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“W henever a human and horse are involved 
with one another, the relationship is a 
herd relationship, although horses cannot 

understand ‘relationship’ from our perspective. Just as 
they cannot relate to our ideas of  time and materialism, 
they are not affected by human emotions like anger 
and resentment. The burden is on us to understand 
‘relationship’ from their simple point of  view  
and emulate it as closely as we can.

“In the beginning of  this human-horse relationship,  
it is imperative that we are willing to work hard to 
deliberately communicate in a way the horse  
understands. In time, as trust and understanding  
develop, then refinement of  communication may  
transpire. That’s what my horsemanship training  
program is all about: keep it simple, keep it basic,  
and train from the horse’s perspective.”
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chapter 5

He Who Waits the Longest 
Is the Leader

People who lose patience or faith in what they are trying to accomplish with 
a horse may hear me tell them, “He who waits the longest is the leader.” If this 
quote and the quote from the previous chapter sound mighty similar, please 
know that it is by design. Both quotes send a message about patience, work 
ethic, and faith. Little in life is achieved without work, and in both quotes 
“work” and “wait” might be one and the same. 

In four-plus decades as a professional horseman, I’ve noticed the most 
desired thing people want from their horses is a good relationship. A good hu-
man-horse relationship is very similar to that of a human/human relationship. 
A good relationship with a horse (or a human) certainly requires a lot of work 
and wait. It also takes work and understanding. Heck, I suppose we could 
just sum it all up as work. Why? True understanding requires us to objectively 
study and learn as much as possible about the individual with whom we wish 
to establish a relationship. That’s not easy. It requires work. 

Though, in my opinion, we could never know everything there is to know 
about horses and the lessons they have to teach us, there are a couple of 
key things that we do know about horses that can help us start to develop a 
relationship with them: As most of us know, they are herd animals and they 
are prey animals. 

Let’s first explore the herd concept. A horse doesn’t care if it’s you, another 
horse, a pony, a dog, or a goat, they are willing to “herd-up” with anything 
that may increase their odds of survival. We call it herd mentality. Horses are 
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38 van hargis

social animals for at least a few reasons. The first and most obvious is perhaps 
a bit selfish: there’s safety in numbers. (“If there’s two of us there’s a fifty-fifty 
chance of survival in case of predator attack.”) Another reason is perhaps a bit 
more selfish: the sharing of parasites or pests. (“If I stand really close to you, 
then perhaps some of the flies that are on me will go to you.”) And another 
may be a little less selfish: convenience. (“If we stand side by side, head to tail, 
I’ll swish my tail to keep flies off your face if you’ll swat flies off my face.”) 

Whenever a human and horse are involved with one another, the relation-
ship is a herd relationship, although horses cannot understand “relationship” 
from our perspective. Just as they cannot relate to our ideas of time and materi-
alism, they are not affected by human emotions like anger and resentment. The 
burden is on us to understand “relationship” from their simple point of view 
and emulate it as closely as we can. 

In the beginning of this human-horse relationship, it is imperative that 
we are willing to work hard to deliberately communicate in a way the horse 
understands. In time, as trust and understanding develop, then refinement of 
communication may transpire. That’s what my horsemanship training program 
is all about: keep it simple, keep it basic, and train from the horse’s perspective.

     If you really want something in life that involves another or others, then 
it is imperative you make an effort to realize the perspective and perception 
of the other or others. The author and motivational speaker Zig Ziglar said, 
“The key to getting what you want is to help others get what they want.” That’s 
great advice in general, and it’s certainly applicable when working with horses. 
Therefore, while working with them we should at all times consider those four 
questions of successful horsemanship I talked about in the last chapter (see 
p. 34). Additionally, we must be fully aware of what horses want, and that 
is to survive the moment with peace, harmony, balance, and efficiency. (Of 
course, stallions and mares are genetically programmed to continue the species; 
therefore, it’s instinctual for them to procreate, but even with the distraction of 
hormones, they still desire to survive as efficiently as possible.) 

Now, because horses are prey animals, they naturally learn from pressure and 
release. But what do these terms really mean? 

Pressure is merely an action that threatens or implies a threat to a horse’s 

HARGIS RD.indd   38HARGIS RD.indd   38 6/20/22   1:21 PM6/20/22   1:21 PM

DUPLICATION PROHIBITED 
by copyright holder

© Van Hargis and Trafalgar Square Books 
www.HorseandRiderBooks.com



the horse is my teacher 39

comfort (peace, harmony, balance, and efficiency). For example, we know that 
horses are prey animals with big bodies and small fuel tanks. In other words, 
they are grazers with small stomachs and fast metabolisms and need to con-
tinually eat in order to keep their bodies fueled to efficiently escape danger. 
After all, their first survival instinct is to flee when something threatens their 
comfort. Therefore, one form of pressure could be to simply get a horse to 
move his feet, which consumes calories (needed to flee), which programs his 
brain to start seeking ways to stop his feet again and conserve energy. 

