
The following is excerpted from an article written by 

Kim MacMillan and first published in the fall 1993 is-
sue of the The American Trakehner, the official maga-

zine of the American Trakehner Association.  The arti-
cle in its entirety, along with additional photos, can be 

found at www.americantrakehner.com.  The Contact 
thanks the ATA for giving us permission to use ex-

cerpts from the article.  
 

Proper showing in hand, like anything else, takes 
preparation. But it is worth it in terms of what you will 
get back in the satisfaction of showing your horse to 
his best advantage.  

You may have a very nice horse, but a judge can 
only place what he or she sees.   If you don't show off 
your horse's conformation, movement or tempera-
ment to his best advantage, you may not place as 
high as you possibly could. 

Following is a synopsis of a clinic given by Eber-
hard Biesenthal in Illinois a number of years ago.  
Eberhard was born and raised in Lower Saxony in 
Germany, where his father bred German riding po-
nies.  He came to the United States in December 
1987. 

Eberhard started off the clinic by emphasizing that 
you should start early, practicing at home and teach-
ing your horse manners.  He continued, "Try to ex-
pose your horse to a new environment, show him 
flowers, cars, and other horses.  Remember, even if 
you are best prepared, things can still go wrong." 

One important point that he stressed was that you 
need to know your own physical abilities.  If you can't 
keep up with your horse, get someone else to show it 
for you.  Maybe you can show it as a weanling or 
yearling, but if you can't keep up with its trot, then 
you need to find someone who can. 

Start to teach your horse to lead and to walk in a 
halter, carrying a dressage whip to help with steering 
and to encourage him to go forward.  You want your 
horse to walk out, with a long, relaxed stride and a 
"swinging" back.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
At the trot, you again want your horse to move 

forward willingly.  It is important that you don't hang 

on your horse's head.   According to Eberhard, 
two things happen if you hang on your horse while 
moving alongside him.  One, the horse's head comes 
up and he hollows out his back; two, you restrict the 
horse's forward movement. 

So, keep the lead shank or reins loose enough 
that you are not restricting his head and hold your 
hand up a little so you don't pull down.  Also, keep 
your hand under the horse's chin, not pulling toward 
you when you are traveling in a straight line.   If you 
pull your horse's head toward you, then he will be-
come crooked and his body and feet will not travel in 
a straight line. 
 

 
 
 
 
Eberhard then explained the triangle pattern used 

for showing your horse in hand (see Figures A and B 
on the following page). You are supposed to stand 
horse up for examination by the judge at the point of 
the triangle when you first walk in the ring and, de-
pending on the judge's preference, you may be asked 
to do this again after you trot the triangle. 

The correct stance is with the horse's foreleg on 
the side nearest the judge to be slightly ahead of the 
other foreleg and the horse's hindleg nearest the 
judge to be slightly behind the horse's other hindleg 
(this is called an open stance).  The horse should be 
standing over the top of his feet and not have his 
forelegs too far underneath him or his hindlegs trailing 
out behind him.  Another way to look at it is that the 
legs on the side nearest the judge should be pointing 
straight toward the ground.   This stance allows the 
judge to see all four legs at the same time. 

The horse should look ahead with his head and 
neck slightly raised and extended, and he should look 
alert with ears forward.   

As the judge walks around the horse to look at the 
other side, step the horse up a step to change the 
legs to the open stance on the other side.  Don't 
crowd the judge, but it is all right to walk forward a 
few steps to a better place for setup or into a better 
stance. 

The judge will also look at your horse from the 
front and the back as he travels around.   For this, try

The handler should not restrict the horse's head (note the slight slack 
in the reins), even during a fast, forward trot.  He or she should 
travel alongside the horse's shoulder.   
 

In this picture the handler has fallen slightly behind the horse.   The 
reins have become too tight, the forward movement is restricted, the 
horse fights the bit, and her head carriage is diminished. 

 

 

Showing Your Horse In Hand: 



to have your horse's feet set up square and closer 
together (bring the feet up to get more of a square 
stance) so the legs look straighter (not toeing in or 
out or cow hocked).            

Eberhard said it is better to walk a horse forward 
into a stance rather than backing him up into it. Back-
ing up too much can make a horse appear shorter.  If 
you do make small adjustments backward, it is better 
to push a little on the horse's chest instead of pulling 
his head backward, 
as he may object to 
this by putting his 
head up in the air 
or fussing. 

After setting 
your horse up at 
the point of the 
triangle, you either 
walk your horse 
around the large 
triangle (Figure A) 
or walk around the 
shorter triangle de- 
pending on the 
setup of the ring 
and the preference 
of the judge. 

When you walk 
the horse away 
from and back to 
the judge, it is to 
show off straight-
ness, not a big 
walk.  The long  side 
of the triangle should 
show off the horse's 
big walk.  Then you 
trot your horse 
around the triangle. 
(Editor’s note: If 
the ring is set up 
with a smaller 
triangle inside a 
larger one, you generally walk the smaller trian-
gle and trot the larger one.) Again, the short sides 
going away from and back toward the judge are to 
show off straightness. Eberhard advised not to go all 
out on these sides, because you don't want your 
horse to make wide movement when starting out or to 
leave his hind end trailing out behind.  The long side 
of the triangle is where to show off the horse's bril-
liant trot. 

He also said that a good trot should start from 
behind and the first few steps of the trot are very im-
portant.  You should not run around the corners of the 
triangle—trot  one side, walk the corner and trot the 
next side, and so on.  If you run around the corners 
the horse will get ahead of you and you will get disor-
ganized.  If the horse canters, don't panic, bring him 
back, maybe even to a standstill, and start over 
again. 

Some judges will have all or some of the horses 
come back in together and walk around (this may 

happen in large classes, group or c h a m p i o n -
s h i p  classes, or at stallion inspections).  When the 
judge is looking at you it is important to walk big, ac-
cording to Eberhard.   

He said to keep enough space be tween  you r 
horse and the horse in front of you.  You can walk 
deep into the corners to gain space if need be and 
hold back when the judge is not looking so that you 
can walk out again when he does look at you. 

Eberhard said 
that for foals and 
yearlings a halter 
to show in is OK, 
but he prefers to 
use a bridle on 
yearlings because 
it looks better and 
you have better 
control.  A bridle 
must be used on 
two-year-olds and 
older horses.  You 
may use reins or a 
lead shank attached 
to the bridle.  If you 
use reins, you di-
vide the reins with 
your index finger. 

Eberhard starts 
horses out in a 
French snaffle. He 
also said not to use 
a noseband on the 
bridle if your horse 
has a nice head, 
but if his nose is 
long and he has a 
plain head, then 
use a noseband.  
Don't use a flash 
or dropped nose-
band when show-
ing in hand. 

The horse and handler must be well turned out, 
neat and clean.  Braiding the horse is a good idea.  He 
also stressed that you wear shoes that you can run in, 
such as a good pair of tennis shoes, not riding boots; 
you can't run fast enough in them. 

 

It's Not The Usual Halter Class 

                                         Figure A 

  
 
                                             Figure B 


