
    
      [image: cover]
    

  
          
           
           
            
            

 

Ina G. Sommermeier

 

 

 

 

The Correct Seat

Tips for riders on how to achieve better balance

 

 

 

 

[image: Image]

          
Imprint

Copyright of original edition © 2002 by Cadmos 

 

This edition © 2002 by Cadmos Equestrian

Translated by Konstanze Allsopp

Design and composition of the print edition: Ravenstein 

Front cover and inside photos: Kristina Wedekind

Drawings: Esther von Hacht

E-Book conversion: Satzweiss.com Print Web Software GmbH

All rights reserved.

Copying or storage in electronic media is permitted only with prior written permission of the publisher.

 

ISBN 978-0-8578-8-716-0

 

www.cadmos.co.uk


Thoughts Before Mounting

Another book on the correct seat? After all, sitting isn’t an art, we do it all the time: in front of the television, at school, in the car, in the office and so on. Each riding style requires a different posture – where does the term “the correct seat” fit in there? The lowest common denominator of all equestrian wisdom is the requirement for the rider to have a relaxed, balanced seat. Once you have acquired this basic skill, you can train and diversify to any equestrian sports discipline you choose. The independent seat is not a rigid shape, not a fixed pattern, but rather depends on the individual conditions of the person riding. And it is recreated anew every second.

The “correct seat” acts and reacts, guides the horse and absorbs its motion – the rider learns to “make an effort” on a physical level, learns to “be in control”. That in turn teaches the rider much more than simply “seating himself” correctly.
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“Sitting” in everyday life – either with concentration or in a relaxed manner – differs markedly from the posture on a horse.


Horse and Rider

Everyone talks about the seat: practising the seat, correction of the seat, exercises for the seat, mounting, sitting deep in the saddle, dressage seat, jumping seat; what is so difficult about sitting on a horse’s back that we think about it so much? Didn’t we, after all, learn to sit at a very young age? Is it not something we learn in the first years of our lives? And don’t we spend most of our waking days sitting down?

 

Exercise “Sitting consciously”
Sit down on as many pieces of furniture as possible: kitchen chair – office furniture – sofa – edge of a bed – car seat – edge of a table – bar stool – gymnastic ball. Maybe you can think of a few others. Observe the posture your body adopts: how much does the torso angle towards the thighs, how much weight is carried in each case by the thighs, by the feet?
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A sitting position that no one can keep up for long.

Next time you mount a horse, please take a minute before riding off:

 

Exercise “Horse and Rider Statue I”
Imagine that you are modelling for a large bronze statue of a horse and rider. How do you want to be immortalised for posterity? Place yourself in the right position: straight, balanced, confident, correct. How fast would the artist have to work? You would not be allowed to move, would have to sit completely immobile. How long would you be able to keep that up?

 

If you agree to this experiment, you are prob­ably hoping that the artist will finish his work quickly – and that you will be allowed to move again. Now ask somebody to lead your horse forward at a walk and concentrate entirely on the feeling of your seat. Can you feel how much the motion of the horse affects your seat, possibly brings it into disarray? You may have guessed it, and the exercises will have confirmed it: the usual conception of sitting down does not help us at all, when we are sitting on a horse. Preconceptions and physical experiences which can be related to the term “sitting” get us nowhere when it comes to riding. Why? On the muscular level, “sitting” implies a relatively passive posture of the body. (As an aside, long ago, writing for example was not carried out sitting at a desk but instead standing up!) The axis of the body is bent, to a lesser or greater extent, your centre of balance shifts behind the vertical and is supported by the buttocks. As long as the horse stands quietly, we can bend ourselves correctly with a bit of practice, even come quite near to achiev­ing the correct seat, as taught by books on equitation. As soon as the horse begins to move, however, our physical experiences of the body which we connect to the term “sitting” no longer suffice. At that moment the body, in a reflex reaction which is consequently very difficult to control, takes care of its own safety. Our muscles tense up and our arms and legs try to cling – the causes of many faults in our riding seat.

 

Exercise “Playing ball while sitting down”
Find a number of people who are happy to try an experiment with you. Sit down on stools – and start playing ball. Keep throwing the ball faster and faster and with less regularity. How long will you be able to remain seated? 
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Kathryn is searching for the feeling of "standing” on the horse – at the moment she would still lose her balance.

