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Dedication







For Jannie,


who, with Christopher, turned more of what other people considered equine sows’ ears into silk purses, than anyone we’ll ever know. Thanks for showing there is always a way, that every horse has a talent if we only care to look for it, and for all the laughs.
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Carl Hester





Born on the tiny, car-less Channel Island of Sark, Carl’s early exploits driving tourist carriages and riding bareback are well documented. Heading to the mainland aged 16 to study for his BHSAI, it wasn’t long before the naturally competitive Carl began notching up wins in dressage and junior eventing.


The National Young Rider Dressage Championship in 1985, on a skewbald mare named Jolly Dolly, was his first national title. It didn’t immediately open doors and after a ‘what am I doing’ sojourn back on Sark, Carl answered an ad for a live-in person to help with young event and dressage horses.


The following years with Jannie and Christopher Taylor in the Cotswolds were to prove the foundation for his philosophy of training horses.


A big break, employment as rider to Dr and Mrs Bechtolsheimer’s stable, led to Carl’s team debut at the 1990 World Games in Stockholm on Rubelit von Unkenruf. Then, he was the youngest rider to make a British dressage team. Two years later he was Britain’s highest placed dressage rider, 16th, at the Barcelona Olympics on Giorgione.


Carl spread his wings and set up his own training base at Kate Carter’s Cotswold yard in 1993. Since then, his tally of national championships has risen to a total of 17. Carl returned to the British team in 1997 for the European championships on Legal Democrat, with whom he has won two of his three national grand prix titles. Carl met the horse and his owner Marcia Kelsey, when they came for lessons as winners of HORSE&RIDER magazine’s ‘Search for a Star’.





Bernadette Faurie





Bernie started riding at the age of eight with fortnightly lessons snatched in the school lunch hour, aided and abetted by her mother, who gave in after Bernie had worn out successive pairs of ballet shoes cantering round the garden.


The horse-mad kid’s time-honoured route to riding, working in return for training, produced lots of opportunities for Bernie as Marjorie Ramsey had the knack of spotting future show and jumping ponies from under woolly coverings, During several London-based years working in advertising, horses took a back seat, but when the lure proved too strong, Bernie became a horse owner for the first time.


‘Massey’, as a learning curve, was 10 horses rolled into one. Show jumping, eventing and later dressage, she did it all, sometimes brilliantly, sometimes exasperatingly. Through Massey, Bernie moved to the Cotswolds, meeting Carl when he evented for the Taylors, and another important friend, Miranda Morley, whose suggestion that Bernie wrote a report on her show was the catalyst for a major change. Three months later, writing, formerly a minor part of the programme, was a full-time job.


Bernadette Faurie is a chief correspondent for Horse International and contributes to several major equestrian titles. including, of course, HORSE&RIDER magazine. In 1996, she was voted ‘Dressage Journalist of the Year’ by the International Trainers Club. She has also written on a variety of subjects from fashion to football and is the Editor of a transnational security and crime journal.
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Introduction


What is dressage?
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For some it’s a passion, but for others it’s a series of complex mysteries, inaccessible to the uninitiated, or at least something to get over with as soon as possible.


Dressage is an art, it’s a sport, but the bottom line is, it’s training. Even the word ‘dressage’ is derived from the French verb ‘dresser’ meaning, for animals, ‘to train’.


Forget the misconception that dressage is all about movements, even ‘tricks’. Call it flat work, call it dressage, ‘it’ is essential training for a horse to be successful in any sphere.


Everyone who rides has some contact with dressage as a basic training strategy for horse and rider that not only makes riding more pleasurable, but also safer. To be able to stop to let a car past on a hack requires basic training.


The show jumper who wins against the clock does it because his horse is quicker off the rider’s aids, more supple to make tighter turns and can lengthen or shorten his stride more easily to cope with different distances.


The event horse that can take on bounces at an angle or the narrowest arrowhead with complete accuracy can do so because he is trained to be gymnastic, and listen to his rider.


Then of course there is the dressage horse. Dressage at its best looks beautiful, harmonious and artistic. Watch the top combinations in the freestyle at World, European and Olympic Championships.


