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FOREWORD


by George H. Morris


I’ve known Cecilia Lönnell for a long time, having shown extensively in Sweden and taught many, many clinics there over the years. I’m very fond of her and fond of that country. To be asked to participate in a book that also features such an illustrious young group of equestrian superstars is a great honour.


What Cecilia has done here is she’s gone back to the past and at the same time shown how knowledge from solid experience is supported by modern equine veterinary research. Nothing here is new, and that, with horses, is always better. I never in my life spent in equestrian sport pretended to reinvent the wheel. I was a copier. I copied Bert de Némethy. I copied Gordon Wright as a teacher. I copied Bill Steinkraus. To this day my whole day is spent trying to understand old, classic principles. Be it teaching, be it riding, be it training, be it care of the horse – that is all I try to do, every day of my life. Gordon Wright used to say, ‘Nothing is new, we just do it better and quicker than we used to.’ And that’s what we get from the best horsemen – it isn’t new, it just might be better and quicker.


Here, Cecilia has encapsulated all the points it takes to produce a horse – be it a pleasure horse or an Olympic horse, it doesn’t matter. The points laid out on these pages are about what is best for the horse. Often in competitive riding, in all disciplines, we go off on tangents that are contrary to the best interests of the horse. Artificial devices, artificial footing – this is not what’s best for the horse.


When you talk about horses and you talk about horse sport as Cecilia is, your first consideration is the management of the horse. If you buy a Hickstead or an Azur and send him to a third-rate boarding house, in about two seconds, you’re going to have a third-rate horse. The most important thing is what the great old Virginia horsewoman and trainer of Conrad Homfeld and Joe Fargis Frances Rowe used to call ‘beautiful care’: how the barn is set up, the bedding of the stall, the feed programme, the vet, the equine dentist, the farrier, the quality of the grooming – it all should be beautiful care. Many of the riders quoted in this book are more hands-on in terms of stable management than I ever was, but our mission is the same: to give our horses beautiful care.


The greatest horsemen in the world – and I’m not necessarily talking about riding here – are the English. They always have been. Now I’m not saying the French, the Germans, the Swedes, the Dutch aren’t good horsemen – they’re all great and each is different – but I’ve traveled just about every country in the world and as far as the care and management of the horse, the greatest horsemen in the world are the English. That’s why all the continental riders get English grooms to take care of their horses – horse care is in their blood. Being an American from the Northeast part of the country, I grew up with an offshoot of English horsemanship, and the whole thing is based on natural: turning horses out, riding through the country. Carl Hester revolutionized dressage because he approached it from a technical, scientific point of view, but allowed his English horsemanship to take it to a different level. We all know he is, yes, a very talented rider, but what really ‘woke up’ the dressage world is that he hacks his horses out, turns his horses out, shows that dressage horses should not be circus animals confined in stalls. He, and many other contributors to this book, assert that this should be the standard.


Bert de Némethy, who was a Hungarian trained in Germany, managed the US equestrian team beautifully during his tenure, and he always had us work our horses on different surfaces – something that Beezie Madden notes as key in this book and is also supported by scientists. We would base at Aachen and Bert would have us ride gymnastics on the turf fields (which are now some of the warm-up rings) but often we also rode in the old dressage ring where the footing was quite deep. I would cheat with my hot horses that were above the bit – I would get them on the bit by tiring them out in that deep sand. But we rode on the roads, we rode on the turf, we rode in sand. Today too many horses are always worked on the same artificial ‘perfect’ footing, as some call it.


After management of the horse, the next most important consideration is selection of a horse for his rider and for his ‘job.’ And this is just as applicable to a school horse as it is to Big Star. The school horse is just as valuable as Big Star. Actually, everyone knows there’s nothing as valuable as a top school horse! Selecting the right horse for a particular rider and a particular job depends on a mix of experience and instinct – some people, even laymen who maybe aren’t so experienced, they have an eye for a horse, whether the best fit for an amateur hunter rider, a top dressage rider, a Rolex eventer, whatever. The great thing about this book is that Cecilia has included this kind of information, and it is dispensed by individuals who are current, they are champions, people know them. They’re not people like myself, out of the dark ages. Their advice is all very relevant, and they are all saying the same thing.