You were able to experience it during the exercise: when we react, when we want to move fast, we almost automatically stand up. And this is the key to developing a responsive, active posture on the horse: the concept of standing in the saddle.

 

Exercise “Standing in the saddle”
Forget for the moment everything you have ever learned about the correct seat. Try out a position on the horse which feels comfortable – and imagine that you are standing. Take up the position in which you would land safely on the ground on both feet and remain standing should the horse suddenly vanish into thin air.

 

If you like, you can transfer this exercise to the experiment you tried earlier.

 

Exercise “Horse and Rider Statue II”
Imagine once again that you are modelling for a bronze statue of a horse and rider. This time adopt a comfortable position and imagine that you are standing in the saddle. Try it out: sit down comfortably – follow the idea of standing in the saddle with your posture. Change from “sitting” to “standing” and back a few times. Would you be able to remain immobile as a model for a longer period now? What happens if somebody takes the horse and leads it forward at the walk?
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This rider is practising the change of posture from sitting to standing.
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Stephanie sitting in the correct seat.

The posture of the rider is generally called “sitting in the saddle”. We will continue to use this term. What is important, is to separate the term “sitting” from preconceptions which hinder us when we are riding, and to replace them instead with images which facilitate riding and which address helpful automatic reactions in the body.

Criteria for the Correct Seat

Now compare your seat derived from the concept of standing with the criteria for the correct seat:

• The vertical line: shoulder – hip – heel.

• The buttocks are resting in the deepest point of the saddle, the weight is distributed evenly on both buttocks and the inner thigh muscles.

• The feet are underneath the centre of balance of the rider.

• The feet are resting in the stirrups more or less parallel to the horse’s body.

• The heels are the lowest point.

• The spine is upright in its natural S-shape, precisely over the centre of the saddle.

• The head is carried free and upright.

• The shoulders are taken back naturally without force.

• The arms hang down slightly in front of the vertical line and lie gently against the torso.

• The hands are closed as fists without being tightened.

• The lower arm – reins – horse’s mouth form a straight line.


The Dynamic Seat – The Feeling of Balance

Now we have to transfer our experiences on the stationary horse into motion. Riding is by its nature an activity of motion, in space and time.

 

Exercise “How does motion affect the body?”
Once more, sit in the saddle in a relaxed manner. If necessary put your hand inside the front of the pommel or on a small loop attached to the front D-rings of the saddle, the so called “emergency strap”. Try to be as passive as possible. Let somebody lead the horse forwards in an energetic walk. Which forces influence your body? In which directions is your balance upset – and which muscles do you need to use to get back into position?

 

It is important for the exercises in the following chapters that the horse walks forwards energetically. You, on the other hand, can ride with a loose rein or ask an assistant to lead you or take you on the lunge-rein. This way, you can concentrate on yourself and focus your perceptions inwards. You can create a free space to learn and try things out. The more secure you feel, the more you can go into the game of bracing and relaxing, the deeper you can investigate the secret of balance. Many factors have an effect on the muscles of the body: experiences, intentions, expectations, fears – it is impossible for us to perceive them all consciously. And that is quite all right. Of course, you can perform the exercises without holding on with your hands. By holding on, however, you give your animal the signal that you are looking after yourself well – it can feel safe. As long as you have a hold with your hands, the legs can relax and get the freedom to feel.

The Seat ­– The Buttocks

The basis of our riding ability is the direct contact between our body and the saddle or the horseback. This is where the weight is concentrated; here we acquire the security which standing on the ground gives us.
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Stephanie demonstrates in an exaggerated way which forces the rider is subjected to when the horse starts to walk forwards.
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The buttocks are pressed together which lifts the body above the saddle. Then the muscles are relaxed and the bottom nestles into the saddle.

Exercise “Feeling the saddle”
Initially, concentrate on the pressure which develops between the saddle and your body. Then press the buttocks together firmly, hold them for a moment and relax the muscles once more. If you like, you can assist the relaxation by simultaneously breathing out. Then tense up and relax your muscles a few times. How does this change your contact with the saddle?

