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DRIVING PANDA 
Training a Gypsy vanner
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It is a rare treat, in this fast-paced world, to 
take the time to wander through village streets 
in a horse and buggy, to greet neighbours and 
have kids come to pet the horse.
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Driving Panda he buttes are a dusky green and the 
meadowlarks are piping. On a crisp May 
morning near Val Marie, Saskatchewan, 
Panda is led to the corral by her trainer, 

Maurice Lemire. Panda is a striking, five-
year-old Gypsy Vanner, a breed of horse 
traditionally used to pull gypsy caravans. In 
less than a year, Panda will be pulling a buggy, 
cart and sleigh. 

Carriage driving is a quick-paced, “daring-do” 
sport, one of the fastest growing equestrian 
sports in Canada. But there is no hurry-up to 
Maurice’s training method, and he doesn’t 
compete, though he has been known to enter 
a horse and buggy in the Canada Day parade. 

Maurice, 76, has lived in the Grasslands 
most of his life. He grew up as one of eleven 
children in a French-speaking household, and 
learned to harness a horse as a youngster. His 
family farmed using work teams, but he was 
never involved in horse training. He is not a 
professional trainer. In fact, he did not start training 
horses until he retired, about ten years ago. 

Panda arrived at his farm two months ago—
with plenty of personality!  “Just when I 
think I’ve figured her out, she does something 
different,” Maurice says, fondly. This morning, 
at the early stages of her schooling, Maurice 
will start her without the harness. 

Maurice and his partner, Pat Stewart, prepare 
the tack equipment, brush Panda and feed 
her some treats. The mare is given time to 
investigate unfamiliar objects. She sniffs and 
huffs at the saddle blanket, a tow rope, an old 
tire, and the harness collar. Her pasture-mate, 
Prince, is tied to the corral to help bolster her 
confidence during the exercises. 

Maurice places a saddle on Panda’s back, 
gently lowers the stirrups and cinch, and ties 
the stirrups with binder-twine so they won’t 
bump against her sides. Then he passes a set of 
long reins from the bridle through the stirrups; 
she is now ready for her first solo drive. 

He clucks and she moves forward; he walks 
quietly behind. It looks deceptively simple. 
In a low voice, he calls halt, backs her once 
or twice, then moves her forward again. They 
have been practicing these commands on a 
lead-rope for weeks. 

Inquisitive about the reins touching her side, 
the mare dances sideways. Suddenly, without 

 Captions

T



  www.PrairiesNorth.com   51

warning, she explodes!  Like a black and white dervish, she 
twists and bucks in a hail of dust and reins. Maurice ducks 
out of the way, and she vanishes around the corner of the 
tack shed. A moment later she is found, head down, pawing her 
great feathered feet in annoyance at a loose rein on the ground. 

“These nylon reins are pretty light, they fly around,” says 
Maurice, unworried. He speaks to the mare reassuringly. 
“It’s unnatural for a horse to tolerate something at its heels. 
Learning to drive is all about trust.” 

“It’s not like I’m an old cowboy,” he says. “I just love 
horses.”  As far back as 1945 or ‘46, he remembers people 
coming into town with horses and buggies, and “all kinds of 
contraptions.”   It was always his dream to try horse-driving.  
Since retiring, he has trained four driving horses.  

His training style differs from the old way of breaking horses. 
“In the old days, a green horse would be hooked to the 
wagon and never stop until it was sweating, with every inch 
soaking wet,” he says. Sometimes a green horse was hitched 
to a trained horse, so one horse trained the other, but that 
could be stressful on the horse, too. 

Cowboys and farm hands of yesteryear didn’t have time to 
squander—but Maurice has plenty of time to devote to this 
hobby. Any breed of horse can be trained to drive. It is first 
important to get the horse used to new experiences. Gaining 
trust means creating a good learning environment.  A good 
time to work is in the morning, when it’s cool and quiet. He 
keeps training sessions short, and adds a new exercise each 
time so the horse doesn’t become bored. 

Panda arrived at his farm two 
months ago—with plenty of 
personality!  "Just when I think 
I’ve figured her out, she does 
something different." 
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Growing up with horses, he says he watched and 
listened. “You see what works and what doesn’t. I’ve 
been around long enough to know things can be 
done with the right hand or the left hand. In other 
words, your way might be as good, better or just 
different from mine.”   

Living in the Grasslands, there’s no shortage of 
knowledgeable horse people at hand. A friend of 
his, a cowboy of the old school, taught him one or 
two tricks—like how to get porcupine quills out of 
horse’s muzzle by covering its head with a jacket. 
But carriage driving isn’t common in these parts, 
and Maurice had to learn by making mistakes. The 
first time he was in a wagon train—with twenty-five 
other wagons, travelling from the Grasslands Park 
to Wood Mountain—he got a flat tire. He has seen a 
horse team demolish a wagon on railway tracks; he 
has experienced a run-away team himself.

