
Learning Curve

Learning the dif ference between a patterned reining horse and a broke reiner with superb steering skills can be the key to higher scores in the show pen.

42   |   Quarter Horse News   |   September 15, 2017

QHNMG_170915_042_LearningCurve.indd   42 8/24/17   3:27:41 PM



Learning Cur ve

Focusing on his horses’ guiding capabilities instead of just working 
reining maneuvers improved Bud Lyons’ performance in the show pen.

Article & photos by Kate Bradley Byars 

he cornerstones of reining 
are circles, spins, rundowns 

and sliding stops. Those are 
the fun maneuvers, but without 

solid fundamentals that include responsive 
steering and guiding, a horse loses its ability 
to perform. The horse can only run a pat-
tern, somewhat like a mouse learning to run 
a maze. Throw a new turn in the maze, and 
the mouse fails to get the cheese. 

Reining trainer Bud Lyon realized his 
horses, as well as other seasoned reiners from 
different programs, lacked a solid under-
standing of rein pressure and responsive 
steering when he shifted from reining pat-
terns to ranch riding.

“Several years ago, I started to transition 

to showing in the ranch riding in addition to 
reining,” said the 39-year-old Tioga, Texas, 
trainer. “We have set patterns in reining, 
but none of the patterns are symmetrical in 
ranch riding. They require more steering and 
guiding all over the arena. Clients sent rein-
ing horses to me to get shown in the ranch 
riding, and that is when I realized that some 
of us in the reining industry had drifted away 
from the steering fundamentals.”

It wasn’t that Lyon did not have a solid 
horsemanship base when he started out as 
a trainer. As a youth, he competed in all-
around events, rode with successful trainers 
like Todd Crawford and was immersed in the 
horse show industry. 

“I learned the basics of horsemanship 

from showing all-around, but when it comes 
to the program I use today, it is a mix of 
inf luences,” he said. “I started riding with 
Todd Crawford at the age of 14. When I was 
in college at Cal Poly in San Luis Obispo, I 
would spend the summer with Don Murphy 
when he was still in California. He did a 
bit of everything – reining, roping and cow 
horse. Whatever I learned from Todd was 
amplified by my experience with Don, and 
that harkened back to reined cow horse tra-
ditions of what a good, solid, broke horse is 
supposed to be.”

Following graduation, Lyon spent seven 
years working with reining and reined cow 
horse trainer Randy Paul before moving to 
Texas and starting his own operation. The 

QuarterHorseNews.com   |   43

QHNMG_170915_042_LearningCurve.indd   43 8/24/17   3:27:45 PM



Learning Cur ve

pressures of working as a full-time trainer 
and meeting expectations subconsciously 
altered how Lyon approached each horse.

“I got into a habit of working on those 
[reining] maneuvers and not always focus-
ing on some of the fundamentals. The fun-
damentals are not always exciting; they are 
laborious and tedious. It takes time to get 
it right,” he said. “My horses knew how to 
speed up, slow down and spin and stop. But if 
you took them out of their routine and tried 
to steer them around the arena at any given 
point, some of those horses were lost. I had 
to go back and reevaluate what it took to take 
a reining horse and do the ranch riding. It 
came down to guiding.”

After identifying the problem, Lyon used 
his skills to correct it and began adjusting his 
program.

Assess the situation
There are 15 approved patterns in the 

National Reining Horse Association. All 
require circles, lead changes, rundowns, 

spins and sliding stops, as well as a back-up. 
None ask the horse and rider to perform a 
serpentine or do anything at a diagonal. In 
essence, a reining horse only must do six 
maneuvers.

In Lyon’s observation, riders that practice 
only the elements of a reining pattern create 
a “patterned” horse, not one that is broke to 
guide and steer. When a client brought a sea-
soned reiner to him to also compete in ranch 
riding, Lyon found commonalities in the 
issues he faced.

“A lot of the horses knew to stay in a circle, 
or stay in a circle if there was an arena fence, 
but when you tried to steer to the inside 
or outside of the circle, the horse either 
didn’t want to steer or became inept,” Lyon 
explained. “I could run a large fast with my 
hand on the horse’s neck, but as soon as I 
tried to guide right or left, it took more effort 
– more leg and neck rein – to get them to 
move.”

Counter-cantering, turning a 90-degree 
angle during a straightaway and even trot-

ting serpentines was challenging, or more 
challenging than it should be on a broke 
horse. To assess the horse’s understanding 
of steering, Lyon looked at how much of a 
cue, or guiding hand, was needed to affect 
change.