 

Sometimes, this exercise alone has no effect whatsoever, so try the following one as well:

 

Exercise “Tensing of the Thighs”
Pull your knees up slightly and tense up the muscles of the thighs as tight as possible. Then, as before, relax the muscles and breathe out at the same time. Repeat this exercise two to three times.

 

You can perform these exercises one after the other or alternating, and you will find that your bearing in the saddle changes. You will sink “deeper into the saddle”. If you concentrate on your feeling, you will find that the pressure of the weight of your body is concentrated on two areas: the two ischial tuberosities (commonly known as seat bones). These small bone protuberances are approximately four to five centimetres long and can be found at the lowest point of the osseous pelvic girdle in the form of a slight rocker. As we hardly notice them in our daily life, most of us are unaware they exist – it could be that you will not find them immediately.
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The tensed-up muscles of the thigh lift the buttocks out of the saddle; the rider sits deep when they are relaxed.

Exercise “Getting to know the seat bones”
Sit on your horse as relaxed as you possibly can (remember, we are standing in the saddle). Let your legs hang down to either side and keep on breathing normally. Now pull in your tummy slightly and relax it again – and pull it back in again, in particular the lower part of your tummy (from below the navel). Now relax it again. When you next pull in the tummy give it a bit of space in the back by making an evasive motion with the spine. Relax again and the spine will follow forwards. During this exercise the muscles of the buttocks remain completely relaxed, and only move far enough not to block the motion backwards and forwards.

As soon as the motion backwards and forwards feels easy to execute, start feeling towards the small rockers, the ischial tuberosities. Gently rock backwards and forwards on them.

This is an exercise which you can also practise on the edge of a chair or table. Primarily make sure that your legs remain relaxed!

 

You should develop your acquaintance with this part of your body. You will soon realise that you can swing primarily backwards and forwards, but also in all other directions – and the more mobile you are in this area, the easier it will become to go with the motions of the horse. This swinging on the small rockers, balancing on both seat bones, is the key to a relaxed and well-balanced seat.

The mobility of the pelvis, however, is relatively susceptible to interference:
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This way you can become acquainted with the ischial tuberosities (ends of the seat bones): if you sit on the front part of the rockers, this eases the weight on the horse's back. Then you move backwards over the centre to the back of the back edges of the rockers which leads to pressure being transferred to the horse’s back.
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Step 1: First, try out extreme postures.

Exercise “Levering out”
Concentrate on swinging backwards and forwards on the small rockers and

• press the muscles of the buttocks together – or

• hollow your back – or

• cling on with your legs – or

• squeeze your thighs together.

What influence do these things have on your mobility?

The Back

We experienced it when we hollowed our back: the posture of our back influences the basis of our mobility. We are taught that we should “sit straight”. But what exactly is “straight”? This question is often accompanied by disturbing pictures (often associated with “rigidity”, the consequence of which is a hollow back). Therefore, corrections from the outside only help in the short-term, if at all. Try it out for yourself:

 

Exercise “Upright posture”
Bend your upper body forwards until it almost touches the horse’s neck. Then lean back as far as you can (hold on securely for this). Move backwards and forwards between these two positions and decrease the extent of the motion each time. Somewhere in the middle of lying on the horse’s neck and lying back as far as you can, you will get a feeling of “straight”. But don’t be satisfied with that: test out this vertical line, move backwards and forwards just slightly, testing and checking – until you have the feeling that you are completely in balance between the forward and backward position, in balance between the tightening of the muscles of the stomach and those of the back.

Now you will be able to test this feeling for “straight” any time. The more often you practise it, the more easily you will find it again.
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Step 2: Moving between the extremes ...
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... we find the golden mean.

This exercise can be expanded any way you wish: each person has their own perception for “straight”, “vertical”, “in balance”, and similar feelings which they can develop to get a more objective feel. If you train these perceptions, you will find “your measure” with your posture and will orientate yourself in line with your own individual anatomical and physiological conditions. Riders often complain about backaches, especially after a lesson. Backache is caused by excessive tensioning of the muscles. This exercise can help you alleviate and even prevent back­ache. It can also be used for finding the balance between the right and the left: simply tip over to the right as far as possible – and then to the left – and consequently find the centre position.

