
In January of 1982 a young Pat Parelli had no idea he was about to 

discover what would become the most significant piece of his later 

world-renowned natural horsemanship program. Just about a month 

after his beloved mentor, Troy Henry, had graduated to “Horseman’s 

Heaven,” a veterinarian friend of Pat’s, Dr. Bob Bradley, asked him to 

come down to North Hollywood and give a seminar on what he’d 

learned while studying under Mr. Henry. 

Pat had never given a seminar in his life and didn’t have a clue 

where to begin. Mike Adian, a close friend of Pat’s through high 

school and junior college, suggested he practice in front of a few of 

his friends first. So Mike gathered about a dozen of their friends, who 

watched for free. Pat bought a keg of beer, manned the barbecue 

and put on his first practice seminar. He laughs thinking back on it 

now. “I basically paid them to come.”  

His first attempt at condensing all he’d learned in five years with 

Troy Henry ended up being a rambling mess. He wasn’t organized 

at all and says he was all over the place. “It was like an atom bomb 

blowing up, spewing everywhere.” He ended up rambling on for 

three hours. Mike recorded the whole presentation on audiotape 

and made Pat listen to it that night. The two of them listened to it 

over and over again, and each time a point was made they’d write 

it down on a 3” x 5” card and throw it on the floor. After that, they 

gathered all the cards and started putting them in piles of ideas that 

went together. What they ended up with were eight basic themes. 

Next they started deciding which ideas were the most important and 

began putting them in order. Pat realized that night that what he had 

learned in the past five years could be distilled into eight principles.  

A much better prepared Pat Parelli showed up in North Hollywood 

about a month later to give the first official seminar of his career. 

He made a little sign featuring each principle and hung the signs in 

order along the walls of the round corral. He opened with this state-

ment: “Horsemanship can be obtained naturally through communi-

cation, understanding and psychology versus mechanics, fear and 

intimidation, because…” and from there he went around the corral 

and elaborated on each principle in order. This time he spoke for just 

one hour. 

In the years to follow, Pat went on to teach more seminars, each 

time using the same format.  

Despite thinking several times that he must be missing something 

or perhaps had too much of this or that, he came to realize he had 

nailed it the very first time. In the last 26 years he’s shown it to mas-

ters such as Tom Dorrance and Ronnie Willis, and to this day no one 

has been able to find fault with it.  

Pat considers the Eight Principles to be the founding philosophy 

of the Parelli Program. “If there’s anything that a person who studies 

our program should learn first, it’s the Eight Principles, because then 

they understand the philosophy. Even if they never learned any 

techniques, but decided they were going to stand for these eight 

things and really understand them, if they have any natural tendency 

to have Savvy they might even figure it out themselves, just like I did.” 

Knowing and understanding the Eight Principles gives you a blue-

print to follow. Now you can hold everything you do up to this ideal 

and know where you need to improve as a horseman. 

now to the Challenge

Memorize the Eight Principles in the order in which they are listed. 

Not only does that make memorizing them a little easier; Pat put them 

in the order they are in on purpose. To take it one step further, Pat’s real 

challenge is to score yourself on each principle on a regular basis.  

You will find that you score better on some than on others, and 

you’ll see which ones need more work. If you’re learning the Eight 

Principles for the very first time, don’t be afraid to ask questions. Start 

a dialogue with your friends about them, and you will begin to inter-

nalize the information. If you want to learn to think like Pat Parelli, this 

is the perfect place to start.

Pat’s Challenge
The Eight Principles

How would you like to know the invisible skeleton upon which Pat has hung everything he does with horses?  

And not only that: How would you like to become so familiar with it yourself that you begin to think  

like Pat Parelli? Now that’s what I call a challenge!  

by Katie Drake
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the eight Principles
1. Horsemanship is natural.

2. Don’t make or teach assumptions.

3. Communication is two or more  

individuals sharing and understanding  

an idea.

4. Horses and humans have mutual  

responsibilities.

5. The attitude of justice is effective.

6. Body language is the universal language.

7. Horses teach humans and humans  

teach horses.

8. Principles, purpose and time are the  

tools of teaching.


