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Introduction


So you want to learn how to ride western? Once you slip into the comfortable seat of a western saddle, there are many activities to choose from. If you’re competitive, you can try your hand at gymkhana games, reining, barrel racing, roping, or team penning. If you’re laidback, you could spend hours exploring the countryside on horseback. If you’re sociable, you could enjoy long trail rides and picnics with other horse lovers. Western riding offers something for everyone.


You don’t need to be born on a ranch or live in the heart of Texas to become a good western rider, but you do need to be dedicated to improving your horsemanship. Good horsemanship is based on constant communication between horse and rider and the desire to continually improve your riding skills.


When you first learn to ride, you’ll be taught how to sit in the saddle, how to hold the reins, and how to make a horse go forward. As you become more secure in the saddle, you’ll worry less about falling off and begin to concentrate more on the horse’s performance. You’ll learn how to give the cues that guide the horse, and as you improve, you’ll find that most horses actually listen to you. It takes time and practice in the saddle before you become an effective rider.


If you’re just starting out, it’s important to sign up with a good riding instructor who will teach you the basics. No matter how experienced you become, you’ll never stop learning. Every time you jog down a country road or land on the ground after a fall, you add to your library of equestrian knowledge.


Use this book in addition to your hands-on experiences. Read it before you head for your lessons and refer back to it as you need to. It won’t be long before you are riding with confidence. Let’s face it: It’s easy to get hooked on western riding!
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Starting Out


So, going on the occasional trail ride on a rented horse isn’t enough for you anymore? If you’re serious about learning how to ride and improve your western riding skills, look for a good trainer and sign up for lessons.


If you don’t have a horse of your own, find a trainer who has his own horses or one based at a riding school. If you do have your own horse but are new to riding, it’s a good idea to board your horse at a barn with an instructor on-site.


Choosing a Riding School


Visit your local tack shop and check the bulletin board. There should be a few signs or business cards advertising local riding schools or trainers. If one catches your eye, write down the phone number. Ask the sales assistant if she can recommend any reputable schools or trainers.


Check the bulletin board to see if western shows are advertised. If there are shows in your area, hang around the warm-up arena and watch the riders and their trainers in action. If you like the way a particular trainer works with a student, approach him when he is less busy and introduce yourself. Find out if he gives lessons and if he is based at a nearby barn. Most trainers are happy to chat with you. If you like what you hear, arrange to meet at the trainer’s barn to take a look at his lesson horses and see how he runs his business.


You can also look on the Internet or in the Yellow Pages for western riding schools or facilities near you, but don’t sign up for lessons until you’ve seen the place. When you go, stop by the office and tell the manager you’ve arrived. Ask her if you can look around while lessons are going on. She may offer to give you a tour of the facility or she may send you off by yourself to have a look at the place. As you’re walking around, keep the following points in mind.


The Staff: The employees should be friendly and happy to answer your questions. They should be dressed professionally—in jeans and boots, not shorts and sandals. No one should be smoking in the barn area. Workers should be kind but firm with the horses. You shouldn’t see anyone shout at horses or beat them into submission.


The Barn: The barn should be neat and well organized. You shouldn’t spot any litter or loose baling twine lying on the ground. Manure and used bedding should be swept neatly onto a muck heap, away from the barn. As you walk around, look in some stables and check the cleanliness of the bedding. If horses are standing in piles of manure or puddles of urine, leave immediately and look for a better barn.


The Lesson Horses: The lesson horses should look healthy and alert. They should be fairly well groomed, and their hooves should look like they get regular trimming and shoeing. The horses don’t need to look show-quality clean—especially if they live out in a pasture or pen most of the time—but they should look cared for and well fed. You shouldn’t be able to see ribs or hip bones sticking out.


Don’t sign up for lessons at a barn where the horses look tired and in poor condition. Ask the trainer how many times a day the horses are ridden. A horse shouldn’t be used for more than three lessons a day. You don’t want to have a lesson on a worn-out horse that has already been ridden five times in a row.


