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A beautiful view - a group of happy trail horses! Every 
year, we go with our Haflinger friends to the Nicolet 
Forest in Wisconsin and enjoy fantastic trails.

We begin trail riding in a really simple way: we leave the 
arena gate open and walk the horse in and out of it until 
he’s comfortable. Then, we walk the horse up and down 
the driveway, and then start venturing a tiny bit on the 
road. If the horse is nervous during any of this process, a 
buddy horse is recruited to help. When the horse is com-
fortable wandering all over the farm and going a little ways 
down the road, he is asked to go on a short trail ride with 
a buddy for a few sessions. When that’s easy, the horse goes 
the same route alone. This should be a gradual process that 
is not intimidating for horse and rider. If done slowly, pay-
ing attention to the horse’s comfort level and reactions, you 
and your horse should be going down the trail happily!

Every horse is different, and riders and drivers often have 
different goals that require different training programs. 
You have to do what is right for you and your horse, and 
that may look very different from what we have outlined 
here. While many of us enjoy and can benefit greatly 
from riding or driving in the arena, there are some other 
pieces to the puzzle we care a lot about at Happy Hafling-
ers. Below, we’d like to share some of our ideas with you.

Trail riding

We firmly believe that all Haflingers can and should be 
good trail horses. Not only is trail riding a ton of fun for 
people, we believe it helps horses to be calm, confident, 
and secure. Every horse at Happy Haflingers trail rides at 
least once a week as weather permits. Whether on trails, 
through the woods, on roads, or across fields, our horses 
love to get out in the world, and we teach horses to go on 
trails as soon as they understand basic cues in the arena. 

Free lunging
In Wisconsin, there are some days come January and 
February when it simply doesn’t seem to be a good idea to 
work our horses. For starters, it’s dark by practically three 
in the afternoon, you haven’t been able to feel your fin-
gers for hours, and trying to complete any kind of athletic 
pursuit with the sixteen layers of clothes you’re wearing 
just seems foolhardy. This scenario is perfect for free lung-
ing, a training tool we think is widely under-utilized. Free 
lunging, or asking the horse to move around the arena 
without a lunge line, has many benefits. It lets you see how 
the horse is moving without any encumbrances. It gives 
your horse a chance to play in good footing, which can be 
fantastic when the footing in your horse’s pasture is poor 
(such as the Wisconsin winter!). What’s more, it gives you 
a chance to improve your communication with your horse.
So when you don’t have time for a full workout, if your 
horse is feeling extra frisky, or if you just want to do some-
thing fun with your horse, give free lunging a try!

Minute Maid (Emma) is shown here enjoying a nice free 
lunging session. We find our horses really have fun during 
these times!
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In 2010, we were invited to the World Equestrian 
Games with the Haflinger Owners of Wisconsin to per-
form our Sound of Music show. This was an incredible 
honor and required lots of practice to ensure the horses 
would be happy, comfortable performers, like Vanessa 
and “Maria” above.

traveling is all about. This is easiest to do alone without a 
buddy in the trailer, as then your horse will treat you as his 
friend and keep his focus on you!

Next, bring along your horse’s friend on a low-key trip, 
such as to a lesson or just to a new barn to ride in the are-
na. This is where things might be uncomfortable, and you 
have to use your best judgment to keep yourself and your 
horse safe. When you separate your horses – leaving one 
in the trailer, tied to the trailer (assuming he ties safely), or 
in a stall – they will likely be upset. Do your best to ignore 
their calling and tantrums, and try to keep his attention 
on you in a safe way. That might mean simply working 
on the ground, or perhaps doing very basic work under 
saddle. Give your horse simple work to do that keeps his 
feet moving and tries to get him to pay attention to you. 
We find that ten-meter figure eights are great for this under 
saddle, or lots of switching directions and disengaging the 
hindquarters while on the ground. When your horse shows 
signs of relaxation, better attention, or stops calling, praise 
him profusely. 

