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INTRODUCTION


There are so many factors to riding a successful showjumping round that it can feel as if achieving it is a life’s work – and it often is! As a rider and a coach I find I am always learning, and every encounter with someone else within the sport, whether experienced or not, can bring new ideas and thought processes that help to develop my understanding further.


In this book my aim was to try to address a broad spectrum of areas in which you can work your horse to help improve showjumping performance, from understanding the areas of flatwork that can help with the ride in the ring, to introducing a young horse to jumping, and a variety of basic exercises to develop any horse’s rideability. As a coach educator as well as a coach, I have included tips for certain exercises to help coaches get the most out of them for their clients, although the tips will potentially be useful for anyone who helps you from the ground with your jumping.


I am also aware that not all riding environments are perfect, and that sometimes riders and coaches are building exercises with limited equipment or limited space. I have therefore created a range of exercises for small arenas, as well as providing an equipment list for every exercise, so that a quick glance will tell you whether you have enough poles or wings or both to build what you need for that particular exercise.


One item of kit that I repeatedly refer to is the ‘half-round pole’. These are often available at builders’ merchants and fencing companies at relatively low cost, and make excellent ground poles or place poles, as they don’t roll underfoot if stood on, and the round profile on top is very forgiving, so they don’t tend to lift up or break if a hoof lands on them. If you are using round poles as ground poles then investing in some form of pole holder, or making small wooden holders yourself, is worth doing to stop the poles rolling away if a foot touches them. These are particularly useful if you are doing polework on your own, as there is nothing more frustrating than having to stop riding the exercise to relocate all your poles when they get knocked!


Another essential piece of kit for coaches that is worth having for anyone building exercises at home is a tape measure. Whilst we would perhaps all like to think we can consistently walk a distance, there are days when it is easier than others! To be certain that you have built your distance accurately, it only takes a minute to put a tape measure on it, after you have paced it out, to be sure that it is correct. Every British Showjumping course is built using a tape measure for distances, and it can be a great help to know how your distances at home relate to those in the ring because you have built them accurately to a similar formula.


Safety cups are also a key piece of equipment for coaches and are well worth the investment, as these are designed to be used on the back bar element of any spread fence and will allow the pole to drop to the ground if a horse lands on it. In an ideal world, safety cups would be used on any spread fence used in training. If the number of these cups is limited, one located on the back bar of an oxer is better than none!


Most showjumping training now takes place on an artificial surface, but these still vary massively, and the nature of the surface can significantly impact upon both the horse’s jump and its length of stride. For example, some waxed surfaces can ride a little holding and will shorten the stride, whereas a sand surface with something such as a grid-based underground watering system seems to encourage the stride to open; also deep surfaces shorten the stride generally, whilst firm surfaces often allow the stride to be longer. Building related distances is therefore something of an art form, and for all the distances listed in this book they can only ever be a guide, as the surface they are ridden on, as well as the location of the fences and the type of horse and rider combination training over them, can mean that some adjustment (even if it’s only small) might be required to make it work well.


Another factor to bear in mind, whether coaching or riding, is the light. Bright daylight can reflect on the jumps or make it difficult for the rider to see easily, and early morning or late afternoon light as the sun rises or sets can make it difficult for both horse and rider to see the fence. This can mean that it becomes necessary to exclude a fence from a training session, or to change the direction in which it is jumped. Shadows can also cause an issue, as these can create a false groundline at a fence, or, when something such as Yorkshire boarding is used for indoor arena sides, the stripes between dark and light can cause horses to jump them or spook at them, which is worth bearing in mind when building jumping exercises.


If jumping under lights, ensure that the quality of light is sufficient for the horse to see the fence clearly (there is guidance from bodies such as Sport England on the minimum level of Lux for sporting arenas, which is helpful), and try to avoid lights mounted on the sides of the arena at fence height as these do not give good light coverage at ground level.


I have referred to the distances in the exercises primarily in imperial measurements as these are easier to explain and calculate (four yards equates to one canter stride for a horse, and two yards is the distance for take-off or landing, and these are easy to learn to pace out), but metric distances are also included.


