret in this method is that the horse is given the freedom to balance himself and therefore is less likely to injure himself. Protective splint boots were applied to all four legs before beginning this exercise.


As I watched her work with the horse, I could see his progression into the frame she desired, with all the freedom necessary to facilitate this. His attitude gave clues as to his complete comfort; he was relaxed and actually enjoyed his exercise.

After this brief exercise, we tacked up my horse, and Karin evaluated the fitting of the saddle, which in her estimation was placed too far back, causing pressure on the shoulders. Additional padding and changing of the saddle placement alleviated this problem. It was amazing the perception this woman has for the balance of the rider, proper leg position and stirrup pressure, whether the lower leg is against the horse at all times, causing him to lift and round his back (a neat sensation), or tightening of the shoulders, wrists, hands.

Karin guided me into a nice round, swinging trot, in which my horse indeed was ‘coming through’ and we had one of the best rides I’ve ever had on this particular animal! It was certainly an eye opening experience as to the potential underneath me.


Karin confided that after working with her riders; often find they have ‘much more horse’ underneath them then previously and it was like learning about a new horse all over.


“A lot of horses have an artificial head set,” reveals Karin.” A horse can track up, but not come through until the motion comes up through the tail, back, neck and through the bridal. Often times trainers are under stress to produce a product in a relatively short time. Short cuts are taken to achieve the effect that should really take months and often years to achieve. Certain techniques get a bad rap because of how they are used. The method in itself may be acceptable, but it has been abused.

Lunging a young horse very much is not wise in an untrained animal. They have a tendency to counter flex, or lean in and load the inside shoulder, causing stress on the immature joints. The method Karin uses, incorporates balance and does not cause this. She uses no crupper with her equipment, feeling it causes a horse to dip his back, when the utmost goal is to teach the horse to round his back. She also does not use a whip of any sort, merely her voice and a ripple effect of her lines to convey what she wants. Her goal is to improve the training techniques on the horse.

“I want to get the horse to a natural state, and teach the rider how to be a natural rider,” explains Karin. “I am looking for clientele that understand this theory and are patient.”


Anita Skidmore, Eau Claire MI, is just such a person. She came to Karin with a young Saddle bred gelding, a product of hurried traditional training that had created some unsoundness. Other trainers she consulted had not given her optimistic view that Karin offered. Eve’s Saint Laurent was brought along carefully and rewarded his owner with a Reserve Champion Saddlebred Show Pleasure win at the 1993 Swartz Creek MI Show. His shoeing was changed to a plain shoe with no pad and he entered the Saddlebred Country Pleasure division, bringing home a number of good placing in both English and Western Country Pleasure at the 1993 Berrien Springs Show.

“If it hadn’t been for Karin, this horse wouldn’t have made it to the shows,” confessed Anita. “I just wish more people knew about Karin. A lot of nice horses just slip through the cracks because of lameness or conditioning problem.”


Karin, who is basically a self taught trainer, says that she didn’t have a horse when she was young. “I was the one who sat on the sidelines because I didn’t have any money. I studied horses because I didn’t have any friends. I always picked the underdog.”


Karin’s goal is to get the horse in the best physical shape for the job he is to do. She has no preference as to breed or discipline.

“I just like a talented horse. My goal is to produce a top horse in every breed. I want to give this gift back to the world. God created the horse to share man’s environment with, not to be the object of his insecurities,” Karin concluded.


Karin Bielefeld conducts her business at Vee jay’s Training Center located just outside of Watervliet, MI. This wonderful facility offers a magnificent indoor area and outside riding arena. Karin’s services include boarding, instruction with your horse no matter what style you ride or drive, or the use of her school horses.


If you feel you need help with a schooling, unsoundness or attitude problem, give Karin a call and setup a evaluation. It’s well worth your time! See ad this page.
