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INTRODUCTION  

Outside Peruvian horse circles, there is little written information about the Peruvian 
Paso breed, its training, equipment and conformation, (as the training and 
knowledge of the breed is an oral tradition passed down through the generations), 
but even less can be found on how to actually ride them. 
 
In ‘Riding the Peruvian Paso’, we endeavour to explain how we ride our horses and  
more importantly, why we ride them as we do. We will look at the general principles 
of classical Peruvian equitation; the balanced and the non-balanced seat, body and 
riding aids. We will also discuss the importance of ‘collection’, as well as the 
purpose of collection in our riding style.  

Our aim is to provide our guests with a better understanding of the classical 
Peruvian equitation. We do not pretend that the Peruvian style of riding is the only 
way to ride a horse, but we do believe that our equitation is best suited to the riding 
of this particular gaited breed and is an important part of Peru's rich equestrian 
heritage and tradition.  

We highly recommend that all riders new to the Peruvian Paso breed read ‘Riding 
the Peruvian Paso’ before participating in one of our rides.  

   Eduard van Brunschot Vega  



THE POETRY OF RIDING 

There are two ways one can ride a horse; as a passenger or as a rider. Every 
beginner in the art of riding starts as a passenger. He or she holds on to the saddle, 
clamps their legs around the horse and prays they will not fall off. For a horse this 
feels like carrying a heavy sack of potatoes on his back. An easy-going horse 
without much fire will allow this ‘dead weight’ on his back and do his job, but usually 
without a spark of happiness. 

And then there is the rider. A good rider is an extension of their horse; they are able 
to communicate with their mount using very subtle body aids. Their hands are soft, 
hips flexible, and their straight and balanced seat is secure but relaxed. They can 
understand the messages sent by the horse and interpret the signs of excitement, 
discomfort or boredom. They know how and when to encourage their horse and 
when to slow down or rest, because the wellbeing of the horse is always on their 
mind. A good rider is not a burden to their horse but a partner and a friend.  

Only when a passenger becomes a rider will they discover the poetry of riding. 

THE PRINCIPLES OF EQUITATION  
      
The art of riding horseback is also known as ‘equitation’. But what exactly is the 
point of equitation?  

Horse-riding is by definition unnatural for the horse. 
Horse-riding is something which we humans invented for our own benefit and 
pleasure. A horse never asked to carry the weight of a saddle and rider on his back, 
never asked for a piece of metal in his mouth, to walk with iron shoes on his 
hooves, nor did he ask to be held prisoner in a stable or fenced corral. We 
domesticated the horse for the sole purpose of riding him or to make him work for 
us. Despite our ‘love' for horses, we should never assume that there is anything 
‘natural’ in what we do with them. You should not feel too bad about it, but you 
should always have in mind that it is our responsibility and moral duty as riders to 
ensure that we ride in a manner which has as little impact on the horse’s movement 
as is possible, always with the horse’s wellbeing and physical comfort at the 
forefront of our minds. We have to use effective methods to stay in balance with the 
horse in order to accomplish whatever job the two of us must do. We should ride 
our horse in the best bio-mechanical way, and train the horse in the most 
constructive way for him to become stronger, more supple and more refined in his 
balance. The result will be a better moving, altogether happier horse that is a 
pleasure to ride. These are the principles of equitation.  

Horse riding and balance. 
There are many styles of equitation and all are based on balance. Depending upon 
the particular horse, his build and training status, the horse supports approximately 



55% of his weight over the forehand and 45% over the hind quarters. There is 
nothing absolute about the equilibrium of the horse. While standing half-asleep with 
one hind leg resting, the horse can have 75% of its body weight over the forehand. 
In a matter of seconds, he can change to having 70-80% over his quarters as he 
spins around to flee. He can even take all 100% over the hind legs as he rears up. 
As the horse moves, as he turns and paces through the different gaits, these ratios 
of weight-bearing alter constantly.  