 

Exercise “Straight back”
In a similar fashion to the last exercise, now change between hollowing your back and hunching forward in the saddle. Again, reduce the extent of the motion until your back is in balance between the forward and backward positions.
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Kathryn demonstrates the extremes of hollowing the back and hunching forwards in the saddle.
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Eli balances her head in the vertical. For this purpose she creates an imaginary axis with her index fingers, on which she moves her head.

As we are currently in the process of ascertaining the balance to find the centre, we should also concentrate on the other end of the spine, the head. This is a part of the body you can also experiment with – backwards and forwards – to ascertain in which position the head becomes the “dot over the i” of the longitudinal axis. How high do you carry the nose – the chin – your line of vision? Search for your own measure again, find your inner balance.

With its weight of between five and seven kilograms, the head is, potentially, a significant weight aid. If it is drooping forwards, it pulls the mass of the rider towards the forehand of the horse. If it is carried freely, on the other hand, its weight supports the centre of balance and allows the rider to have oversight and farsightedness – in the metaphorical form, concentration and presence.

 

Exercise “Experience the vertical”
Secure the reins to ensure that they cannot slip down the horse’s neck. Then stretch both arms up, place both hands together above your head, create a roof into which you can look comfortably. Hold your arms upwards so that you only have to raise your eyes to look into the hands. (Important: look into the hands, not at the roof of the indoor school or similar – that will soon make you feel dizzy!) Hold this position for a few moments and then release your arms with smooth circles of both arms. You can go back immediately to that position, build a roof – and then let the arms circle. Pay attention to how large you become in the saddle – without having to change your posture significantly!
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This exercise helps you experience the vertical.

The Seat – The Legs

In addition to the seat bones, our weight rests evenly on the insides of the thighs – at least if these are prepared to carry the weight. If, on the other hand, you involuntarily cling to the horse, you block the mobility of the pelvis and push yourself out of the saddle instead of keeping yourself deep and secure. This reflex can only be overcome with patience. The more we are used to the processes of motion on horseback, the easier we will find it to relax our legs.

One immediate measure is using the hands to find a secure hold. Another measure is to eliminate the effect of the clinging muscles by carefully turning the legs, along their entire length, inward from the hip. In most people, the muscles of the torso are shortened due to faulty posture, which means that this motion initially causes us to hollow our back.

 

Warning
“Turning the legs inward versus hollowed back” Please make sure that your back stays mobile and that the seat bones remain clearly tangible! To begin with; turn the legs inwards only slightly. Then correct the position, loosen up with a bit of gymnastics – and in time work your way into the necessary extension.

 

The ischial tuberosities, the vertical, the head, the legs, and the posture from head to toe should remain nicely locked at all times. In order to ensure that you continue to enjoy yourself with everything which needs to be taken into consideration, we now have an exercise which is a reminder that our main aim of sitting in the saddle is to have fun:

 

Exercise “Caricatures”
Forget for one moment everything which you know – and simply enjoy sitting on your horse and being carried by it. Then pull up your knees and heels appreciatively, sit on the horse as you should never do otherwise. Your head? Let it drop forward. And as to hollowing your back? How do cartoon riders jump over fences? Copy them! Or sit down in the saddle with the pretentious affectation of the know-all. Or pretend to be scared.

Exaggerate in every way (similarities to any living persons are purely coincidental!). Let your imagination run free, try out everything you can think of.

Afterwards, you can relax and be yourself again – how do you feel now?
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Caricatures – let us not forget: riding is fun!


Communicating With the Horse’s Back – The Feeling for Motion

The Walk

Having occupied ourselves with the physical conditions, felt inside ourselves and experimented with positions, we will now turn to the contact with the horse’s back and consider the exchange of dialogue between horse and rider.

 

Exercise “What happens underneath the saddle? “
Let your horse walk a few rounds in the school on a loose rein, relax in the saddle – and this time forget everything you have learned about the order of the leg movement.

• What do you feel underneath the saddle?

• How would you describe this to a child? 

• Is there an image for it?

• Are there differences between right and left?

 

Some riders describe the motion as a “wave” which rolls from left to right and back, others use the image of a bicycle or of a hill and a valley. Everyone has his or her personal image. I will use the term “wave”, but you can exchange your own term for it.

 

Exercise “Playing with the horse’s back”
The next thing to do is to play with the motion which is coming up from below. Try making way for the incoming wave, once on the right, once on the left. Let your hips turn small circles, first in the one direction, then in the other.