Then comes the hard part – lots and lots of repetition! 
Some horses might settle into this new task easily, while 
it might take months and months for others to under-
stand that they have to pay attention to you and not their 
Haffie buddies, even when away from home. We would 
suggest that your horse be able to do this fairly easily – 
that is, he should be able to go somewhere with a buddy 
and be able to do his work as he would at home – before 
taking him to a show with another horse. By doing this 
preparatory work, you greatly increase your chances of 
success! Of course, then there’s the possibility of running 
into another Haflinger at a show or other event. If your 
horse is anything like ours, this might cause him to think 
he’s found a long-lost friend. But if you’ve done your 
homework thoroughly, you will be able to get his mind 
back to you through basic groundwork or under saddle 
exercises. Keep your horse busy whenever he wants to 
pay attention to something else. This helps to put you in 
a positive leadership role and teach him that you are a 
trustworthy, reliable boss who will keep him safe.

Working off the farm

If you’re like us, you might have to trailer your Hafling-
ers off the farm, whether for shows, lessons, trail rides, or 
other horse adventures. While our Haflingers have been 
great travelers, trailering Haflingers can bring up a certain 
unique Haflinger trait: they love other Haflingers. Re-
gardless of whether or not they know the Haflingers they 
meet while they’re out and about, our Haflingers tend to 
glom onto other Haffies they meet, as well as get “stuck” 
on each other. This can be quite frustrating; after all, they 
don’t give bonus points for your horse yelling continually 
in dressage tests! We have a few strategies to deal with this 
particular issue.
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Another successful Happy Haflinger at the World Games!

Foremost, bring your horse out in the world. Go places 
as frequently as time, energy, and budget allow, espe-
cially while your horse is younger. Regardless of if it’s 
a trip down the road to the neighbor’s farm, a visit to 
a schooling show, or just to ride in a new arena, make 
travel a part of your horse’s routine while you’re work-
ing through this issue. That way, traveling itself will be-
come less stressful for your horse. He can understand 
that he will come back home after going on an adven-
ture and can begin to understand what trailering and 
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Here Bella is learning how to negotiate going down a 
bank. Understanding how to easily go up and down 
banks, or steps, can really help horses to be surefooted.

As with anything, some horses are better at this than oth-
ers. Make sure to take your time and go slowly, especially 
when introducing a new kind of terrain to your horse. For 
example, practice walking up and down lots of hills before 
trotting or cantering, paying good attention to your horse’s 
balance. Build up to longer, more difficult, or more intense 
work sessions.

If you’re able, try to ride your Haflinger on all kinds of dif-
ferent terrain – roads, sand, hills, grass, dirt. Make sure his 
feet are up to the job; some horses need shoes for this more 
intense work. But if you make this a part of your regular 
routine, not only will you be honoring your Haflinger’s 
roots, you’ll be doing a great service to his physical health, 
too!

Working on terrain

Haflingers were created to be mountain horses – sure-
footed, adept, tough little horses. At Happy Haflingers, 
we like to keep their heritage alive the best we can through 
riding on different terrain. Not only is this fun for us – 
more trail riding! – it’s very beneficial for the health and 
wellbeing of our horses. 

Riding on varied terrain does several things for horses. 
It helps them to exercise many different smaller muscles 
used in balance. It keeps their bones, tendons, and liga-
ments strong through some concussion. It helps them to 
be better balanced. It also teaches them to be very aware 
of where they’re placing their feet, which can prevent trip-
ping, stumbling, or even falling. And of course, riding 
outdoors is great for conditioning. 
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A favorite kind of terrain for any Haflinger or Haflinger 
cross - grass!

Riding on gravel, as we’re doing here, can help to toughen 
your horse’s feet if introduced gradually. However, horses 
with soft or sensitive feet may need shoes to do extensive 
work on gravel or roads.

Summary

These are a few of the different things we like to incor-
porate in our horses’ work schedules in addition to arena 
riding. We find that doing things like free lunging, trail 
riding, and working off the farm help to create well-round-
ed, relaxed horses who are ready for any horse adventure. 
We hope this has given you some ideas on how to spice up 
your horse’s work!


