Interview With Carlos “Polito” Ulloa

As in all other sports, polo evolves day by day. 
The game has become increasingly demanding, and as a result, genetics have improved, as has also the care, training and each of the details related to this sport. 

Strangely, in the midst of so much improvement, Argentina has still not hit on a general system by which to satisfy one of the basic stages which horses must go through, which is their breaking in.

In contrast, our country has always had outstanding tamers.

Precisely because of his experience, and because of the results obtained during almost two decades devoted to breaking in horses, we have called upon Carlos “Polito” Ulloa, so that he may tell of his experience regarding one of the most delicate points within the process of producing a polo pony.

We have here a transcript of his conversation with José María Azumendi, Board Member of the AACCP. 
(José María Azumendi) 

What is the ideal age and which the ideal conditions for taming a horse?
(Carlos Ulloa)

First and foremost, I tame any horse, because that is my trade. However, that does not mean that when someone brings me a horse, I won’t point out to the owner what deficiencies I find in it, either physical, such as its conformation, alignment of feet and legs, or character defects.
All the same, I’m convinced that my success as a horse tamer is very closely related to the type of horse.
Good conformation guarantees that later that specimen will move correctly. A horse with bad conformation is up against a lot in order to move adequately in future. 
As regards age, I’ve changed my mind a bit, and nowadays I prefer to break a horse in at the age of three. Before, breaking-in at this age meant having to deal with a larger horse, one that had seldom been tethered; tougher; less flexed; clumsier; on occasion bad tempered and more aggressive. All this lead us to prefer a two-year-old. We also preferred it for its size. However, experience has taught us that it is much better to tame a three-year-old horse, the condition being that it has been very well raised and handled as well as tethered beforehand, by which it is understood that there has been constant contact with the animal. 
In this way they arrive at break-in in a much more solid physical and mental condition, and in the long run less risk of having problems
Likewise, a colt that is brought to be broken-in at the age of three, is wild and has seldom been tethered, is dangerous not only for the animal itself but for the tamer too. 
How long does it take to break a horse in?
The average time it should take may not be ideal for the owner, but it’s what we take: approximately one year for a horse kept out in the open, including its resting periods, and from 6 to 7 months for a horse tamed and kept in a barn. 
This latter break-in system is intensive; a little every day, except Sundays, during the whole of its stay. 
In a very well fed horse that needs to get out of its stable every day, it becomes a relatively short period.
With horses out in the field, the horse is brought in for break-in during about two months; it is then let go, and caught again some time later for another bout of taming, and so on for about a year. 
In both systems the time in which they are ridden is fairly similar. Perhaps it is longer in the case of horses kept in the open because after a resting period when the horse goes back to work, it is necessary to re-affirm its memory. 
Which do you prefer to break-in, males or females?
In our experience, we prefer females; second, stallions, and in third place geldings. 
I have no scientific explanation for the whys and wherefores of this. But our experience tells us that it is much less complicated to work with females and stallions than it is with castrated horses.
I don’t know whether it’s due to the castration itself, but the fact is that the castrated horse is more stupid; clumsier, and the others are less tight-up.
In the case of stallions, it’s a great help to work on the breaking-in just after the horse has eaten. This would seem contradictory to most people, because you have an animal that is pure power. We make the most of that vim and vigour so that it feels more like working, and so that it performs its exercises better. That’s why we place stallions in second place of preference for break-in.
How important is imprinting to you; for those horses that come to you having been put through a docility and tameness process? 
Imprinting I consider of first degree importance, and in second place that they come well tamed from the ground: these horses that have been tethered often and have been handled a lot, are way ahead as regards speed for learning. 
Many attribute this precocity to the tamer, but it is really related to this previous process, which in many cases avoids the horse getting injured or banged; or getting sprained or broken necks which there’s no way of fixing later on. 
How do you prefer to hand in your horses, wearing a bit or a snaffle? What do players ask you for in general?
All of them ask me to hand them in wearing a snaffle-bridle, which I believe to be the best mouthpiece for playing polo. 
A horse with a bridle and four reins is in itself synonymous of a good mouth; of a tame horse. On the other hand, a horse on which we must apply a bit means another way of managing it and that it hasn’t got the same sensitivity. 
That’s why when a horse is handed in wearing a bit, it’s because it won’t tolerate a bridle. One always tries to train all horses to wear a bridle, but not all horses have the same sensitivity, and that’s why it’s necessary to use a bit, which in a horse’s mouth implies greater respect. 
Of all mouthpieces, the bridle is the softest and most comfortable for polo. 
However, I’d like to say something about all this, since we normally use small broken bits, used to make working in the field simpler; for galloping the horses; coming back; changing; etc. Those bits are used so that the question of bridles and check reins doesn’t become so traumatic.