CLASSICAL PERUVIAN EQUITATION  

The classical principles of effective riding on the flat have evolved from the time of 
Xenophon (430–355 BC). Xenophon, a student of Socrates , recommended that the 
Greek riders sit not on the horse as they would sit on a chair, but rather as though 
they were standing with legs apart. He also recommended that they should not ride 
in the limited space of a riding arena, but instead train their horses in the open 
country.  

Xenophon wrote a book titled ‘About horsemanship’  where he published his 
philosophy, ideas and principles about horsemanship specifically for the training of 
the military horse. He wrote "anything forced cannot be beautiful". Xenophon is 
considered to be the first of the classical masters.  
After Xenophon not much was written about equitation's ideas and the progress of 
its training methods for a long time. Also bear in mind that very few people at that 
time were literate and so there was little call for written work.  

There are some early manuscripts from Italian masters of the 13th century, and a 
wonderful piece from 1438 by Dom Duarte, the Portuguese King, on tips for riding 
and training for the nobleman.  

It was only from the mid-1500s onwards that equestrianism experienced a 
resurgence, led in part by the need for a more intelligent use of the horse in battle 
now that the riders wielded firearms. The book with the riding principles of 
Xenophon was rediscovered and the Spanish Riding School was born and with it 
the ‘Classical’ style of riding.  

The definition of classical equestrianism:  
“It is the ability, by means of good exercises, logically structured and based on the 
natural laws of balance and harmony, to train the horse so that it subordinates itself 
to the rider ́s will contentedly and with self-confidence, without any detriment 
whatsoever to its own natural sequence of movement.” ("In Deference", p.11).  

The classical rider minimises his aids as soon as the horse begins to respond. In 
this way the rider makes the horse attentive, encourages impulsion and self-
carriage. 
The classical way of riding and the principles of the Spanish Riding school were 
introduced in Peru after the Conquest and after the introduction of the Spanish 



horse. 
This explains why Peruvian Equitation is a classical form of equitation. 

THE SEAT  

The classical way of riding on the flat is commonly known as riding with a deep and 
straight seat. The deep seat is the manner of riding whereby the rider’s bottom 
does not leave the saddle. 
Classical Dressage is a discipline that has been ridden entirely with a deep seat.  

A straight seat means that the rider takes up the same position as when standing, 
rather than sitting. His hips are in the same position, in relation to the ground, as 
though he were standing (photo left). 
To understand the deep and straight seat try and imagine what it means to be a 
part of the horse. Envisage the Centaur from Greek mythology (photo right). It 
represents two species blended together as one. The most important thing to note 
is that they are both standing.  

A straight or correct seat is achieved when the rider sits tall, straight and vertical 
(almost standing) in the saddle, with a slight forward curve of the rider’s lower back, 
chest lifted and with an imaginary line running from the head, shoulder, and hip 
through to the heel.  

A vertical rider is balanced because there is no tendency to either tip forwards or 
backwards. By gravity alone, they stay in the deepest part of the saddle without 
leaning against the cantle at the back, or pushing with their legs. They do not need 
to counterbalance by leaning back whilst holding the legs out in front.  



This seat does not require muscle tension to stay on the horse, so there is a natural 
quality to the contact with the horse. The legs can give small, subtle aids because 
the horse has not been de-sensitised by gripping legs, and the mouth has not been 
numbed by hanging on to the reins. The rider does not have to move about to give 
an aid, therefore the horse can trust the rider not to tip him off-balance.   

If you sit correctly, you should be able to feel your knees relatively tight against the 
horse, without squeezing. The legs should drop down by their own weight (no 
pulling up of the toes and/or knees) vertically down from the hip, or even slightly 
slanted inwards. They should not be used to assist the rider in staying on the horse. 
The heels should be in a naturally horizontal position, as though standing.  