 

The instruction to sit “deeper into the saddle” does not mean to plump down on it and to keep both buttocks as firmly secured to the saddle as possible. If you do this, you will find that the pelvis becomes tense, the legs tense up – and any feeling for the horse’s back motion dis­appears. You will find the secret of the “deep seat” as soon as you give in to the rhythm of the motion of the horse.

How do we manage to make our pelvis mobile enough that it swings in tune with the horse’s back? Joni Bentley offers a good model for this ability:

 

Exercise “Riding with duck’s feet”
Imagine that your two ischial tuberosities are not simply two small rockers but broad duck’s feet which are sitting squarely on the right and left side of the saddle. Try to dance with these on the horse’s back.

If you wish, we can take this image one step further.

 
Exercise “Duck’s feet in rhythm”
Imagine that you are pushing the pedals of a bicycle forwards with your duck’s feet, keeping to the rhythm of the horse’s back. Which conception best matches the motion from below: pedalling forwards or back­wards?
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Imagine that you are riding with duck’s feet.

Exercise “Horse’s back and duck’s feet in dialogue”
Once you have adopted the rhythm of the horse’s back, gently start consciously to pedal more slowly – only a split second slower that the rhythm of the horse’s back – and then another split second slower. Do you receive an answer from the horse? Does it change its tempo?

 

During these exercises we have paid no attention to our legs. It is now high time to do so:
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Stephanie is overdoing it for the photographer – her horse reacts with some irritation. You can see clearly how the rider’s leg falls against the horse’s side when the horse’s rear leg on the same side moves forward.

Exercise “What happens with the legs?”
Be sure to feel exactly what is happening: how are your legs reacting while you are “pedalling your bicycle with the duck’s feet”? Do they simply hang down? Does their position change? How is the contact of the rider’s legs to the horse’s sides?

Once you have attained a feeling for the rhythm, you will find this repeated in the legs: you simply have to feel intensively, and not be thrown by trying to analyse the order of the motion of the horse’s legs. To be precise: every time one duck’s foot gives way upward, the other duck’s foot sinks down – and the attached rider’s leg is pulled very slightly against the side of the horse: once on the right, once on the left. Books on equitation describe this as “alternating application of the leg aids”. To me, the image of the “rider’s leg breathing in and out with the horse” is more expressive.

 

Exercise “The rider’s legs breathing in and out with the horse”
For the purpose of relaxation, we now have an exercise on the ground. Dismount from your horse, let the stirrups hang down and ask somebody to lead the horse away from you in a straight line. Remain standing behind the horse: observe how the stirrups knock against the horse’s side with each step. This corresponds exactly to the dynamic of your legs.

 

If you manage to feel your legs swinging into the horse’s side in the same way that you have just observed from the ground, you are on the way to achieving a relaxed seat. This, by the way, is the meaning of the saying that “the horse itself collects its aids to ride forwards”. Did you see that the stirrup swings into the side of the horse at the exact moment when the hind leg of the horse on the same side is lifted?

And as we are currently communicating with the horse’s back: observe the ears of your horse while your legs are breathing in and out with the horse’s motion. To make it even more clear, press gently against the horse’s side with the respective leg which is swinging in towards the horse. Exactly! The horse will move its ear on the same side towards you. Sometimes the horse only twitches the tip of the ear, as if it did not hear you correctly. Sometimes – in particular when everything is running smoothly and conformably – you can observe how the horse tries to ignore the impulse. In this case, you are allowed to push a bit harder! And that is an impressive picture. We are able to “talk” with the horse via the body – and somebody is even listening!

So far, we have carried out our exercises only at the walk – and had time to feel the motion and think about it. Before we transfer our experiences to the trot and canter, we should take a short break and, in view of its need for analysing, give the brain some food for thought.

The following is true for the communication between horse and rider: the aid that drives the horse forward only reaches the horse if it is in the process of lifting its hindleg from the ground. How does the rider, however, know when this is happening? From the exercises practised so far we have received precious tips: when a horse places its hindleg on the ground a muscle wave is created which runs out once the horse lifts that leg again. This is precisely the moment in which the rider’s leg is pulled against the side of the horse. The small amount of pressure which is created through the contact (or which is increased purposefully) gives the leg that is being lifted the necessary impulse to propel itself forward.