The knowledge that a horse wants and needs to be a very efficient conserver 
of energy is powerful for us humans and would-be horse trainers. In order to 
get a behavior or a response from a horse that we want, we must first know 
what the horse wants. Which is easy. He wants nothing, and a lot of it. So, in 
order for us to get what we want, we may need the horse to consume energy. 
While he is consuming energy, we wait for him to give us an effort toward that 
which we want. When that happens, we immediately give him what he wants. 
Which, again, is to be efficient and conserve energy. 

This is where a relationship starts and where leadership can begin. The 
relationship is going to be a working herd partnership between the horse and 
human. Controlling movement (consuming or conserving energy) will be 
its simple form of communication. Why? It’s the kind of relationship and 
communication the horse already understands. It’s the way horses get along 
with each other. However, in this relationship, someone must be the leader. 
Which one, horse or human? It needs to be the one that makes the best deci-
sions on behalf of the other and for the sake of a better working partnership. 
The one that is perceived to control survival (peace, harmony, balance, and 
efficiency) will be the leader. The one that is most trustworthy and consistent 
will be the leader.

Numerous times I’ve said the best thing we can do for the horse is study the 
horse. Learn to know the horse for what he is: a horse. To know the horse is to 
know that he is a very simple animal with little to no built-in complexity—at 
least that’s the case in a wild or more natural environment. However, to help us 
all get along in the domestic world, it is imperative that we work to understand 
the horse and all his basic needs and wants. The more we know about the 
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40 van hargis

horse, the more likely it is that we can provide those basic needs and wants. In 
doing so, we begin to understand things from the horse’s perspective. It is then 
that we can learn to balance and obtain that which we want with that which 
the horse wants. Once those things are realized and understood, then a great 
journey together begins. 

Too frequently it is seen that someone desiring to own a horse is unpre-
pared. The person may, for example, have the means and financial resources 
but lack enough understanding of the horse. The responsibility of horse-
manship goes far beyond that of what many folks think. In all fairness, 
most realize that owning a horse is challenging financially. Most know it 
takes a significant amount of property to house one. Most are even aware of 
the physical work involved with care and training. Where the horse/human 
relationship is usually strained is by the lack of real knowledge about the 
simple basic needs of the horse that I’ve already mentioned. We must pro-
vide peace, harmony, balance, and efficiency (survival) for the horse. The 
question is, how do we do that? We must know our role. In the domestic 
world in which we have our horses, we must be the leaders. We must con-
tinually demonstrate our ability to balance that which we want with that 
which the horse wants. 

Remember the fourth question from the last chapter (see p. 35)? How do 
we measure the result when we ask the horse to do something we want? This 
is where He who waits the longest is the leader comes in. We have to have faith 
in the outcome. We must humbly know that perfection is unobtainable on 
this earth. We as humans and horsemen will never be perfect, nor will our 
horses be perfect. However, it’s a great goal to strive for. In working with our 
horses our goals should be to always have a happier, safer, and better horse 
partner. In order to achieve that, we must truly work on our own skills as 
necessary to always be better than we are right now. Set long-term realistic 
goals. Then set short-term realistic goals. Establish a step-by-step process that 
will enable you to make progress toward those goals. Finally, do something! 
Take action of some sort. Follow the four questions of successful horseman-
ship and know, without a doubt, that you’ll eventually achieve your goal. 

For many, getting started and having faith in the outcome is difficult; it 
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the horse is my teacher 41

takes time and effort. That is part of the work and the wait. Waiting while doing 
nothing productive all too frequently results in a nothing outcome. However, 
waiting while working and constantly objectively adjusting and refining all 
those things necessary to be better yields great results. Now, that doesn’t mean 
just “be busy.” Don’t do things just to do things and expect positive results. 
For example, if a teacher in a particular class gives you an assignment to “read 
the book,” and you get very busy reading “a book,” you could claim that you 
were busy working. You were reading a book. But the teacher said to read the 
book—the book relative to the class that teacher was teaching. Yup, you were 
busy. You were even busy reading. Yet you were busy doing nothing productive 
toward the assignment because you didn’t read the assigned book. 

It is likely we can all think of folks we know or have known that frequent-
ly seem to be busy but at the end of the day, have little accomplished. We 
want to work and be busy being productive while waiting for the outcome of 
our goals. 