To make the grade at that level doesn’t just require a talented rider, dedication and concentration, you need an exceptionally talented horse and many very good riders meet only one star In their lifetime.


Whereas not everyone who goes jogging thinks they have to make the next Olympics, a lot of people are too hard on themselves or their horses when it comes to dressage. Not everybody is going to make the Olympics, or even grand prix, and even if you have a horse with brilliant paces, it’s a long road not everyone can reach the end of, and it takes talent, training, patience and often a large portion of luck as well.


If your horse doesn’t have the most brilliant movement, or gets a bit fizzy perhaps, that’s no reason to stop you making the best out of what you’ve got, and why stop at novice? Throughout this book, we are talking about training and movements that any horse can do with the right groundwork.


OK, you might think, Carl’s been to the Olympics (and hopefully will again) and has a stable of talented horses to train. True, but there has been a lot of hard work and ups and downs along the way and, in horse terms, many sows’ ears until the potential silk purses started to arrive. Then, as you’ll see throughout the book, even ‘purpose-built’ horses aren’t perfect, and they are never machines.


That’s why we are saying you and your horse can ‘do dressage’, whether you want to compete happily at riding club competitions and feel safer on hacks, or jump faster clear rounds, go advanced eventing, or get as far as you can in dressage.


This book aims to set out the basic components you need to make a horse more pleasing to ride and more athletic in his body, which in turn will keep him healthier as more capable of maximising his potential. We also aim to make it enjoyable for every rider to make the most of his or her own potential.


That’s the real key word, enjoyment. Whether you ride as a hobby or spend your life riding as a professional, you’ve got to be able to have a laugh while you’re doing it.


We’re not saying it’s easy or that there won’t be moments of frustration. There will be. But, there’ll be plenty of ‘highs’ and a real sense of achievement as well. That’s all part and parcel of doing any job well.


Just bear in mind that while it might be dressage, it’s got to be fun.



















Introduction


Carl, Bernie and horses





A word from Carl





I’d just like to say how much I enjoying doing this book with Bernie. Other people might do things differently, and what we’ve said here is based only on what I’ve experienced.


First and foremost, I love my horses and want the best lives possible for them. I think the most important thing for you to keep in mind is, to get the best from horses, you have to listen to them.
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I’d like to think I do things along classical lines, but a horse’s personality and conformation, which can be very different, also play a big part in training - as you can see by the different shapes and sizes of the horses you’ll meet in this book.


As may be with some of yours, not all of my horses will necessarily make grand prix, but I’m having great fun learning from them, and training them as far as they can go.


While putting this book together, looking through the many photographs, I realised how far there is still to go to. My position, the horses’ way of going, it could be better! That’s the reason to always keep improving.





A word from Bernie





In the whole time I’ve known Carl, I’ve never once known him blame a horse when something is not going right. We’re all human, and so is Carl, but what is special about him as a rider is that first and foremost, he’s a horseman.
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He loves his horses, they love him and they trust him because as much as he nurtures their talent, he also knows their limitations. Every horse can be himself.


I’m the first to admit that the word ‘dressage’ used to induce the same effect on me as maths at school - instant narcolepsy. Flatwork though, was OK. I was very lucky, as a kid, to have learned basic correct riding, but scaring myself silly over fences seemed much more fun than going round in circles.


What changed? Learning that dressage was nothing to do with going round in circles, and Carl had a lot to do with that. Perhaps even more momentously, he had a lot to do with making it fun.





Carl’s horses


Donnersong


‘Otto’ to his friends, was homebred by his owners, Kate Carter and her mother Pat Masek. He is by Karin Rehbein’s German team horse Donnerhall out of Pastiche, an Oldenburg mare by Pik Trumf.


Once he’d actually allowed a rider to get on and stay on, it was clear Otto had talent. He loved the limelight right from the start of his competitive career, winning the National Advanced Medium championship in his first season as a six-year-old.




[image: ]





Carl, together with Otto’s connections and considerable fan club, was thrilled when he took the Prix St Georges Championship as a seven-year-old, followed early the next year by the small tour championship at the prestigious Zwolle Stallion show in Holland.


It’s a big step from small tour to grand prix, probably the biggest step in the dressage horse’s career, so concentration on that ultimate aim has been the main goal for Otto.