“The first time I hooked my horses up, the pole 
came out of the neck yoke and swung. The horses 
bolted towards an irrigation canal. I had to bail. But 
they slowed down, and I caught up with them.” He 
chuckles, remembering it. “After that, you have to 
kind of coax yourself to try a second time.” 

By July, Panda has advanced through the second 
stage of training. Maurice works with her for about 
an hour, early in the mornings. She isn’t yet in full 
working harness, but has successfully dragged a tire. 
Today, she is ready to pull more weight.  A rope is 
tied to the harness tugs and Pat hangs on to add 
some pressure and weight. 

I have been getting to know Panda on my morning 
walks past Maurice’s farm. I’ve also ridden with 
Maurice in the buggy, pulled by Queen, the first 
horse he trained. It is a pleasure, in this fast-paced 
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Driving Panda

world, to take the time to wander through the streets 
with a horse and buggy, to greet neighbours and have 
the kids come out to pet the horse. In a community 
that prides itself on old-fashioned self-reliance, people 
accomplish a lot. “We learn to do things ourselves 
because there’s no one else to do them, or maybe we can’t 
afford it,” says Maurice. “You help your neighbour—and 
you always learn something from the neighbour.” 

There have been no more “Panda explosions,” but 
occasionally she gets excited, and at least once she has 
jumped sideways with Maurice. Today, when he attaches 
a bigger, heavier tire to the tugs, Panda steps neatly to the 
task. Maurice nods with approval. When he climbs onto 
the tire to increase the weight, she leans into it like she 
was born to pull. 

“I don’t know if it’s her breed or just her,” he says, 
smiling. “She listens. I think she has settled in.”  Then he 
winks. “Of course, if anything is going to happen with a 
horse, it’s usually the third time out.”

By August, a pall of dust hangs over the Grasslands. “It’s 
going slow,” Maurice reports, “but I want to take it slow.” 
Panda is now in full driving harness. Maurice has taken 
the shafts from the buggy, and added wheels on a short 
axle to get her used to having the shafts touch her sides.  
When she backs up, she turns to look at the shafts; she 
is curious but unperturbed. Maurice says she is easier to 
handle every day. “Maybe she’ll still give me a surprise,” 
he says, grinning. 

The day arrives when all the training stages come 
together. It’s a grim, grey October morning that is 
threatening snow. The tarps are dragged off the carriages 
in Maurice’s garage from the four-wheeled buggy, the 
cart, and the dark green sleigh with broad runners. Panda 
will first pull the two-wheeled cart, to avoid the risk of 
jack-knifing with a four-wheeled vehicle.

The mare is a little nervous as she 
enters the open corral. Maurice 
brought the cart here earlier in the 
week. With Pat alongside, they brush 
Panda, and Maurice warms up the 
bridle bit in his hand. When it’s time 
to harness her he draws on the breast 
collar, the saddle strap and the girth, 
fastens the breeching and the crupper 
under the tail. Straps and bands are 
tightened, the reins go back through 
the guide rings. The blinkers on the 
bridle prevent Panda from seeing the 
cart as it is drawn in behind her. Being 

in a confined area means “she can’t get too carried away,” 
as Maurice says. The length of the shafts means the cart 
will require a wide turn. 

Maurice, on the ground, gives the command to back, 
and Panda just keeps backing, even after he calls halt. He 
takes her by the bridle. She is not laying back her ears or 
stamping her feet, but he watches and waits, knowing 
how quickly things can happen. Pat steps in front of 
them, and this seems to encourage Panda to follow her. 

Out of the corral, they walk to the road. Maurice climbs 
into the cart with the reins in his hands. 

This is the moment they have worked towards: horse 
and carriage move along the road at a good clip. The 
wind is fierce. Panda’s pasture mates follow along the 
pasture fence, whinnying. The neighbour’s horses 
come to investigate. Panda takes everything in with 
unconcern. Maurice is pleased. “You forget some things,” 
he confesses. “It’s been a while since I’ve done this—but 
it comes back automatically.”   Panda’s driving lessons are 
almost complete. 

The finale is the sleigh-ride. On a bright snowy day in 
January, Maurice and Panda do a practice-run without 
the sleigh to see how she responds to being in harness 
in the snow. When it’s time to launch the sleigh, Pat 
accompanies Maurice. Panda is in excellent form; she 
picks up her heels in a wintry spray. The sunshine is 
dazzling, the snowy field criss-crossed with shadow. 
When the photographer exchanges places with Pat, 
Panda baulks a bit at the extra weight. He jumps out and 
puts a shoulder to the sleigh to free the runners. Maurice 
whistles to Panda and shouts, grinning. 

“Comme les vieux temps!”   Just like the old days.