Next you get to my pet peeve: the way people ride their horses. The United States historically has always been very weak in dressage. It is an afterthought. In the early days we had Thoroughbred horses that were so courageous and so special that we fudged dressage. Now we’ve finally caught up, and England has caught up, but ‘fudging dressage’ is still haunting the world, because I go all over the world and people are faking it everywhere. Faking it and tying horses down is crippling horses. There was a great about-face five or six years ago because of Rollkur. Overflexing horses is very damaging to the horse, and luckily, it has taken a swing for the better. However, it is not good enough, especially in the jumpers – event horses and dressage horses have to more or less stay to the correct line because they are judged, but jumpers, they just strap them down, tie them down, put this on them, that on them, and away they go. The sport community – jumpers, eventers, dressage riders, and I mean in every country – must address how we work the horse, that whatever the discipline, it should be according to classical principles. The dressage work for sport horses has been a weak link, probably throughout history. And it still is a weak link. And I will speak up about it. It’s not rocket science. There are books hundreds of years old that tell you how to work a horse!


In addition to not fudging dressage, great riders don’t overjump. The two cripplers of a horse are footing and jumping. Knowing this, all the great riders don’t overjump. We work a horse every day for condition, for discipline, for rideability. A friend of mine, Peder Fredricson (a Swede), he works the horse beautifully, so I will pick him out. He works a horse without auxiliary reins, he’s had a vast background in correct dressage, and I watched him at the Olympics in Rio de Janeiro, where his quality of work was rewarded as he won individual silver. I am closely aligned to Beezie Madden – I know she’s not an overjumper. Laura Kraut is definitely not an overjumper. John Whitaker, my idol of all the people I’ve ever seen, since I started riding – he’s my idol of idols – he hacks out, he walks on roads, he doesn’t overjump his horses. I was a driller when I was young. I drilled horses and was a culprit of overjumping. That’s how I know that overjumping is the kiss of the death. At best a horse gets stale, at worst he gets sore or lame.


These three important points – management, selection, and how we ride – are the topics Cecilia has pulled together in this book under the auspices of the superstars and scientists of today, giving old information credibility. And in some ways it’s all old news…but it’s forgotten news. Lots of young people today, they’re so competition-oriented, they forgot the whole point. Horse show horse show horse show. Ranking ranking ranking. I wouldn’t still be doing this sport the way I still do it, teaching and riding, if that was all it was. That is very, very limited. These ‘desperate housewives’ and ‘weekend warriors,’ as I call them, have not yet been influenced to understand the point. And that is the point of this book. When I was under the tutelage of Bert de Némethy, we were a very classy group of young guys – we could afford to live well. But we learned from him and our other trainers in those days, the point was the daily work, the dressage, the beautiful care. The horse show was just an occasional test that showed us where we were in relation to the other people; then we went home and took care of our horses, schooled our horses. But a lot of people at horse shows today, all over the world – it’s not just one country – they’ve lost the plot of what this is about. It’s not just about rankings, points, and selection for championships – that’s the icing on the cake.


Cecilia has done a great service to the sport: What she has gathered here is so correct, all going back to the past, but couched in modern perspective. People say about me, ‘Oh, he’s old fashioned. The sport has passed him.’ Well, the greatest compliment I can get as a horseman is that I’m old-fashioned. The sport has not passed me; there’s nothing different about working a horse the classical way, about caring for him as suits his nature. The future is the past.