Correlations such as these, form the basis for the dialogue of motion between the rider and the horse, which needs to become ever more fine-tuned.

The Trot

As the image of “standing in the saddle” on the stationary horse helped us attain an appropriate posture, it would seem consistent to compare the seat in motion with images of motion as well – walking, running and hopping. In fact, there are indeed great similarities between riding and walking, i.e. moving forwards without a horse. You will rediscover the motion of the horse’s back which we know from the walk at the trot. However, the horse’s back is now pushing, indeed “shoving” the rider from below – and that means a great deal of jolting. Security and looseness will have to be conquered anew.
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Acting on the conception of "standing up and sitting down”, the movements of the rider become excessive and she falls behind the motion of the horse.

In principle, all exercises which you have learned at the walk help. First, however, you will have to relieve the spine: hold on to the saddle and release your spine and then see whether you can find the joint rhythm with the horse’s back. Allow the motion of the horse to throw you about a bit and try to dance on the horse’s back with the “duck’s feet”: right – left – right – left. In comparison with the walk, the “dancing steps” at the trot have become very small.

 

The Rising Trot

However, before your back becomes completely tensed up, use the rising trot to help you. At the rising trot you move with the horse’s back: not to the left and to the right, but instead up and down. The upward motion often becomes excessive and the rider will increasingly fall behind the motion of the horse – and thereby lose the dialogue with the horse. 

Therefore, we have a further exercise:

 

Exercise “The rising trot in dialogue”
The best thing is to forget the concept of “standing up” and “sitting down”. Concentrate the motion on the area of your pelvis and attempt to stay close to the saddle. And then you need to change the passive being thrown about into an active motion: try using the concept of thinking of the movement downwards when you are rising, anticipate the movement upwards when you are coming down.
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Acting on the concept of "easing and putting back your weight”, the rider remains in rhythm with the motion and in contact with her horse.

Oh, and by the way, when you are rising to the trot you should always place your feet in the stirrups, otherwise the exercise turns into a strong-man act. With regard to the exercises I have offered you so far, it is a question of taste whether you prefer to ride with or without stirrups. On the one hand, the stirrups give the rider a hold and thereby the feeling of security. On the other hand, there is the danger of the rider tending to stand in the stirrups and holding on by the legs. Unless the legs are relaxed, even well-fitted stirrups become too long, the rider’s feet will begin to try to keep them in place, and the rider thereby loses the contact with the seat bones.

On the other hand, the role of the stirrups should not be overestimated: they offer the rider’s foot a slight support. The contact of the rider’s knees and calves with the horse’s sides or the saddle flap give the rider his actual hold. At the rising trot, the upper body can be bent forward slightly – and until the time the rider masters this seat safely, he is allowed to support himself with his hands on the horse’s neck.

By the way, you will find it easier to find your balance if you look up at the path you are follow­ing. Some riders control the motion of the trot by staring at the horse’s shoulder. They have learned to “stand up when the outer shoulder swings forward.” This statement is not incorrect, but it is extremely hindering. It increases our tendency to control our motion and hold on with the eyes, and only trust what we can see. This, however, means we are distancing ourselves from our feeling of the body and, thereby, lose the contact with the hindlegs of the horse. “Ride your horse forwards and ride it straight”: this famous saying of Gustav Steinbrecht can only be achieved if you are in contact with the hindlegs of the horse. The following is an exercise which will help you activate your “somataesthesia” (feeling for the body), and teach you to take up this contact:

 

Exercise “Rising trot on the hindleg”
Ask somebody to take your horse on the lunge-rein and hold onto the saddle with your hands. If you can, close your eyes. Otherwise determine points of fixation (lamps, posts, trees) on which to move with your eyes while circling. “Correct” and “incorrect” no longer have any meaning, the only thing that counts from now on is the joint motion with the horse – and how your body feels during that time.
The person on the lunge-rein asks your horse to trot. Rise to the trot. After a few strides, change the leg in the trot. What is different now? Balance out the feeling in your body with that of the trot on the other leg. After a further few strides, change the leg again. Does it feel the same as during the first strides? Is it different?
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