This position, if used together with a well-designed saddle that is placed correctly 
on the horse’s back, puts the rider’s weight just behind the withers at the strongest 
part of the horse’s back; the place where he is able to carry weight with minimal 
effort. It also aligns the rider’s centre of gravity with that of the horse, so that the 
two may work together as one unit. To sit tightly against the withers will stabilise the 
rider's seat. It is also a decisive factor for whether one will stay on the horse or not 
during unpredictable movements (spooking, stopping, being out of control, etc).  

When you become responsible for your weight, carrying your body in the "equitation 
sweet spot," you influence the carriage of the horse and can improve as well as 
change the way he uses his back. This is of vital importance in helping the horse 
achieve the optimum gait that he can perform.  

It takes time to develop one’s own body for riding in a straight and deep seat. The 
entire lower body, from the hips down, needs to be somewhat “rearranged” in order 



to achieve a good seat. The deep seat must be practised to the point that it 
becomes permanently embedded in the rider’s sub-conscious mind. 

THE NON-BALANCED SEAT  

The lazy ‘chair seat’  

The lazy ‘chair seat’ pushes most of the rider’s weight onto the weakest part of the 
horse’s back (the loin area). The horse’s back will consequently ‘sag down’ under 
all this weight, which in turn can cause the vertebrae of the spine to compress and 
rub together. This is not only extremely painful, but it also puts the horse off-balance 
and can easily cause lameness.  

To distribute the impulsion from the hind legs to the front legs, the horse uses a 
complex network of muscles. The back muscles are vital to transfer this energy flow 
throughout the body. A rider impeding the movement of the horse's back muscles 
works against the horse's efforts to create impulsion.  

The position of the rider’s legs dictates the position of his pelvis in the saddle. An 
incorrect pelvis position in the saddle makes the rider’s legs stick out in front. 
The forward pointing legs inevitably push against the stirrups. The push against the 
stirrups places the seat of the rider to the rear of the saddle, pressing down the 



back of the saddle. This makes the weight-bearing area of the saddle much smaller 
and pushes the saddle precisely where the horse's back is most vulnerable, the 
loins!  
Riders who have a non-balanced seat will grip with their knees to stay on the horse 
and this also causes the rider to be pushed back against the cantle of the saddle. 
The gripping of the knees will disturb and confuse a sensitive and well-schooled 
horse, for he is not used to this pressure.  

Why do people use this seat? The chair seat is easy and most novice riders will sit 
like this. A person with a poor body condition, tight leg muscles and stiff hips will 
find it much easier to sit lazily in a chair seat. 
It is hard to believe, but there are riding instructors teaching this style of riding. “Sit 
backwards and put your heels down” is pounded into rider’s heads without 
explanation. There are even modern ‘Western saddles’ on the market that are 
designed to put the rider’s legs in front of his hips with ‘feet on the dashboard’, as 
though sitting in a chair.  
There is a simple way to correct the bad habit of riding in an unbalanced chair seat: 
try riding bareback (though without use of the reins to hang on!). You will almost 
certainly fall off the back of the horse if you sit and lean too far backwards.  
If you really love horses and want to ride them well, it is essential to learn how to 
ride with a properly independent and balanced seat.  

BODY AND RIDING AIDS  

The legs  

It is the legs which create the forward movement needed for all riding - even 
backing up. The first thing a horse is taught after it has recovered from the shock of 
having someone sit on his back, is to move forward from the leg. 
With most horses this is not a problem. The horse is well motivated and the leg-aid 
triggers a natural reflex in two ways. Forward-thinking horses react to alarm by 
moving forward, their natural instinct to flee. When a horse is squeezed between 
the rider’s legs, he immediately thinks, “Hey, I'd better go.” The squeezing causes 
him to want to flee and he moves forward.  