The Lessons: Watch a few lessons. Right away, you should notice if the barn matches riders and horses by size and ability. Tiny riders should not be stuck on huge horses, and large riders should not be mounted on ponies. If a rider is petite, he or she may not be able to handle a large, strong horse, and the person’s legs may be too short to give effective cues. If a rider is too big or overweight for a small horse, the stable obviously is not interested in the welfare of its lesson horses.


[image: image]


The barn area should be tidy and safe.
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Lesson horses should look clean and well fed.


Can everyone in the lesson control the horses they are riding? When you’re just learning to ride, you don’t want to be assigned a frisky, bad-natured horse who will ruin your confidence, or injure you or other members of the class. Lesson horses should be quiet, and they are fairly obedient and should take direction well. But don’t be too critical of the horses, either.


Because of the variety of novice riders, lesson horses are rarely perfect. They can be sluggish and will sometimes ignore their riders’ cues. This is normal. Who can blame them? Being jerked in the mouth by students all day can make even the best-behaved horse slightly grumpy. But if riders seem to be having serious problems with their horses, this might not be a reputable barn. You shouldn’t see any bucking, kicking, rearing, or bolting in a class for novice riders. If you see frequent examples of this behavior, you might want to shop around for a new school.


Lesson horses should wear simple, well-fitting tack. The equipment doesn’t have to be new, but it should be clean and in good condition. Badly worn tack may break and cause an accident, harming both you and the horse. The horses should wear simple snaffle bits or mild curb bits. Severe bits such as a high-port curb, or a tiny twisted wire snaffle are not needed on quiet lesson horses.


And finally, are all the students in the class of the same riding level and approximate age group? If you’re a new rider, you don’t want to be put in a class with advanced people who are practicing complicated reining patterns. It can be extremely frustrating to be placed in a class with a twelve-year-old barrel-racing champion if you are a twenty-five-year-old new rider. A good trainer puts students of similar ability together because he’ll be able to teach the group more effectively by focusing on skills and tasks that most benefit the education of the entire group.


Choosing a Trainer


If you decide to use an independent trainer instead of going to a riding school, don’t sign up with the first trainer you meet. Anyone can put up a sign at a barn and declare himself a trainer. There are no licensing boards or testing requirements for trainers in the United States, and many people are simply not qualified to teach. Do some investigating. If you have friends who ride, ask about their trainers, and watch different trainers teach lessons before you choose one. Often you’ll find the best trainers by word of mouth.


When you do find an instructor you are interested in, ask how long he has been teaching and about his riding experiences. He shouldn’t mind. A truly qualified trainer will have ridden and competed successfully for many years and will be happy to share his experience with you. Here are qualities you should look for when watching a trainer teach a lesson:
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Trainers often advertise on riding facilities’ bulletin boards.


To find out the going rate for lessons in your area, ask friends how much they pay, then find a trainer you like and ask how much he charges. Some trainers give discounts if you pay for a series of lessons up front. Ten lessons is usually the norm. Private lessons cost more than group ones, but some trainers prefer you sign up for a few private lessons at first so they can focus on the basics with you and find out what you can do.


You may have a lesson or two on the lunge line to work on your position without your having to control the horse. After a few private lessons, your trainer should be able to place you in a compatible group. Group lessons can be a lot of fun and a great opportunity to meet like-minded horse people. Sign up for as many lessons as you can afford. If you’re really serious about riding, you should take at least one lesson a week.


If you are fortunate enough to have a horse and keep him at home, you have a couple of options. Some trainers may be happy to come to your house and teach you. These lessons may be more expensive because the trainer adds his traveling expenses to your bill. If you plan to take lessons at home, you must have a cleared-off, level area where it is safe to ride. There’s no way a trainer can teach you effectively in a hilly pasture or in a field covered in knee-high grass. There shouldn’t be any rocks on the ground in your riding area either. If you have a trailer and your trainer is local, you can haul your horse to his barn for lessons. This will be quite time-consuming for you, but your horse benefits by being worked in an arena and getting used to being trailered and being away from home.
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