I have referred to the horse throughout the book as male, for no other reason than my current horses are all geldings and it was less clumsy than a multiple pronoun!
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FLATWORK FOR JUMPING


Around 90 per cent of a showjumping track is ridden on the flat, and how your horse performs in the areas between the fences can significantly affect his performance over the jumps.


In terms of the development of the young horse, there are several exercises that can help with strengthening the hind leg and creating the suppleness and engagement required as the horse steps up the levels in his jumping; these are covered in this section. Other exercises in this section address the general rideability needed for a good showjumping round, as well as other areas that are key to the jumping exercises later in the book.





EXERCISE 1


The Scales of Training


All aspects of developing a horse are encompassed within the Scales of Training. Showjumping is made much easier by having a rideable horse for the areas between the fences, and this section aims to provide flatwork exercises that help to educate and improve your horse’s way of going on the flat to improve his rideability to the fences.


Aim


The aim is to provide a description of the Scales of Training and explain how these can guide your work with your horse on the flat.
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The scales of training.





The Principles of the Scales of Training


The Scales of Training originated in Germany and some of the meanings do not translate well into English, so I have tried to combine the two in the outline below.


Takt: Translates as ‘rhythm and tempo’. The evenness of the horse’s footfalls within a gait and the speed of those footfalls is the first and most essential building block. These two factors are a key judging element in dressage, and are essential to a good showjumping round.


Losgelassenheit: There is no direct English translation for this German word, and the usual interpretation is ‘suppleness’; however, I think this can be misleading. The German ‘Gelassenheit’ translates as ‘serenity’, and ‘gelassen’ as ‘calmly’, so the ‘suppleness’ we refer to in English is really about your horse moving in a relaxed and calm manner, with no tension – it is sometimes interpreted as ‘relaxation’. Although this comes after rhythm and tempo, it is hard to achieve a good rhythm when your horse is tense, so to some extent these two go hand in hand.


Anlehnung: This means ‘rein contact’. As your horse develops in his balance, he should become able to stay consistently in a gentle rein contact whilst maintaining the other factors already mentioned. Often when the contact is not good, the rhythm and tempo can be affected, and relaxation is most definitely impacted – and these three elements work together as part of the initial training phase of your horse, where he is understanding and gaining confidence in what is being asked of him.


Schwung: This is a brilliant word that sounds like its meaning! We interpret it as ‘impulsion’, and combined with contact and the next element in the Scales of Training, it is part of the development of the horse’s pushing power, which is fundamental to showjumping.


Geraderichtung: This is ‘straightness’. This might sound simple to achieve, but its position so far up the Scales of Training reflects how difficult it is to achieve true straightness through turns as well as straight lines, and to have all four feet travelling correctly with the right amount of alignment through the head, neck and spine. All horses begin with some level of asymmetry, and then we add a rider (who may not be that symmetrical!) to the equation. Then add in all the other requirements of the Scales of Training, particularly impulsion, and perhaps it becomes more obvious why true straightness can be difficult to achieve. From the perspective of showjumping, this element can be hugely influential in the ability to take off in a balanced manner. It is also easier to judge the take-off point if the horse is straight on the approach.


Versammlung: This means ‘collection’. Although the level of collection needed for showjumping is very different from that required for dressage, being able to shorten and lengthen the canter is essential at the higher levels, whilst maintaining impulsion, rhythm and straightness.


How to Ride It


• When you are schooling your horse, the Scales of Training are a great reference point and inspiration for those days when you need to find something to focus on in your training.


• Depending on the age of your horse and his level of training, review the appropriate aspects of the Scales of Training and see if you can identify which area could be worked on that day. As you work your horse, keep noticing which areas are working well or improving and where you can still work to improve, or add in the next level of the Scales of Training and see if you can maintain the other areas still – for example, can you add impulsion and maintain rhythm and tempo?


• Many of the exercises outlined in this book provide techniques that will improve performance in relation to the Scales of Training.