The second natural reflex that the leg-aid triggers is for the horse to crunch his side 
and pull the hind leg forward. If you poke a finger into the side of a person standing 
up, that person defends himself by crunching, folding over to that side and pulling 
that leg up. The horse does exactly the same thing.  
These natural reflexes to the leg-aid are reinforced by reward. In the first two years 
of a horse's education, application of the leg is always accommodated by the 
release of the rein. The release is an open door to go through, and it is also a 
reward for doing the right thing. 



To work this way, the leg must be used in the correct place. The rider needs to have 
a balanced seat and a relaxed leg. When the rider has that, he can then begin to 
think about other things.  

The thigh  

The upper part of the leg is first and foremost the stabilising part of the seat. In the 
correct place, it brings security to the seat, and a close contact with the horse's 
back. It also has a very important role in the sideways moving leg aid. Pressing the 
right thigh to the left, while shifting the weight over the left seat bone, will instantly 
move the horse to the left. If you do as your instructor tells you, and look in the new 
direction (in this case to the left) you will not only feel the increased weight on the 
left seat bone, but also how the right thigh automatically presses against the horse. 
When this is done consciously, this can be a very discreet aid.  

The knee  

The knee is generally not seen in a positive light when it comes to leg aids. Knees 
can grip and be stiff and as such they are active and therefore bad. However the 
knee can be used efficiently as an aid. It is actually not the knee per se, but one can 
focus on the knees and give the aid. On lively horses, slight “gripping with the 
knees” can be a very good restraining aid, since it does not pull on the horse's 
mouth, which in a hot horse will lead to the opposite of slowing down – rushing. It is 
actually not the knees that does this - it's the inner thigh muscles which pull the 
knees inward. However, the rider feels it in the knees.  

The calf  

This is the most used and efficient part of the leg. Its movements usually do not 
influence the horse's balance or the rider's contact with his horse. It also touches on 
a very important spot on the horse's side, the one that says, "Vamos/Go!"  

There are two different applications of the lower leg. It’s incorrect to say that one is 
good and one is bad – it is not that easy. You can tap and you can squeeze. “Tap” 
does not mean “kick.” “Squeeze ” does not mean “like a lemon”. A tap is a quick 
and firm nudge. The leg just touches the side and then bounces back to the neutral. 
A squeeze is a slower application, where the leg stays on the horse for 1/2 a 
second to a second. Any more and it becomes clamping, which the horse will 
choose to ignore after a while.  
Why the two different lower leg aids? The first, quicker one, is for lazy to ‘normal’ 
horses. They can take an aid that is given precisely at the moment it is supposed to 
work. For example, if the aid is supposed to tease the lifted hind leg forward, this 
aid must be given when the hind leg is in the air. If it is given before that, when the 
leg is still pushing, it will instead push more, probably causing the horse to lean 
onto the forehand. The hind leg is only in the air for one-half second, and that is 
when the aid needs to be applied; your leg goes "tap!"  
If you ride a more spirited horse, this kind of aid will probably only worry him. It will 
have a forward effect for several steps. It can also cause a quicker landing of the 



hoof, which is the opposite of what you want. This is because a hot horse is usually 
tense or overly ambitious and will tend to overreact. For this type of horse, it is 
much better to first apply the leg, so that it has full contact, and then apply a short 
squeeze.  
It is a myth in horse riding that the whole leg must be in contact with the horse's 
side at all times. Except for the above scenario, which usually only lasts for 
minutes, the leg must be naturally relaxed and draped over the horse’s body, not 
wrapped.  

The heels and spurs  

When riding in a good balanced seat, i.e. in a straight position, the heels are in a 
horizontal position. When the stirrups are placed at the right length, there will be a 
very light pressure in the stirrups, while not distributing the rider’s weight in the 
stirrups nor using the stirrups to stay in balance with the horse (except when riding 
up or downhill). In Peruvian Equitation we do not use our heels or spurs (extension 
of the heel) as aids during normal riding. The use of spurs is generally an aid we 
reserve for use in training (on rare occasions), a subject not discussed here. 
Traditionally the wearing of spurs is mandatory in the show-ring.  