He also has stud duties to consider. Approved by the Anglo European Studbook and the Sport Horse Breeding of Great Britain, Otto’s first foals were born in 1998.


Donner Rhapsody


‘Madonna’ at home, is Donnersong’s full sister, two years younger. In this book she is our model - and in her outlook she’s very much the supermodel - for the vital four to six-year- old training years.
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Madonna made a successful debut to the competitive scene, winning two novices and one elementary class ridden by her owner Kate Carter. Carl then took over the ride for Madonna’s medium season. While Kate was intending to take over when she was less busy with her twin boys, Carl was having so much fun with Madonna, she realised this would be no easy task!


Fantastic Elastic


Carl picked Elastic out of a bunch of wild young two-year-olds in Holland. Why him? He was timid and unhandled, but definitely had personality as well as loose paces.
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By Clavecimbel, breeder Bert Rutten’s international stallion, Elastic was so big as a baby horse he spent his first couple of years under saddle hacking and growing up. Again, he was not the easiest to back, in fact Carl’s description on this one is not suitable for family viewing!


When he started to mature, however, it was into quite a star. He was second in the Winter Novice Championships as a five-year-old, with Spencer Wilton riding as Carl is not eligible to ride at that level. The next year, watched proudly by owners Paul and Carol Christie, he and Carl won Britain’s richest dressage prize, the Equilibra Challenge, with a mark of 9.75 out of 10.


Elastic proved extremely talented for grand prix work very quickly, but he had to wait until he was mature enough in his mind to go on to the higher levels, so Carl let Spencer ride him for a season to settle him at shows. As he was rather exuberant on outings, this meant working through it and not getting depressed about any low scores.


On the strength of Elastic’s personality and talent, Carl bought his full brother.


Hot Shot


Known as ‘Brad’, Hot Shot is our model for the four-year-old ‘baby’ stages of a horse’s schooling.
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Carl bought him in Holland as a two-year-old too, attracted by his elegance and beautiful head and neck. Holstein bred by Accord II, Brad’s a very different type from Elastic and has many more Thoroughbred characteristics about him.


After being started at his basic lessons, Brad spent a good few months just hacking and playing before starting real school.


Maxwel


Bred in Denmark, Maxwel brought a lot of joy to his owner Roly Luard, and of course Carl, when he won both the national Prix St Georges and Intermediate Championships in 1998.
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The following year he was sold to Carl’s pupil Gemma Green, who was looking forward to gaining loads of valuable experience and fun at junior and young rider levels with Maxwel.



















Section one


Perfect Paces
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The paces or gaits, together with the transitions, the changes between or within the paces, are your tools for establishing good basic training.


You may think any horse can already perform walk, trot and canter and change between each pace perfectly well. So he can, in the field, but put a rider on his back and his whole balance changes. The ridden horse needs to relearn how to carry himself with lightness and ease, and the rider needs to learn how to help him.


The quality of any horse’s natural paces can be improved. Work at perfecting the paces, and not only will you go a long way towards impressing a dressage judge, but also find your horse a real pleasure to ride. This is where down to earth dressage training starts.



















Chapter one


The Walk





Training a horse for dressage is a long process of developing more lightness and expression In the horse’s natural movements. The basic gaits are your raw materials: walk, trot and canter.


Of the three, the walk is often the one given least attention but this is a big mistake. First off, a flashy trot or a big canter has turned the head of many a horse buyer who gets their prospective Olympic medallist home to find he’s got the walk of a llama.


In training, walk Is the hardest pace to improve and the easiest to ruin. But you’re going to need to preserve and improve your horse’s walk if you want to get anywhere on the road from novice to grand prix level.


Back to basics



So what is a good walk? Your horse should put his feet down in a clear four-beat rhythm, with equal weight on every beat. A ballet teacher would count the time as, ‘one and two and three and four and…’.
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Madonna at four showing off her wonderfully free walk: ‘It’s a cool, loose sashay that is a real gem in a novice test - you’d be mad to play around with it,’ says Carl.