George H. Morris
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Charlotte Dujardin with Valegro at the World Cup final in Las Vegas 2016. (Photo: Jon Stroud.)
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So what is the key to success as a rider? Having had the privilege of following equestrian sport at top international level for over forty years one key observation can be divided into one piece of good news and one piece of bad news. The bad news is that there are few shortcuts to be had with horses. The only way to reach long-term success in riding is to have the best possible coach/teacher and to be surrounded by a good team, and to be prepared to put in your own hard work. The latter is the good news – that it is possible for a rider to go very far, all the way to the top of the world, by putting in a lot of hard work, striving to learn and paying attention to detail. This, rather than any ‘silver bullet’, is the secret behind almost all equestrian success. In the US, dressage star Laura Graves (the 2017 World Cup final silver medallist) is a recent example. Both she and Charlotte Dujardin started off doing stable work as working students. Whatever your level as a rider, the will to work hard, striving to learn and attention to detail will help you to improve and to win. It is, of course, true for most sports that it is impossible to reach the top without your own hard work.


‘As a rider you can go very far, all the way to the top of the world, by putting in a lot of hard work, striving to learn and paying attention to every little detail. (It is, of course, true for most sports that it is impossible to reach the top without your own hard work).’


Many books about riding are based on advice about how to make the horse perform what the rider wants, whether it is dressage movements or jumping fences, in the best possible way, in a arena or cross-country. This book is more focused on what you, as a rider, can do to make it easier for the horse to perform what you want, what is reasonable to demand from a particular horse at his current level of training, fitness and strength, and how you can develop that fitness and his motivation and confidence. A horse may be extremely well-bred and possess huge talent, but with inappropriate training, riding or management he and his rider runs the risk of having repeated setbacks and get few chances of winning.


‘Keep the horse happy and give him as good a life as possible’ says John Whitaker in his soundness advice later on in this book.


Olympic team champion Laura Kraut has quoted a study of the hallmarks of a champion showjumper, who has the scope to stay at the top over time. There are six points (the parenthesis are my own comments to Laura’s list).


‘As a rider you must think of the horse as a four-legged athlete and yourself as the manager.’


Ludger Beerbaum




1.   Riding talent (what that entails can be discussed for hours, but this list shows it is not the be-all and end-all of a rider’s potential).


2.   The will and ability to work hard (to develop experience and skills).


3.   Robust personal health (necessary for that hard work).


4.   Being mentally strong (to overcome setbacks, handle competition and other pressures and, again, work hard).


5.   Social skills (not as in being the centre of the party but developing good relationships with horse owners, potential sponsors, other riders, and media).


6.   The skill to keep your horse(s) sound and healthy (as again without that you will have few chances of winning and horse owners will lose heart).





How injuries develop in a horse – or a human athlete or fitness enthusiast – is a complicated process that is still far from fully investigated. Experts do, however, know that orthopaedic injuries arise from an interaction of internal and external factors such as genetics, conformation, upbringing, management and training. In horse sports, arena surfaces are often a topic of discussion in relation to injury risks. In Thoroughbred racing, research into racecourse surfaces as a risk factor for injury has a long tradition. In the mid 1980s the famous Newmarket vet Peter Rossdale published a study with a different angle. He looked at injury rates in training among horses with six different trainers. The study showed that the injury risk varied greatly among the six. This helped inspire a new focus on the role of training factors as an injury risk and, in a next step, how best to prevent injury. This has long been a subject of study in human sports injury research. Studies have since shown that training strategies vary between racehorse trainers, with associated differences in injury rates.
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Modern sport horse breeding produces horses with great scope and talent, but training is necessary to help the body prepare for performance demands. (Photo: Roland Thunholm.)


Studies of fractures and joint injury in racehorses have underlined a factor that is true also for sport horses (and human athletes); that an orthopaedic injury seldom develops from one day to another, even if the rider or trainer does not observe the first subtle signs. So what is called ‘acute’ has, in fact, in many cases taken days, weeks or even months, coming. One exception, when injuries can really be called ‘acute’ is, of course, accidents such as a kick or a fall.