The hands  

The hands should not be discussed separately from the seat, for the hands are an 
integral part of the seat. Moreover, a solid seat is critical to the hands: no seat, no 
hands. If you somehow manage to keep your hands soft and still, despite a 
bobbing, unbalanced seat, they will never work in coordination with the aids of the 
seat and legs. Good hands alone do not make a rider.  
The correct hand position is often taught by instructors as "forming a straight line 
from elbow to bit." Of course it is, but this is only when seen from the side. From 
above it is a whole different story.  
 

In the classical Peruvian equitation the 
hands should be held less than one 
hand’s-breadth apart, and one hand’s- 
breadth apart from the rider’s body, at 
the position of his navel (having in mind 
the conformation and the head/neck 
carriage during collection of the horse) 
to form a straight line as seen from the 
side. However, seeing it from above, 
this places the hands to the inside of 
the straight line from the elbow, which 
should be relaxed and somewhere 
close to the hip.  

If one were to hold one’s arms in a 
straight line to the bit when seen from 

above, the hands would be 4-6 hand’s-breadths apart and that is if you are a slight 



person with slender hips. That position is highly undesirable in the Peruvian riding 
style. Looking at the images above, the example on the right is correct for the 
Peruvian riding style; the example on the left is incorrect.  

A ‘wide-hands’ position doesn’t frame the horse's neck with the reins. It also causes 
the reins to act directly on the horse’s mouth without softening them from the 
contact with the neck. The horse will let itself be guided to stay inside the frame that 
the reins make for the neck, and this will keep the neck fairly straight and without 
kinks. Wide hands can easily make a horse counter-position and then re-bend 
somewhere mid- neck. If the hands are brought closer together, they stick out less, 
and thus stay more in tune with the body's movements.  

An important principle of Peruvian training is the work with relatively thick reins, 
especially when working the young horse in the bosal (headcollar). The pressure of 
the counter rein in the neck, combined with the right leg aid, will guide the horse to 
the desired direction, which minimises (or preferably eliminates) the need for the 
horse to pull on the bit.  

A well- trained Peruvian Paso horse that is well-collected can easily be ridden and 
guided with both reins in one hand, provided that the rider uses the right aids with 
the seat and legs. The use of soft hands is essential in our riding style. The 
relatively thick reins may feel a bit uncomfortable in the beginning, but it is not the 
reins that enable one to feel the horse’s mouth —-  it is the soft and experienced 
hands of the rider.  



COLLECTION  

Collection is a critical element in Classical Peruvian equitation. Through collection 
one can obtain a better and more fluent execution of the four-beat lateral gait as a 
result of increased impulsion from the hind legs and the balance of the horse.  
  
To understand what collection is all about and why we bother to collect a horse, we 
first need to understand the mechanics of the movement and body structure of the 
horse. This is quite a complicated and technical subject, but I will try to keep it 
simple.  

As mentioned before, horse riding is by definition unnatural to the horse. A horse 
intended as a mount must first be trained to carry the rider's weight in a proper way. 
For the “green” horse to carry the rider's weight, it first needs to grow up and be 
physically able to carry weight on its back. For the Peruvian Paso horse this is 
usually when it is 3 years old or older. The weight of a rider puts considerable 
pressure on the spine of a young horse.  

The horse's back is an emotional filter. An upset, tense, 
angry, frightened horse tends to tense its back muscles 
and hollow its back. The first time a young horse feels 
weight on its back it will also be tense, and feel a certain 
degree of discomfort which it will try to avoid as much as 
possible by hollowing its back.  
Another reason (some would say the most important 
reason) that a horse becomes tense and "hollows" is 
because its balance is upset. So before anything else, 
the horse must learn not to fear having a saddle and rider 
on its back. 
This way it can relax and not tense its back muscles, which need to be relaxed in 
order for the horse to counteract the sagging of the spine that the rider’s weight 
creates. The horse learns to make its back round in order to support the weight, as 
it is much easier for the horse to carry weight when the back is round and arched 
instead of hollow.  
  