TIP: THE VALUE OF VIDEO


If you are not sure where your horse needs to improve in relation to the Scales of Training, it can be helpful to get a friend to video you riding in all three paces so that you can review it and think about the various aspects later, without time pressure or the distraction of being on your horse and addressing issues in that moment.








EXERCISE 2


The Half Halt


Aim


This is such a fundamental element of riding that it is almost certainly familiar; however, riding it well in relation to showjumping is worth practising, as the key is to be able to retain power whilst adjusting your horse’s balance.
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The half halt needs the hind leg to be engaged and creating power to help elevate the shoulders.





How to Ride It


• Riding a half halt is like changing down a gear in a car or on a bike, in that it should maintain or increase the power ratio but not change the pace (unless you use that change of gear to then accelerate!). By increasing engagement, it also allows the horse to lighten in the shoulders and take the weight more on to the hind legs, which helps with the balance on the approach to a fence.


• The half halt should therefore be ridden from the hind leg first, so close the lower leg before asking anything else so that the hind leg is stepping under the body and retaining energy.


• Think of then growing tall in your upper body and engaging your core muscles to ask the horse to momentarily come up through the shoulders, and think of a split-second pause in forward momentum before closing the leg and riding forwards again.


• If your horse does not react to your change in body position, you can slightly increase the pressure on the outside rein or both reins for a stride. Hopefully as your horse becomes accustomed to the sequence of aids you will need less rein aid, but if not, you can repeat the half-halt aids again until he understands what is being asked of him. Try to avoid a continuous pull to get the half halt as this is likely to lead to a tug of war with your horse, which doesn’t tend to be won by the rider!


• Practise riding the half halt within the canter, and ride a few strides afterwards, noticing how the balance and power has improved as a result.


• When riding to a fence, try riding a half halt about six to eight strides before the jump to prepare your horse by gaining his attention and improving his balance and engagement in the canter. This is often further away from the jump than people think!





EXERCISE 3


Lengthening and Shortening the Stride


Aim


Although maintaining an even rhythm round a track of showjumps is a basic principle of a fluent round, there are often occasions when you will need to slightly lengthen or shorten the stride in a related distance as a result of the preceding jump. At the more advanced levels, the course-builder might also make the distance a little shorter or longer to challenge the adjustability of the horse and the effectiveness of the rider, so being able to adjust the length of stride without losing power or gaining speed is relevant at all levels.
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Lengthening the stride by slightly lightening your seatbones and flexing your hips towards the back of the saddle whilst keeping your chest up.





How to Ride It


• It is much easier to shorten the canter round a turn because this is when the horse will naturally look to shorten his stride. So initially it will be easier to introduce this exercise by lengthening down the long sides of an arena and shortening on the short sides.


• To lengthen the canter, slightly lighten your seatbones and flex your hips towards the back of the saddle and your shoulders very slightly forwards, but keep your chest up (be careful not to drop down and forwards, as this will make the horse more likely to run on to the forehand). Close your leg to ask the horse to move forwards, but maintain a contact down the rein so that the energy is contained and the horse doesn’t become flat and run on to his shoulders. The aim is to lengthen the stride, and not to get faster, shorter steps.


• To shorten the canter, sit tall in the saddle, close the leg to ride a half halt, and repeat as needed to contain the stride. Key to this is holding a tall upper body position with your core muscles engaged so that the rein aids are not needed too much. It is important that the stride shortens but the energy is not lost.


• Once you can achieve this, try changing it so that you create the lengthening on the short sides and the shortening on the long sides, which is slightly more challenging for the horse to achieve.





EXERCISE 4


Leg Yield in a Straight Line


Aim


Leg yield is a very useful exercise to train your showjumper not only to respond to the aids to move to the left or right without changing pace, but also to help train him to engage the hindquarters and improve the suppleness of the hind leg.
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Leg yield from the three-quarter line to the track – your horse’s body should stay in a straight line moving laterally so be careful to ensure the shoulders do not lead the way to the track.