One aspect of equine orthopaedic injury is that the sport horse of today is almost too physically talented for his own good. Modern sport horse breeding has developed horses with a natural, inborn ability to jump big fences or to trot with spectacular action. Riders can then become easily tempted to demand too much performance too soon, especially from a young horse. The young sport horses of today have the genetic potential to perform at a high level, but if the body is not allowed a build-up period, to adapt to the physical demands in training and competition, the risk of injury will be imminent.


You can compare a talented young horse with buying a computer with a great number of gigabytes. The horse also has a high built-in capacity, but before the body is ready for specific training or competition it first needs various ‘programmes’ installed. Such updates take no more than a few hours in a computer, but months and years in the body of a horse. If you then decide to change what is expected of the horse, including at what level, the ‘programmes’ need updating, to adjust to the new use. In other words the horse’s body needs a re-installation period. Chapter 2, about the horse’s body, describes how, while fitness training can quickly give the horse increased heart-lung capacity, the musculoskeletal system with bone, tendons, ligaments and joints, needs longer in order to adapt to increased work demands. This process needs to be done step by step. To repeat; ignoring or minimising that can increase injury risk. It is the same for an athlete or recreational runner. A person can be born with great talent for handling a ball or running, but were he expected to play several matches in a row, or run a marathon without the prior preparation of a conditioning period, injury would be very likely.


It can be easy or tempting to think that riders competing at higher levels than you do it mainly thanks to having better finances and more expensive horses. Of course, there are riders at all levels of competition who are able to afford to improve their chances of rosettes by buying talented horses, getting help in the daily training and paying to be coached by the best trainers, but this does not necessarily translate into long-term success. The highest-ranked riders in the world have, in most cases, got to the very top by being much better than the average rider at making the best out of the horses they have. As former World Champion Jos Lansink says later on in the book, horses are not born as Olympic or World medallists, but are brought on to that level by a skilled rider. In Chapter 4 on finding the right horse there are several examples of champion horses who came with obvious talent but also needed expert handling to realise that talent. You need to work on both your own and the horse’s weaknesses, former World Champion Franke Sloothaak has said, commenting: ‘It is important that you as a rider understand the horse, what his weaknesses are, which of those you can live with, and which you have to work on. The ability to analyse the individual horse and distinguish his needs is probably the most important challenge for all riders, but also what makes the sport so fascinating.’


‘As a rider it can be easy or tempting to think that riders competing at higher levels than yourself do it mainly thanks to having more expensive horses. But the highest-ranked riders in the world in most cases got to the very top by being much better than the average rider at making the best out of the horses they have.’


Former World Cup Champion and World Number One Daniel Deusser was working for Franke when he first rode professionally. Later, he was one of several champions getting help from the veteran German master trainer Manfred Kötter. Kötter has not sought the limelight but he also coached, for example, the Ludger Beerbaum stable.


‘As a rider you might want to get training results in two to three weeks, but Manfred has made me realise that the horse might need two to three months in order to, for example, develop his muscles or change his mental responses’, Daniel said in an interview. It was Manfred Kötter who helped Deusser to develop the mare Evita from an ex-broodmare who was jumping 1.40m classes to winning the Rolex Top Ten Final against the other highest-ranked showjumpers in the world in 2013. ‘Evita is a special horse, with a lot of scope. She is a big horse with a good character, but she needed work on her body, and time for that’, Daniel said. Deusser’s analysis of Evita is an example of the fact that, while a horse might have fantastic scope, nevertheless there may be some weakness that needs working on if the inborn talent is to be fulfilled. This skill and intuition is what puts the best riders apart from the rest. Daniel Deusser says that Manfred Kötter has also helped him to develop his patience: ‘He has taught me not to focus just on what is a problem with the horse, but on what has actually improved.’