If one looks at the weight distribution of a horse standing relaxed and in a natural 
way, one can observe that the horse carries more weight on its forehand (the front 
half of its body) than on its hind legs. Simple laws of physics teach us that if the 
horse were to bring its neck down it would increase the amount of weight on its 
forehand. If the neck is held higher then more weight is distributed to the hind legs.  
It is very important to understand this. A horse that is lying down and wants to stand 
will first lift up its neck to shift weight to the hind legs.  

The laws of physics prove that an object is most stable and balanced if its gravity is 
in its centre and when the balance is equally divided on individual supports; in this 
case, the horse's legs. The body of the horse is supported with four legs forming a 
rectangle. The centre of gravity of a horse standing relaxed and in a natural way is 



not in the centre of this rectangle which the legs are supporting - it is further 
forward, approximately where the horse’s heart is.  
 

Top image: normal/relaxed position of the horse. 
Centre of gravity (vertical red line) is closer to the 
horse heart. Weight distribution: more weight on 
front legs.  

Image below: collected horse. Impulsion from the 
hind legs provides a forward and upward energy 
flow through the body resulting in a higher neck-
set. Engagement of the hindquarters resulting in 
longer and more powerful strides from the hind-
legs. 
Centre of gravity is shifted backwards, more or 
less in line with the rider’s seat. Better weight 
distribution on the four legs. 

The idea of classical equitation and collection is to influence and change the centre 
of gravity by bringing it further towards the rear, from in front of the rider’s leg to just 
behind the rider’s leg. We want to bring the horse into an “artificial balance” 
because that will help it gain more stability. The horse becomes manoeuvrable, 
better able to balance the rider on its back, and at the same time distributes the 
weight equally on all four legs, thus preventing the premature overuse (injury) of the 
front legs.  

Another very important advantage that can be achieved by moving the horse’s 
centre of gravity further toward the rear, is if we imagine that the 'motor' of the horse 
is at the back. Its hindquarters provide the impulsion (the energy that is created in 
the hindquarters to move the horse forward), and not the forelegs. With a more 
equal distribution of the weight on all four legs, the 'motor' works much more 
efficiently and effectively. So what must one do to move the horse's centre of gravity 
backwards? In classical equitation this is achieved by bringing the horse’s neck up, 
through intelligent training methods and horsemanship. While this may sound 
simple in theory, the reality is not so easy. Collection is much more than merely 
bringing the horse's neck up, and is based on the physical and mental relaxation of 
the horse and the absence of using force.  

The concept of collecting a horse is to bring together ‘both ends of the horse’ for the 
purpose of lifting and lightening the forehand and to achieve optimal impulsion from 
the hind quarters. Collection also means to collect and store the necessary energy 
for the upcoming task, which will give the horse the needed level of power to 
generate impulsion. It is like the energy stored in a battery; it’s there but the output 
energy is restrained to a maximum level so it lasts longer.  



Collection lets the horse perform tasks with greater ease and beauty. It ‘loads’ the 
hind legs, as if the horse was running uphill; like a speed boat lifts up the bow when 
the motor at the back provides power (see photo below). 
In order to achieve collection and good impulsion, one must first have energy. 
Without this, (if the horse is tired, lazy or just bored) one cannot reach the level of 
true collection. Some people confuse a relaxed walk and the stretching of the neck 
downwards with collection, but that is a necessary stage (in which the horse is 
relaxed, loosening up its muscles and rounding its back), before reaching the next 
and most important stage of true collection, with more (controlled) energy, more 
impulsion and a better weight distribution.  