How to Ride It


Leg yield from the three-quarter line to the track:


• Begin this exercise in walk and only progress through the paces once you and your horse are confident.


• The key to this being ridden successfully is to start by making your horse straight! So, when you turn on to the three-quarter line, ride the first part of it in a straight line (and if your horse starts to anticipate the leg yield, ride the three-quarter line straight a couple of times before trying the leg yield again).


• To give the aids to leg yield, have a very slight poll flexion (not neck bend) to the inside, and ensure that you control your horse’s shoulder with your outside rein. Then use your inside leg slightly behind the girth to ask your horse to step over towards the track from the inside hind leg stepping across. Sit level in the saddle but have the feeling, if anything, of your weight being very slightly into the inside seatbone in preference to the outside.


• As you ride the movement, be careful that your horse does not begin to lead with the shoulders. This can feel more dramatic than the correct movement, but it means that the hind leg is not stepping across and so the movement is less beneficial for the suppling of the hind leg.


Leg yield from the track to the three-quarter line:


• This movement is slightly more challenging than the first one, as the wall usually draws the horse towards it, but it is probably the most useful one for showjumping purposes. Training your horse to move laterally from the outside aids allows you to straighten him easily to a fence out of a turn.


• As with the first exercise, start slowly and build up the pace.


• Ride the corner of the arena staying on the track. Flex your horse’s poll very slightly to the outside (an indirect rein aid, where you bring your outside hand towards your horse’s neck or slightly across the neck to the other side, can help to achieve this flexion). Control the degree of bend and your horse’s inside shoulder with your inside rein as a direct rein aid (taking the rein straight back towards your hip). Sit level in the saddle but have the feeling of your outside seatbone being fractionally more present than the inside seatbone (your weight is therefore marginally on the inside of the flexion), and use your outside leg just behind the girth to ask your horse to step away from the wall with his outside hind leg.


• Focus on the hind leg creating the movement across so that your horse’s body stays parallel to the wall and doesn’t fall in. Continue the movement towards the three-quarter line, then ride straight for the last two or three strides so that you can change the bend to ride the corner correctly.


• Once you are able to ride these movements confidently, try riding the leg yield from the track to the three-quarter line, aiming to achieve this by halfway up the long side, change the flexion and yield back out for the second half. This makes sure your horse is responding to your aids and not anticipating the movement. Once you are riding it in canter, keep your weight on the side of the leading leg to avoid getting an unintended flying change – though by this point your horse should be moving off the lateral leg aid more readily anyway.





EXERCISE 5


Leg Yield on the Circle


Aim


This version of leg yield is helpful to improve suppleness and balance, and it can be useful when working with forward-thinking horses: the circle element allows you to apply the lateral leg aids for the yield, but the horse is less able to rush forwards if he misunderstands this and thinks it is a forward aid, due to the fact that you are constantly turning.
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Leg yield in and out of a circle, keeping the alignment of the body the same.





How to Ride It


• Start by riding a large circle, ideally at least twenty metres. Establish that circle initially in walk, thinking of keeping an even bend through your horse’s body.


• Then slightly straighten your horse’s neck. Apply the outside leg just behind the girth and ask your horse to gradually decrease the size of the circle. Be careful that he doesn’t fall on to the inside shoulder and lose balance, so keep the movement gradual to keep it as consistent as you can, with the whole body moving across in alignment as much as possible. Think of sitting evenly in the saddle, or fractionally into the outside seatbone, so you are not tempted to lean to the inside to help decrease the circle.


• Once your circle has decreased to around ten metres, create a small amount of poll flexion to the inside and start to ask your horse to step back out on to the larger circle by using your inside leg slightly behind the girth. Sit evenly in the saddle, thinking of only slightly more feeling into the inside seatbone. It is very easy here for the horse to fall out on to a bigger circle through the shoulder, which requires less suppleness than stepping out from the inside hind leg, so control the outside shoulder with the outside rein, and if necessary, ride a halt and ask the hind leg to step over, then continue the movement forwards again if you lose the shoulder too much. Thinking of the hind leg almost leading the way back out of the circle can help to get the correct feeling, even though we are actually aiming for it to be in alignment with the shoulders.