Deusser points out how Evita needed to develop physically. In other sports you talk about physical training versus technical training, and then include exercises and programmes aimed at strengthening the body and helping to prevent injury. The tennis player preparing for matches will not just be hitting balls; the competitive skier does not just train on the slope or on the cross-country ski track. This is important also for horses, and is part of the training strategies used by John Whitaker and other legendary riders. For riders who want to improve their technical skills there are a large number of books and DVDs by top riders and trainers to choose from. You can also attend clinics with top riders and coaches, and get their advice in equestrian magazines and on equestrian TV channels. But, unlike other sports, there is a lot less information available about the physical training of sport horses, about management factors affecting performance and how to prevent injury. Research into training and injury prevention again has a long tradition in Thoroughbred racing, but less so in other equestrian sport.


Inspiration from racehorse research projects contributed to an initiative by the author to study training, arena surfaces and injury in riding horses, starting with riding school horses, in collaboration with more senior colleagues at the Swedish University of Agricultural Sciences at Uppsala. This, in turn, led on to The European Footing and Training Study, with other equine research vets in the UK, Switzerland and the Netherlands, financed by the International Equestrian Federation and World Horse Welfare (see page 52). This project also found that the risk of injury can differ between riders/ yards, and with different training/management strategies.


If you compare on the one hand findings from injury research in racehorses and human sports science, results from the few injury and training studies done on riding horses, and on the other hand the experience of international champions and other top riders and equine vets quoted in this book, the conclusions are very similar. Look especially at the bullet point advice on soundness in Chapter 3, with ten champion riders and top sport horse vets. If you take out their names and remove the words ‘jumps’ and ‘dressage movements’, the key advice is so similar that it would be difficult to pick out who is who; a champion showjumper, dressage rider, eventing coach or top equine vet? Their conclusions on how to prevent injury and keep the horse confident and motivated are very much alike.


Two of the living legends quoted in this book are the former World Champion Franke Sloothaak and former Olympic, European and World Cup Champion Ludger Beerbaum. They both point out that the rider must think of the horse as a four-legged athlete and that the rider is his manager. To meet up with a trainer once a week is not what, on its own, produces results in the arena or in the long term. It will help, but the deciding factor is rather what double Olympic Gold medallist Beezie Madden describes; the importance of doing what is right in every little detail, day by day. That gives a overview perspective of the management of your horse. Champion riders vary in their systems, but what they have in common is that they all have a system and a plan.


My ambition is to pass on the advice from some of the most successful and most respected veteran riders and well-known equine vets in the world on soundness, training and optimum performance, and show how their thoughts match research findings and fundamental principles of training physiology. This includes having a look at the day-to-day management in top yards and realising that there is plenty to be inspired by.




Sources


The book is based on several independent sources. One is findings from published equine veterinary research, including the author’s own equine Ph.D studies, combined with notes from veterinary/equine congress lectures. Another main source is interviews and training features by the author with champion riders and other specialists. Some recent interviews were made specifically for this book, including on soundness advice with Carl Hester at the Dressage Convention at Bury Farm in October 2015 and with John Whitaker at a national show at Aintree the same week. Most articles quoted have been published in Ridsport, and the remaining individual ones in Hippson, Showjumping (last issue in 2015), Kentaur and Häst och Ryttare, which is the member’s magazine of the Swedish Equestrian Federation. In the Swedish version of this book it was stated which interview was published in which magazine, but as the texts are not available in English and in most cases not on line, such detail is not provided here. The two exceptions where other writers are quoted are a review of a clinic with Kyra Kyrklund by Pernilla Linder-Velander in Ridsport (on trying out a new horse) and a book and series on conditioning with Charlie Lindberg and Dr Staffan Lidbeck by Ingrid Andersson. Quotes from Michel Robert are mainly from an in-depth interview for Ridsport, but also from his excellent book Secrets of a Great Champion. Main scientific references with their authors are listed at the end of this book. Some references are given as background to illustrate research in the field, others directly quoted in the text. To the best of my ability I have double-checked all quotes; riders, vets and from scientific articles. My apologies for any mistakes that are present in spite of those efforts.
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