True collection is a complicated concept that is hard to describe with just a few 
words, especially to those who are unfamiliar with classical riding principles. On our 
rides we had modern ‘western style’ riders who were used to riding their Quarter 
horses with loose reins and a low neck set at all times. One of them tried to 
convince me that it was a more ‘natural way’ of riding. With respect, horse riding is 
not natural to the horse anyway, and the Quarter horse was originally bred for a 
completely different function and with a totally different conformation in mind to the 
Peruvian Paso horse. Working with cattle close to the ground or racing over quarter 
mile courses is a different ball game entirely, to covering long distances in the most 
effective way and with minimum effort. 
 



THE DIFFERENT PACES 

The Peruvian Paso horse is essentially ridden in four different paces: the walk, the 
Paso Llano, the canter and the gallop. Each pace requires a different energy level, 
or ‘mindset’ from the horse. The Paso Llano is best executed with a certain degree 
of collection.  

Good and clear communication between horse and rider is essential. There is no 
such thing as riding ‘in-between’ the different paces (the ‘grey areas’) and the 
transitions from one pace to the other should be well-defined and clear. It requires 
an active rider rather than a passive rider, as it is not the horse that decides the 
pace but the rider. Once you gain respect from your horse through leadership, it will 
be more eager to follow your instructions, even with the lightest body aid or 
whisper. If your messages as a leader are clear and fair, the horse will gain 
confidence in his rider and will do anything to please him.   
Good horsemanship is not only about good riding skills from the rider, it also 
requires a pro-active attitude and honest, determined leadership qualities —- an 
active effective rider. 

The walk  
The walk is performed like in any other horse breed. The mind set and body 
language of the horse and the rider is 'relaxed'. The head and neck position of the 
horse will look like this:  

 
 

(Images: dr. Gert Heuschmann) 



This head and neck position is acceptable during a relaxed walk, but it is not 
'collection' as the horse’s weight is mainly on the front legs and the horse’s head 
and neck are lower than his withers. The horse’s centre of gravity would be 
somewhere in front of the saddle girth, closer to his heart. 
The head of the horse should never be behind the vertical during the walk. 
Exercising a horse in this position relaxes the horse: when warming him up or 
cooling him down. It also loosens him up and rounds the back. A relaxed horse will 
move with more ease than a tense horse and will bring his hind-legs deeper under 
his body mass.  
The horse will show signals of relaxation (chewing the bit, licking, stretching the 
neck and moving his ears). 
When we ride a horse in a walk our seat is relaxed and the reins are held loose. 
This way the horse is free to stretch his neck and become even more relaxed. 

The Paso Llano  

The Paso Llano is the preferred gait amongst Peruvian horsemen and the 
trademark of the Peruvian Paso horse. The Paso Llano , the term derived from 
Paso (step) and Castellano (Castile, historical region in Spain), is a four-beat lateral 
gait of medium speed (like the speed of a trot) that provides a ride of incomparable 
smoothness and harmony of movement along with the utmost ground-covering 
ability. A certain degree of collection is necessary to execute the perfect Paso 
Llano.  

In order to change the pace of a walk to a Paso llano we need to change the 
mindset of the horse from ‘relaxed’ to ‘energetic’. 
There is a big difference between the energy provided by the horse during the walk 
and the energy that is needed for the Paso Llano!  
In order to achieve a perfect Paso Llano and change the horse’s mindset during a 
walk, we have to ask the horse for energy.  
Peruvian horses have the temperament to make this task very easy. A simple verbal 
encouragement or light squeeze with the calf is more than enough to change the 
horse’s mindset. 
It is very important that you make this clear transition from ‘walk’ to ‘paso llano’, 
from ‘relaxed’ to ‘ energetic’. 

By asking more energy from the horse it will automatically raise its neck to the 
desired position needed for collection and the Paso Llano, as the imaginary energy 
flow through its body and muscular system goes from the back to the front in a 
upward direction.  