• As you ride this in canter, you will feel how useful this training will become for turns, shortening with engagement, and jump-off technique, as your horse responds to moving off the lateral aid to change direction and maintains his power and engagement of the hind leg through the movement.





EXERCISE 6


Leg Yield on a Diagonal Line


Aim


Riding leg yield across the diagonal in trot before asking for the canter transition is a very useful way to set up your horse’s body for a correct strike-off and a more engaged transition. This exercise can therefore be useful for horses that find one leading leg harder to achieve than the other, and for horses that need to learn to stay balanced and engaged in the transition, rather than running on to the forehand.
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Applying the new inside leg and supporting with the new outside rein creates a movement into leg yield on the diagonal.





How to Ride It


• You can begin this exercise in walk whilst you and your horse become familiar with it. Start by riding the turn on to the diagonal line – for example, using the arena markers you might ride the diagonal M-X-K.


• Once your horse is on the diagonal line and has taken a couple of paces towards K, apply a little outside rein pressure as a half halt to control the new outside shoulder (this will be the outside rein when you have changed the rein – so if you are riding the diagonal to change the rein from right to left the outside rein will become the right rein for the leg yield) and at the same time, apply your inside leg just behind the girth.


• Keep your seatbones level in the saddle but have fractionally more feeling into the new inside seatbone towards the inside of the bend and ask your horse to fractionally flex at the poll towards the inside. You do not want neck bend as this will cause your horse to lose balance and fall on to the outside shoulder.


• Gradually over a few steps, ask your horse to move his body over from your inside leg aid, so that he moves from being on the diagonal line heading towards the corner marker, to being parallel to the long side whilst moving laterally towards the corner.


• Think of applying the leg and rein aids on and off, ideally as the outside front foot is landing, so that your inside leg supports the movement across whilst you control the outside shoulder and foreleg. However, the most important thing is to give your horse the opportunity to respond to your aids by applying them on and off rather than holding the aids on without a release of pressure.


• Once you have mastered this on both reins in walk, repeat the exercise in trot.


• To introduce the canter, think of completing the leg yield as you reach the track at the end of the diagonal line, at which point your horse will be in the correct position for the canter strike-off. As you meet the track, apply your canter aids so that you are in canter before you ride into the corner.




TIP: ACHIEVING THE CORRECT STRIKE-OFF IN CANTER


If you still struggle a little with the correct canter strike-off, a slightly raised pole just after the marker as you head into the corner can help achieve the transition correctly. Raising it slightly higher on the inside helps to elevate the inside shoulder and hind leg and therefore encourages your horse to strike off into canter with the correct, outside hind leg.








EXERCISE 7


Shoulder In and Shoulder Fore


Aim


Both these movements are useful to help improve suppleness and engagement. Shoulder fore is less of an angle than shoulder in, and so is a good way of introducing this movement to your horse.
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Shoulder in is on three tracks – the inside foreleg being on one, then the inside hind and outside fore on another, and the outside hind on the third track. Shoulder fore is on less of an angle and therefore all four feet should be on slightly different tracks.





How to Ride It


• It can be helpful to start by riding a ten-metre circle in the corner of the arena just before the long side. This will put your horse’s body in the same alignment as he will need for shoulder fore.


• Riding the circle, sit level but be aware of your inside seatbone having fractionally more pressure, seeking an even bend through your horse’s body, so a slight inside flexion, controlling the bend through the outside rein, with the inside leg just behind the girth to engage the inside hind leg, and the outside leg slightly further back ready to control the hind leg from stepping out if needed. Your shoulders will be in alignment with your horse’s shoulders, so slightly turned to the inside.