If a rider’s hand has to move more than 2 
or 3 inches to the left or right of the neck, 
then the horse is not responding like it 
should. Another indicator that the horse 
lacks respect for being guided or an under-
standing of steering is that it braces against 
the rider. 

“A horse that is bracing against you, being 
belligerent and deliberately going where it 
wants to go has a steering issue,” Lyon said. 
“This needs to be addressed at home by 
working on neck and direct rein cues, where 
when you lay a rein on the horse’s neck, then 
the head turns and the rest of the body fol-
lows.

“You may have a horse that moves its head 
and neck off the neck rein, but the body 
doesn’t follow. That is when you have to 

Lyon star ts each riding session by checking a horse’s responsiveness to rein and leg cues. He begins by asking for a subtle turn of the nose, then he supplements the neck rein with a direct 
rein to ensure the horse is looking away from the outside pressure.  
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use a little leg or get aggressive with your 
hand. This will affect your turns in the show 
arena.”

Lyon opts to build understanding of prop-
er steering and guiding at home so his horses 
perform better at the horse show. Once a 
hole is identified in the horse’s foundation, he 
sets about correcting it with back-to-basics 
exercises.

Lay the foundation
Daily, Lyon works on a horse’s responsive-

ness to neck rein and leg cues. He incorpo-
rates steering and guiding fundamentals into 
his work on essential reining maneuvers, like 
a circle and rundown. Not only does he get 
the horse to respond in the arena, he also 
works on these exercises out in the pasture. 
To Lyon, a broke horse is one that can do its 
job in any situation. 

To build a solid foundation and establish 
expectations for each riding session, Lyon 
begins by asking the horse to respond to rein 
pressure.  

“First, I stand and work on getting him to 
look away from the outside neck rein. A lot of 

Af ter working on steering while standing still, then while walking, Lyon 
will trot a figure eight, where he counter arches the horse one direction, 
then allows the horse to follow its nose the other. Here, he 
keeps his rein hand on the side where he wants the horse’s 
nose, but uses his leg to drive the horse the opposite 
direction. 

As he rides through the middle of the figure eight, Lyon will sit up and switch legs, applying pressure to move 
the horse in the same direction as its nose.

Lyon wants the horse’s nose over its inside knee when responding to neck rein pressure. If the horse pushes or dives to the 
inside, Lyon will apply his inside leg to stand it up and regain for ward motion.
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young horses will not instinctively do that. 
We ask the horse to look away from the neck 
rein in spins and rollbacks, so it is essential,” 
he explained.

“I work on the neck rein and then direct 
rein. I might use my left hand, for example, 
to lay the neck rein on the horse. If it doesn’t 
respond, I take my right hand and apply 
direct rein pressure to enforce the cue. Once 
I get the response I want, where the horse 
looks away from the rein but doesn’t move 
its body, then I start to move it in a circle. 
I [work on responsiveness] at a standstill, 
walk, trot and lope, and eventually do it at 
the counter-canter.”

Lyon tracks around the arena, not adher-
ing to a set pattern for the ride. He often 
works on body control using a figure eight, 
counter arching the horse one way and let-
ting it follow its nose going the other direc-
tion. His legs keep the horse’s body from div-
ing in or leaning out, focusing on standing 
the horse up in its shoulders.

Trotting a straight line, he asks the horse 
to look one direction and wait until he adds 
a leg cue to move its body in the same direc-
tion. Or, he has the horse’s head turn one 

direction but counter arch to the other. 
He tests the horse’s response to neck rein 

and leg pressure in corners, on a straight-
away and going around the ends, where he 
would typically set up for a rundown. Often, 
Lyon rides as though he were tracking a cow 
around the arena.

“This goes back to my foundation. I think 
Bob Avila said, ‘If you think a horse is broke, 
try working a cow.’ I ask myself if I could 
track a cow on this horse if one was in the 
arena,” Lyon said. “If your job was to put 
the horse’s head on the cow’s hip and track 
it everywhere it went, then the horse should 
be able to steer, guide and follow its nose. If I 
don’t feel like I can do that, then I don’t have 
my steering as responsive as it needs to be.”

The goal is to have the horse’s head and 
neck respond to rein cues, but wait for Lyon 
to follow it with a directional aid to move its 
body. Creating a responsive horse that waits 
for cues helps combat anticipating maneu-
vers in the show arena. When it is time to 
work on rundowns, stops, circles or spins, 
Lyon does not adhere to traditional methods.