If we don’t make a good transition from the walk to a Paso Llano we get into the 
‘grey area’ resulting in a uncomfortable pace similar to a diagonal trot. The forehand 
is overloaded and it can not cope with the pace and longer strides of the hind-legs. 
This uncomfortable pace is not desired when riding the Peruvian horse. So it is 
either a relaxed walk or a more energetic Paso Llano with a raised neck. Everything 
in-between is the ‘grey area’ which we have to avoid at all times. 



Controlled energy and collection during the Paso Llano 

The Paso Llano requires a long stride from the hind legs, engagement of the hind 
quarters and a ‘controlled energy output’. Compare it with a battery in an appliance. 
The battery stores energy and provides sufficient energy output for whatever is 
needed. Too much energy output will blow the device up.  

A fresh, spirited horse will sometimes have too much energy and this must be 
controlled to achieve collection. Without controlling the increased energy the horse 
may start to ‘race’ resulting into a canter or gallop.   
To control the horse’s speed and maintain the desired neck position, we ride with a 
light contact in the mouth. The amount of contact and pressure is a delicate matter.  
Too much pressure and the horse will slow down and lower his energy level - not 
enough pressure and the horse speeds up too much, making it hard to collect. The 
Paso Llano is not about getting the horse to race, it is about collection to get a 
smooth ride. 

Once the horse is able to control his energy and collect himself there is no need to 
maintain contact in his mouth (see photo below) and we can loosen the reins. The 
reins are kept short but there is no need to keep the controlling contact in the 
mouth. 
The Paso Llano is an exquisite gait of the Peruvian horse in which the horse makes 
long strides with his hind-legs, thus covering ground with a minimum of steps. It is a 



lateral gait which allows a movement where the hoofprint of the hind leg can cover 
or overreach the hoofprint of the foreleg on the same side. By making long strides 
far under his body mass the horse sort of ‘pulls’ himself forward. The forward 
motion comes rather more from the ‘pull’ than from the ‘push’. The Paso Llano is a 
wonderful and most comfortable gait on the flat but it lacks the ‘push’ power to climb 
up or speed up on a steep inclined mountain trail. 
When the Peruvian horse needs more push power, like during a quick climb, it will 
automatically change his Paso Llano gait into a diagonal gait such as the trot or 
canter. On longer climbs the intelligent horse will just walk to save his energy.  

Conditioning of the Paso Llano gait 

If I execute the Paso Llano gait always by shortening the reins and/or a light contact 
in the mouth the horse gets conditioned. If I loosen the reins always when walking 
the horse gets conditioned.  
This conditioning of shortening and loosening the reins make the transition from a 
walk into a Paso Llano much easier. It doesn’t make sense to someone unfamiliar 
with the concept of ‘collection’ and conditioning, hence by loosening the reins the 
Peruvian Paso horse goes into a relaxed slow speed and by shortening the reins 
the horse automatically goes into a more active and faster pace, the Paso Llano. 
The same can be said for the body language of the rider. When I have a very 
relaxed seat, the horse walks - when my seat is more active/upright/energetic the 
horse enters in a more active Paso Llano pace. It is sometimes our subtle body 
language that is immediately captured and responded to by the horse. 
I just can’t say enough that good horsemanship requires an active rider, able to 
continuously communicate with his horse, rather than a passive rider.  

The canter and gallop  

The Peruvian Paso horse can canter and gallop like any other breed of horse. It is a 
complete myth that Peruvian Pasos should not be galloped because this might ruin 
their Paso Llano gait. To canter or gallop once in a while is good for any horse. It 
releases stress and improves suppleness. Without doubt there are other breeds 
that are faster at a gallop than the Peruvian horse, but speed has never been the 
essence of our breed. We are proud to have the ‘Rolls Royce’ of horses; smooth, 
luxurious and comfortable. 

I hope this brief explanation will enhance your experience of the Peruvian Paso and 
add to your enjoyment of riding in Peru. 

Thank you for your attention. 

    

 Eduard van Brunschot Vega 
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