• As you complete the circle, position yourself and your horse as if you are about to start another circle. Then as your horse’s inside forefoot leaves the track to start the circle, change your shoulder positioning to align it with the long side of the arena (so you will have a rotation in your upper body, with a fraction more weight remaining in the inside seatbone but your hips staying level), apply your inside leg (ideally as the inside hind leg leaves the ground) to encourage your horse to keep the hind legs towards the wall and maintain the neck and body positioning on this line – but by changing your shoulder alignment you are now continuing the bend in the body but riding up the long side rather than on a circle.


• If the angle in your horse’s body is just enough that both front feet have left the track but all four feet are on slightly different tracks, then this is shoulder fore. Once the outside foreleg has left the track enough to be lined up with the inside hind leg, your horse will be working on three tracks (inside fore on one track, inside hind and outside fore on a second track, and outside hind on the third track), which is shoulder in. Shoulder in requires quite a high degree of suppleness and engagement, so build up to it by developing shoulder fore first.


• Always complete the exercise by straightening up your horse’s body before you ride the turn so that there is a differentiation between the exercise and riding the corner, and your horse doesn’t fall into the turn out of the shoulder in.




COACHES’ TIP: STAND HEAD ON TO THIS EXERCISE


Try to stand head on to this exercise – that is, at the end of the long side – so that you can give your rider feedback on the angle of the horse (four tracks as opposed to three tracks).








EXERCISE 8


Travers


Aim


Travers is a good exercise for developing the suppleness and power of the hind limbs. It is effectively a movement of the hindquarters on to the inside track, and so requires suppleness through the body to allow the hind legs to be carried to the inside whilst maintaining inside bend. Once the hind legs are in this position, they are having to step under the body more and have a higher degree of flexion to support the movement, so developing strength and suppleness.
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In this exercise, the horse is on three tracks: his inside hind on an inside track, then the outside hind and inside fore on the same track, and the outside fore on a separate, outside track.





How to Ride It


• As with shoulder in, it can be helpful to ride a tenmetre circle preceding this movement, as it sets up the horse’s body for the correct positioning.


• Position yourself on the circle with your seatbones level but with fractionally more weight in the inside seatbone; then as you get towards the end of the circle, maintain the slight inside flexion and apply your outside leg behind the girth to stop the circle being fully completed – that is, leave the inside hind leg on the inside track, which is the last step before completing the circle.


• Square your shoulders in the direction of travel and keep applying your outside leg when needed to maintain positioning (ideally when the outside hind leg is about to leave the ground). Maintain the inside flexion. To achieve correct travers, your horse should be on three tracks – the inside hind leg on the first track, the inside foreleg and outside hind leg on the second track, and the outside foreleg on the third, outer, track.


• To develop the exercise more, try riding shoulder in (Exercise 7) to half-way up the long side, then ride a ten-metre circle, and continue up the remainder of the long side in travers. This allows you to work suppleness in two directions, and the circle helps to set up the second movement.





EXERCISE 9


Renvers


Aim


This movement is another good exercise to increase the suppleness and engagement of the hind legs. It can also be useful in a collecting-ring environment to work the opposite bend when a change of rein is not possible.
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In this exercise, the horse’s head and shoulders are away from the track, his outside hind leg has remained on the track and is now to the inside of the bend, the outside hind and inside fore are on the same track and the inside foreleg is on the track furthest away from the wall and is to the outside of the bend.





How to Ride It


• This movement is basically travers (see Exercise 8), but with the horse’s body moving in the opposite direction. The quarters are positioned towards the wall, with the shoulders on an inner track and the flexion is marginally towards the wall. The wall helps to control the hind leg from stepping too far across and losing engagement.


• You can either move the shoulders off the track to create the positioning for renvers, or start on an inside track and move the hind leg towards the wall to commence the movement.


• Ride renvers by maintaining a slight flexion at the poll (be careful not to get too much neck bend) towards the wall using an indirect rein on the side nearest the wall (the ‘inside rein’ as it is to the inside of the flexion). Your outside rein (furthest from the wall) controls the degree of bend, but your outside leg is key to maintaining the position by applying it near the girth to control the positioning of the outside foreleg, and moving behind the girth as needed to control the outside hind leg and keep the inside hind leg on the track.
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