You can hear an incorrect walk before you see it. It is either hurried into a onetwothreefour, or unequal rhythm between the beats, or, horror of horrors, a mere one-two. It is, in fact, very, very rare, if not impossible, to find a horse with a naturally incorrect walk, one that paces in diagonal pairs or near enough.


However, some horses will have a shorter walk than others and it’s usually tense horses, those who naturally do not move with looseness in the shoulder, or who do not step under as actively as they should from behind. But don’t worry - all these things can be improved.


Do not distrub!



The key factor with the walk is not to disturb it in the first place. With a young horse, such as Madonna when she was five and getting her first glimpse of the big wide world in novice competition, walking on the bit had not even featured in her repertoire.


It might surprise some people, because at novice leval the requirements for medium walk ask for the horse to remain on the bit. However, Carl prefers to look at it as maintaining a soft, steady contact. The reason is simple. By imagining that you’re pushing the horse’s head and neck away, the frame and the steps lengthen. If you get hold of the front end and then push, the steps get shorter as there is nowhere for the momentum to go.
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Otto in medium walk; the horse should be marching freely with regular, unrestricted, energetic strides.








You often see a novice rider in a test at walk working hard with their legs and body but the horse is not responding. If they have to work so hard to get the horse to keep going forward in walk, how are they going to get him to do anything else?


And then there are the people you see, even out hacking, thinking of the outline first, the ‘I’ve got to keep his head in,’ syndrome. They have fiddled the horse’s head down and in their desire to keep him there, let the action of the horse’s legs stack up rather than allowing the sequence to move him forward, so it becomes an incorrect sequence.


The big difference with walk is that there is neither the suspension nor the impulsion of the other paces to play with, which is why trying to fix problems from the front end has such dire consequences. So this is why it’s essential not to tamper with the horse’s walk. Start by moving forwards with a soft steady contact. But if you do have problems or want to improve, read on.


The different walks
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In extended walk, Otto clearly overtracks, covering masses of ground, while Carl allows his neck and head to stretch.










Basic  walks



In the basic stages (ie preliminary and novice level in competition) you need to be able to produce medium walk and free walk on a long rein.





Medium walk



In this basic walk the horse should be freely marching forwards with regular, unrestricted and energetic strides.


• The hind feet should touch the ground in front of the prints of the fore feet, which is known as overtracking.


• The rider maintains a steady and sympathetic contact which allows the horse’s head and neck to move with the stride, much more than in trot or canter.



Free walk on a long rein



This walk is all about relaxation. The horse has complete freedom to lower and stretch his head and neck. One thing to remember is that it is a long, but not a loose, rein.


• When riding the movement, which is usually asked for on a diagonal, get onto your line then gradually and smoothly let the reins go to accommodate the stretch in the neck.


• The horse mustn’t snatch the reins. If he does it is probably because he has been restricted by the rider’s hands in the preceding movements, and by snatching he’s just announced the fact to the judge.


• Don’t chuck the reins at the horse suddenly, he’ll pop his head up and look around to find out where you’ve gone.




Test  tactics



In a test situation, the walk is not a time to have a break and let everything go. To get the most out of the horse you have to concentrate, present it accurately and make the most out of the movements. It’s worth remembering the words of the song: ‘Walk tall, walk straight and look the whole world in the eye!’.





More advanced walks



Extended walk



Introduced in competitions from elementary upwards.


• Without quickening the beat, and without losing the regular rhythm, the horse should cover as much ground as he can, with a very clear over-track.


• The rider allows the stretch of the head and neck while keeping a soft contact on the horse’s mouth.


Collected walk



Introduced at elementary level, the collected walk should show the clear, four-beat, forward rhythm.


• Having developed self-carriage and engagement, the horse should be able to show higher, more cadenced and less ground-covering steps in collected walk because the bending of the joints is more pronounced and there is more contained activity.


• The increased self-carriage means the horse carries his head and neck proudly and lightly.
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Otto shows the active but contained steps and a proud, light, head carriage that are essential in a strong collected walk.











Walk homework



Working at home, ideally you’ll give the horse a good 10 minutes walking to loosen up before you start schooling work. But if the horse is feeling particularly cheeky or tense, move into trot and settle him rather than insisting on a calm walk that isn’t going to happen and is only going to end up marring the pace.
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