He moves the horse into and then back out 
of a circle while loping. A horse with the abil-

ity to change trajectory can be beneficial in 
the show pen when the rider needs to make 
a course correction. This also helps Lyon 
keep his horses from leaning out of or into 
the circle. 

“If you feel your horse get worried or get 
out of position [in the circles], leaning to 
the outside or wanting to dive in, it should 
be easy to resort back to the default setting 
and guide them where you want to go,” Lyon 
said. “When you have put that steering on 
since the beginning, you can make that 
adjustment without affecting your pattern.”

Another area Lyon focuses on steering is 
the all-important rundown. Horses that do 
not stop straight are often leaning out toward 
the rail and not running straight to the stop, 
Lyon explained. Practicing guiding your 
horse down a straightaway will help in the 
stop.

To do so, Lyon practices loping straight 
lines and making 90-degree turns at the end 
of the arena.

“The [arena] wall acts like a magnet. 
Horses leaning toward it are not honoring 
the neck rein,” Lyon said. “Even if the head 
goes in, the rest of the body parts are going 

(above) A rundown should be a straight approach to the stop, with the horse moving for ward and 
not leaning one direction or the other.

(right) When the horse leans to the lef t or outside, Lyon directs the horse to turn right, applying 
outside neck rein and outside leg pressure to correct it.
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to the outside. When the horse’s body is bent 
or curved, it is a lot harder to stop.

“Being able to turn square and set yourself 
and your horse up for a good, clean approach 
to a stop is important. Practice guiding your 
horse down the arena, and if it leans, turn 
90-degrees away. You can make adjustments 
on the f ly if your horse has been taught to 
guide and steer.”

Altogether, Lyon creates a horse that can 
accomplish more than the required reining 
maneuvers. Yet, his ultimate goal is to have a 
high-marking reining horse.

Put it together
When a rider is in a pressure-packed situ-

ation like a big reining event, it is common 
for nerves to create some loss of communica-
tion. But Lyon said with a solid foundation, 
horse-and-rider pairs can overcome show 
ring issues.

Following his own advice to get back to 
basics helped Lyon and 5-year-old Einsteins 
Top Whiz go from locking up in a pattern 
in June 2016 to making the Derby Level 4 
Open finals at the 2017 National Reining 

Breeders Classic and NRHA Derby. 
“The horse came into training in May 

2016 and had been through at least four 
trainers’ programs. I attempted to show him 
at the [NRHA] Derby in June 2016, and 
when I asked for a left rollback, he put his 
head the wrong way and locked up,” Lyon 
said. “He didn’t respect the neck rein.”

Lyon went home and set to work figuring 
out how to get a show-ready horse. He said 
the answer was time in the saddle working 

on boring, tedious basics. However, when 
the two stepped back in the arena at the 2016 
High Roller Reining Classic, there was a 
marked difference in the horse. 

“I still lost some steering in my circles, 
but he was much better. We did a lot of 
exercises where the head went a direction 
first, and his body waited on me to go that 
direction,” Lyon said. “Neck rein, direct rein 
and respecting changing direction – it was 
tedious, but necessary, and it made a differ-

It is easy to get caught up 
practicing stopping or turning 

harder. But none of that matters if 
you can’t steer in the show pen. 

— Bud Lyon
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ence. There is no secret or magic to what I 
do. You have to go through all these issues 
at home so you can utilize the lessons at the 
show in the show pen.”

When Lyon took a hard look at his own 
program, he realized, like many trainers, he 
was trying to keep up with the high level of 
reining competition. But it didn’t matter how 
fast his horses were spinning or how hard 
they would stop if they couldn’t get around 
the arena.

“Maybe the value in my light-bulb moment 
is to get back to basics,” Lyon said. “It is easy 
to find yourself getting away from that, espe-
cially in the reining. The level of competition 
and the quality of horses has gotten dramati-
cally better over the last 10 years.

“You have to stay on top of your game. It is 
easy to get caught up practicing stopping or 
running harder. But none of that matters if 
you can’t steer in the show pen.” ★

(lef t) Inside the arena or out, Lyon works on the same exer-
cises to increase steering and guiding. Riding his horses 
outside an arena, where the arena fence can’t help the 
horse stay on target, helps create a more responsive horse.
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2017 NYCHA 
Junior Youth World Champion

Ryann Packard riding Sir Stylish Lizzy

Thanks to so many who made it a successful year. 
Especially Matt Budge, Phil and Mary Ann Rapp, E.J. And 

Christina Huntley, Tom Dvorak, Chad Bushaw, John Mitchell 
and Kaitlyn Larsen and so many more! What a great team! 

Con gr atulation s
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