And about check reins, we wear them very long and as a safety measure for playing polo: never to correct neck posture or to lower the horses’ heads.  If we apply a check rein for a horse to lower its head and have greater flection, we are actually not getting it to flex and it is wrong.
The small broken bits with a loose curb is what we normally use, since it’s the same mouthpiece as the bridle, but instead of having two rings attached to the bridle, it has two small prongs.
What is more sought after, a horse that has never received any stick-and-ball practice, or one that has?
In general people want them with no stick-and-ball practice; mainly because they’re afraid one might make mistakes that turn out to be very expensive later, since it is easier to teach than to correct mistakes. 
All the same, one should show the horse the mallet to make sure they’re not frightened of it later. But I insist, most people want to stick-and-ball the horses themselves, or have their people do it. 
Is it convenient to let the horse loose for a while, before it is handed over to the groom?
The ideal situation is that once we hand in the horse, that the groom be with it for 15, 30 or 45 days, so that they get to know each other; so that a relationship is established, and only then that it should be let loose for a time. 
In this way, a bond already exists afterwards; they both know each other. Otherwise, a horse that is set loose for two months will very likely buck or become suspicious when it goes back to work, which would be quite normal. 
Is size a factor that makes it easier or not for break-in?
Strangely, it is not. Everyone is looking for small horses, because this means that their movements are easier and more agile, but the truth is that I get big horses that must obviously have spectacular genetics, and from below they move as thought they were small horses. This shows that it’s not all a question of their standing height, but of their movements. If the horse is big, but agile, and moves close to the ground, then it is good for polo: it’s comfortable and it’s good. Likewise, there are small horses that splay around with their forelegs; jump around and move far from the ground. In these cases, despite being small, they’re uncomfortable. 
Are horses with special genetic backgrounds superior to those whose origin is less renowned, when the time comes for them to be broken in?
There is no doubt that their genetics ensure a whole lot of things. Taking two horses that have performed well on a polo field, their offspring have great chances of inheriting these conditions, although genetics are not infallible. Then we get horses with other origins, from which we don’t expect anything special, and we are suddenly surprised.
This often happens with some Thoroughbred Racehorses or horses from a mixed flock, which although they have no polo-playing history, become excellent polo-playing ponies. All the same, most horses with good genetics end up becoming good polo ponies; the others are exceptions: of which there are some, and very good they are too. 
Does a horse learn through repetition; because it has a good memory, or because it is intelligent? Which of these three conditions would you highlight?
The horse learns through repetition and because it has good memory. But, again, there are exceptions: there are horses that realize what the rider wants of them, almost without being ordered to do it, and those are the ones that get to be exceptional. 
But it is clear that learning in horses is an exercise in repetition, in order that they memorize.
That is why, when you break in a horse you develop exercises in which no errors are permitted, otherwise the horse assimilates the error and afterwards in every day life it repeats that mistake because it thinks it is the correct thing to do.
But those top level horses; those chosen ones that one sees on the polo fields, are they intelligent?
Somebody will say that I’m not quite right in the head, but there are horses that possess that virtue.
Players notice that, and the answer is in your question: they are the chosen few. One notices that they have a special vivacity, they have intuition and they anticipate many things. That is more than just repetition and memory. 
There is an exercise that we make them practice during break-in, which is to separate calves in the field. There are horses that do it naturally: they move backwards; they push; they turn; you can tell at once that they like working with cattle. The same occurs when they are made to play polo: there are horses that like it; they have the physical conditions, and you get the feeling that they understand the game. 
When can a horse acquire more defects, while it is being tamed or when it is being trained for polo? And once the error has been assimilated, when is it easier to correct that defect?
One must begin by understanding that it is much easier to teach than to correct. To correct something takes double the time, and the percentages of horses that it has been possible to correct after they have acquired some bad habit, are very low.  In all processes, the most common error relates to lack of perception in us humans, because we start to demand things from the horse without taking into consideration the time each specimen needs.
This means that we want the animal to reach certain goals, when as yet it has not got what it needs to reach them. That is when we must exercise the basic steps much more before again pursuing those goals. That is why we insist so much on education, rather than on correcting mistakes.
Additionally–I don’t quite know why–a horse that makes mistakes in a pen, down some road or in the field, in most cases these mistakes can be corrected. However, when it enters a polo field and gets a fright, it bolts; gets a bang, or experiments something that agitates it, and is left with a trauma that is very difficult to overcome. It is as though it could not get it out of its head, even though it is older and more stable physically and mentally. 