 

Have faith and know that your goals will be achieved. Consider, for a mo-
ment, and as we have before, loading a horse in a trailer. We’ve all either ex-
perienced or witnessed a horse having difficulty loading into a trailer, which 
is why I often use it as an example. Needless to say, it can be challenging 
and stressful for both horse and handler. Have you ever heard someone say 
something like, “I hope my horse loads today”? Apart from in religion and 
spiritualism, I’m not a fan of the word “hope.” I’m particularly not a fan 
of “hope” in most horsemanship situations. Why? “Hope” implies it might 
not happen. I prefer the word “faith.” Why? “Faith” implies it will happen. 
However, there is a missing component. When. When will it happen? My 
answer? I don’t know. The preparedness of the horse prior to loading in 
the trailer (as we discussed in chapter 4) may determine when. My ability 
to communicate via a process in which the horse understands calmly and 
quietly may determine when. It will happen when it happens, and “it’ll 
take the time it takes,” but there’s one certainty: I have faith the horse will 
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42 van hargis

load on the trailer. I will be more patient and persistent than the horse. I 
will work harder and wait longer than the horse. Why? In the domestic 
world the horse needs me to be the leader. A leader determines a goal, 
determines a plan, takes action, humbly makes adjustments or refinements 
while keeping the goal in mind, and has faith in the outcome. He who waits 
the longest is the leader. 

Starting in my later years of high school I began to read the Bible more, 
as well as motivational materials and books. Amazingly, throughout the Bible 
and in practically every “success” book I read, there were numerous similar 
themes related to leadership. And amazingly, as I began training horses many 
years later, I noticed that as I adhered to the process of leadership (goal, plan, 
action, refinement, and outcome) and the guideposts I had acquired from my 
youthful reading, the results were quite successful. My conclusion was that 
horses truly needed a leader, and the fact that I had at least a proven process 
to follow, that perhaps helped me be more confident and deliberate in my 
actions, encouraged the horses to feel more confident in me as that leader. 
In the meantime, I worked diligently to learn more and more about horses 
from those who had a great deal more experience than me. And ultimately, 
I learned that constantly refining the understanding and the process would 
bring me more and more success. 

Later, still quite by accident, I learned that horsemanship was a great way 
to practice being a leader of people as well. 

In the very early 2000s I was performing horsemanship demonstrations 
in Mitchell, South Dakota, at a farm and ranch exposition on behalf of a 
sponsor. After one of the presentations, a studious-looking young lady ap-
proached me with a notepad and pen in one hand while gripping a mini-re-
corder in the other. 

“Mr. Hargis, excuse me,” she said. “I’m with the local newspaper here in 
Mitchell, and I was hoping I could have a bit of your time to ask about your 
programs.”

Of course, I agreed. 
The reporter went on to say that she had visited my website and noticed 

on the front page that it said, “Van Hargis: The Horseman with a Message.” 
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the horse is my teacher 43

Immediately I was impressed that she had already done a bit of research, and I 
quickly and proudly responded, “Yes, ma’am.” 

She then replied, “So, what’s your message?”
Honestly, I was stumped! You see, since the late nineties I had placed 

that tag line, “The Horseman with a Message,” on my website. It was sug-
gested to me by a wonderful lady in Houston, Texas that had hired me to 
speak and perform horsemanship demonstrations. She liked the way I taught 
horsemanship through the use of stories and analogies and told me she was 
going to always refer to me as “The Horseman with a Message.” I thought it 
sounded great and aligned with my style of teaching, so the tag line became 
part of my branding. 

Only one problem. I didn’t really have a message. I’d never given it a 
thought. 

With a recorder stuck in my face in South Dakota and an ambitious young 
reporter waiting for an answer, I amazingly—or better yet, miraculously—told 
the woman that in all these years no one had ever asked me that question, and 
then, without a second’s hesitation, I looked right at her and said as if it had 
been said by me a thousand times, “My message is that horsemanship is an 
opportunity to practice ‘humanship’ every day.”

Shocked by what had just flowed from my mouth as if I had a prepared 
statement, I asked the reporter, “Did your recorder get that?” She checked 
and sure enough, there was the sentence playing back, “Horsemanship is an 
opportunity to practice ‘humanship’ every day.”

Perhaps she saw my surprise on my face, because she asked if everything 
was okay. 

“Yes ma’am,” I said. “It’s just that I’ve never said that before, and I’m amazed 
those words came out of my mouth.” 

The point here is that practicing good leadership skills with horses is great 
practice for leadership skills with humans. It takes a lot of practice; it takes a lot 
of work. The practice and the work is what to do while one is waiting for the 
outcome…and then you have to have faith in the outcome—the end goal. The 
one who practices the most and works the hardest is most likely to produce the 
greatest results. Producers of great results often earn the respect of those around 
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44 van hargis

them. Whether it’s one horse successfully leading a herd over challenging ter-
rain to find good grazing and water, or an athlete that always seems to be at the 
right place at the right time to find a way to pull out a victory in a team event, 
it is usually not a coincidence that these individuals are the leaders. They have 
survived the tough moments, practiced the longest, and worked the hardest…
and He who waits the longest is the leader. 
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