
The Trench
RECOGNIZE that trenches can look very different depending on the park that you are in, however they all have some things in 
common: they are below ground and can often initiate a level of claustophobia either on the way down or once inside. There may also 
be loose footing underneath and the slope down and up could be of various angles. All of these pose potential unconfidence levels for 
horses depending on the situation and can happen in hand or while riding. The body of this obstacle is quite long comparative to other 
obstacles…long enough for things to get better or worse and the judge has a significant amount of time to watch your horse’s feet 
through the centre.

REALIZE:
Entrance: Use as much of the area as possible to ask your horse to enter straight  before even thinking about going down the slope. 
The judge has a great angle to see the entire passage from this one point. It is even more imperative that you allow your horse to get his 
head down so that he can figure out calmly where he needs to put his feet. 
Body: Again depending on the park and the judges instructions you may be with your horse as you travel through the ditch in hand or 
you might want to send your horse thourgh the ditch from on top. As a judge I feel this a great deal harder as you are “talking” with your 
horse farther away and from where he can only feel you through your line. Quite a bit can go wrong here and I would award “wow” 
points for anyone who has practised and can execute this. If you are going “with” your horse, the centre is the line between you and 
your horse, as well through the entrance and exit. If you are riding, remember it seems like there is lots of time for things to go wrong or 
to save a rough start. Don’t forget if you are riding the judge will also be looking for you to be taking the weight off your horse as you are 
going downhill and uphill. By sitting slightly back at the angle of your horse’s shoulder when you are travelling uphill and the opposite 
when going uphill this will free up the part of the body that is working the hardest.  Watch that your horse doesn’t start to increase his 
gait at either end which can easily happen as your horse finds this an easier way to go. Always look up for an important ,clearer and 
more confident form of communication with your horse.
Exit: Because the Exit is worth 2 of the 9 obstacle points and is shorter than the body, there is little time to “fix” what might be 
happening. It is possible to salvage some of those exit points though if you can recover straight and centred. Keep a strong focus 
straight ahead and have your horse sensitive to your intention for at least 1 horse’s length. If you have“sent” your horse through in hand 
then you will need to collect up your line at this point.

REMEMBER: 
Teach your horse to feel your intentional energy from the end of your lead line and/or with a long rein so that you leave them to do what 
they need to do with only the lightest of communication.  Know your horse’s level of claustrophobia while training for this obstacle and 
take your time by simulating with an apporach and retreat technique. Try entering the ditch for only a few steps and then ask your horse 
to back out..then slowly increase your steps. All horses are claustrobic to different degrees and if he feels he needs to get out of there it 
would result in a very dangerous situation.

In this picture to the right, the rider is approaching the body of the obstacle. There are 9 
points that the judge has to evelauate straightness and being centred. It is at the very 
beginning of the body that things can start to go wrong. Often times a horse will start to 
move their hindquarters off centre because they have a physical weakness with their 
hocks or stifles or even through the hips and back. If you are balanced in your body and 
are looking up and beyond there is no reason why your horse will not feel this intention 
through your seat and legs and be dead on centre all the way through and out the exit. 

This rider and horse are doing an excellent job as you can see by how straight and 
centred they are through the entrance. If she maintains this good balance the 
horse most probably will continue in the same manner. However, she is looking 
down and this will  likely cause the horse to start to travel crookedly.  Looking 
down into the ditch brings your weight on the forehand which is the incorrect shift 
to prepare your horse to keep balanced downhill. It is very important to prepare the 
postion before the change, as there will always be a delay to the feet. Remember it 
is your horse that needs to look where he is going. That is not your responsibility 
and will only cause you to get in the way and make it harder for 

This photo was not shot straight on through the body of the obstacle, so I have 
adjusted the line accordingly. You can see that the horse is off center. This could be 
rider error (unbalanced) or it could have already occured going down the ramp. He 
may have some kind of disability in his hind quarter which may not show up on flat 
ground. It could also be caused by a little of both. However the horse is relatively 
straight as seen by the tracking of the front legs in front of his hind legs.

This is an example of sending your horse instead of going with your horse. The 
horse has to remain on the centre line thoughout. This is much more challenging 
and takes a very strong connection between the two of you. This horse here is 
dead centre but is not perfectly straight. You can see that the hindquarters have 
shifted slightly to the right. Learning to communicate from a farther and farther 
distance from your horse is not only something that is great to work on over time 
but it also shows how strong your connection and communication is.