Do you think the breaking-in of horses has improved in Argentina?
I’m not a person who goes in to the different organizations to see how the breaking-in process is done. What I do notice is that in many cases there is a lack of interest in the breaking-in and in the steps that must be taken to train a horse for polo.
There are many horses in bad condition, and all because they are sent to be tamed; then taken to a polo field, and then you hear them say: “look at this good-for-nothing, it’s got a good right, but no left…”. One must take responsibility for ones faults and admit that during break-in, most likely it was still missing a lot of work, and probably later it continued to be badly trained.
Unfortunately this happens a lot in Argentina, where there is no general breaking-in system. Each person does as he/she likes. There are twenty different ways, and we all believe we know which the right one is.
In other countries–like the United Status, for example–there is a general breaking-in system, which has been perfected over the years by them learning from their mistakes. 
It is also true to say that in those places, breaking in is much more personal, and you are not sent 10 or 20 horses at a time. It is also true to say that the margin of error is also less. 
In Argentina, on the other hand, everything depends on the skill and audacity of the tamer, and if you make a mistake, when the owner arrives you tell him/her that the horse is no good, and although many times this is true, others it is not so. 
Is the actual training considered in general more important than the breaking-in?
In general I feel that we still consider the final training more important that the previous stage, which is the breaking-in.
There’s still a lot of “…leave it as it is: the groom will fix it…”. This I translate as: “I’m in a hurry, my groom can fix it…”; and we’re back to block one: it’s easier to teach than to correct. 
All the same, we are quite right to pay attention to the final training, but break-in is not a secondary matter. Each step of the process is vital in order to achieve a good product. 
What are the things that allowed you to correct your experience of so many years breaking-in?
Over the years we learned that flexing of the neck was basic. A horse that does not flex cannot be good.
Before there were many very sensitive mares that stopped dead anyway, but that is not the foundation of a good break-in; it was a question of replacing it with a good pull from below which was corrective, but never a solution.
It was also quite usual that a horse would not stop short, and again it got a pull on the rein. But the truth is that the second or third pull on the mouth never worked. 
How would you summarize the technique you apply?
We teach things based on repetition and with a system, not based on strength. We try to get the horse to go assimilating things as a reflex that goes conditioning its movements. We do it by means of different repetition exercises until we get it to come at full speed, for example, and stop dead.
Then we still consider working with cattle irreplaceable. They work with a specific objective, and one goes observing movements and responses that correspond to situations they will be coming up against on a polo field, and which with a horse alone it is very difficult to work on. 
Also, working with cattle gets the horse used to competition which is what it will find on a polo field, and to that turmoil that occurs when it finds itself surrounded by seven other companions. 
When do you discard a horse?
It’s rare, and only occurs in very specific cases. Because although it is true that precocity during break-in is a good indication of how that horse may perform, in these last years, with all the great genetics there are, we come across many cases of specimens which don’t give us a good feeling or that take fourth or fifth place at exhibitions, and that over the years become more secure physically and mentally, and end up displaying conditions that could never have been foreseen. Maturity is something that we cannot manage in a horse. 
Does that mean that in a batch of 10 horses the ranking does not remain unaltered over time?
That is correct. You may bring me 10 horses, and when you come to fetch them I’ll rank them, and all I can say is that those horses can improve; go backwards or become ruined, depending on the person that manages them. What I can say for sure is that those that go from 1 to 5, you will be managing with certain time spans, and as they are more precocious, you are going to expect more from them earlier. Whereas the next lot you will manage with another criterion, giving them different time spans; different dedication, and in time these will mature better and probably end up modifying and improving their initial ranking. 
What is your advice to young tamers and to people who take their horses to be broken in?
That they do their job with love; with dedication.
At present there is a lot of responsibility involved in taming a horse, but it is also easier. There is more help with horses being tethered and fondled; with the corrals; saddles; criollo riding gear; a great diversity of mouthpieces; the genetics of these horses…
There are many more things to help with breaking in a horse, but it continues to be a complicated issue. 
For all those new boys, being a groom is a very good kind of job: they make money and they even have a chance to travel. But I don’t see that will to tame; to train horses; to teach them things, when by acquiring perfection as tamers they could have a much more purposeful life.
As to the ordinary players, generally they come up to me with questions such as whether I pull a horse up or not; how long do I take to break a horse in; but never on how they might learn to tame better, or how to improve the quality of the break-in; or what methods or systems there are for educating the horses. 
The first thing should always be to break a horse in well, and the second, to do it in the shortest time possible. That is being efficient. 
