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A note on headwear

 

The photographs in this book are of highly experienced riders and were composed specifically to illustrate particular points in the text concerning the various aids. In a small number of photographs, the riders are shown wearing no riding hat, as was their personal choice. This is not to be encouraged and it is assumed that most riders will prefer at all times to wear appropriate safety headwear when riding.
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THE RIDER’S AIDS
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The aids are the language between horse and rider. The signals of the rider’s aids allow the horse and rider to communicate with each other. This communication is not - as one might think at first - unilaterally directed from the rider to the horse. The horse has the choice of accepting the aids willingly or fighting against them, thereby signalling to the rider what the latter is doing wrong.

The term “aids” is used for the invisible co-ordination between the unity of rider and horse. In the ideal case, the rider should only have to think of the execution of the task for the horse to react promptly and correctly. However, it takes a long time to attain this goal. One pre-requisite is that the rider and horse have both learned this language of the aids.

In principle, an inexperienced rider should always learn the aids from a well-trained horse, and a young horse should learn the aids from an experienced rider, in order to eliminate the many misunderstandings which would occur otherwise, and which would have a negative effect on the training of horse and rider in the future.

It is often assumed that the horse will automatically understand correctly applied aids and will react to them in text book fashion. This, however, does not usually happen because the situation described in equitation manuals is normally based on a carefully trained and highly gifted horse. In real life, most horses which are not ridden in high-performance competitions will only experience a brief and not always perfect training period. Riding school horses, in particular, often learn the aids under different riders and in a great variety of ways. Such horses tend to learn that they will only have to accept what the rider seriously intends to enforce. The horse will simply ignore vague and poorly defined aids which are not applied with the necessary willpower.

Independent of this, the physical predisposition of horses varies greatly. Some lessons or paces will be easier to perform, others a horse will find harder to achieve. This also needs to be taken into account when applying the aids to the horse. For the rider, these considerations mean that he will have to coordinate his aids with the training status of the horse. The aids are always given in the same way, but their intensity and method of application depend to a large degree on the schooling status of the horse. The rider will only develop a feeling for this after years of riding many different horses. A less experienced rider should therefore ask his riding instructor for helpful hints.

A correct seat is the first prerequisite for the rider to be able to apply the aids correctly. Flexible aids which are independent of the rider’s and horse’s motion can only be applied if the rider has a balanced and relaxed seat. The balance, in particular, is extremely important for the execution of the aids.
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A correct seat, upright and relaxed, invisible aids and the horse moving in harmony with its rider.

 

The number one rule is to find and maintain one’s balance on the horse’s back. Under no circumstances should the rider have to hold on or even have the feeling that he needs to hold on to something. He should always balance his weight so it lies directly above the horse’s centre of gravity. Thus, the rider only maintains his seat on the horse by always sitting directly vertically above the horse’s spine.

When riding turns, the rider must ensure that he sits in the middle. That way, he will not have to cling onto the horse with his hands or legs. Another sign of lack of balance is lifting one’s hands, as the rider tries to compensate his lack of balance with his hands, instead of maintaining it solely with his upper body. The seat needs to be so balanced that the rider is capable of holding his hands absolutely still and using only conscious restraining and yielding rein aids. He must prevent his hands following the movement of his body at all costs. Similarly the rider’s legs must never thump against the horse’s sides following the rider’s motion. They need to be used to drive the horse in a controlled manner. In order to achieve this balance, the initial training of the rider should include extensive lungeing lessons. Even when the rider has reached a more advanced stage, it will not harm him to occasionally take a lungeing lesson to correct his seat. In this context, however, the important thing is not a one-off correction but the constant work of the rider concerning his or her seat. During the lungeing lesson, the instructor will only point out the rider’s mistakes to him. A visible improvement of the seat will only occur if the rider continuously checks and corrects his seat himself whenever he is on a horse.
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Lungeing lessons: safety for beginners, intensive correction of the seat for advanced riders.
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The rider gives way in the outer hip joint, pulls up the inner shoulder and holds her head in a crooked position. This upsets the balance for both horse and rider.

 


THE WEIGHT AIDS 

 

Weight is the most important but at the same time the least active aid of the rider. Simply by sitting upright and thereby pressing down with his weight onto the horse’s spine, is the horse encouraged to move forwards. This makes it very important that the rider sits straight and upright, without hollowing his back, hunching up his shoulders and curving his spine outwards. The weight aids are transferred to the horse’s back via the seat bones. If the rider is sitting relaxed and without tension, he should be able to feel how his seat bones press down on the saddle (they are located more or less in the centre of each buttock). Many riders press their weight away from the horse by tensing up their seat muscles. It is important to relax these muscles and really let the entire weight fall down until you can feel the pressure against the seat bones. This relaxation of the muscles is just as important when in motion.
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The rider correctly shifts her centre of balance inwards during the curve on the circle line without giving with the outer hip.

 

There are unilateral and bilateral weight aids. When moving forward at the walk or trot, the rider must use bilateral weight aids. He is sitting vertically over the centre of the horse and both seat bones press down on the saddle with equal weight. In all curves, during the canter and for all lateral work, the rider uses unilateral weight aids. In this case, the rider transfers the weight to the inside of the bent horse. This automatically relieves the outside of the horse. The rider should make sure that he does not give with the hip, thus thrusting it outwards, because he is trying to bring his upper body more to one side. The shifting of the weight should be carried out solely by moving the outer, restraining leg back and thereby increasing the load on the inner hip.
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When the rider stretches his position in the saddle, the well-schooled horse will collect itself together, its impulsion becoming more pronounced - the effect of the mysterious bracing of the back. Photo: Kruck

 

When performing the rein-back and riding in the forward seat, both sides of the horse are relieved of the burden of the weight aids. This means that the buttocks remain in touch with the saddle but the two seat bones no longer apply any pressure on the back of the horse. The forward seat has to be learned, in particular, for riding out on hacks or across country and for jumping, in order to be able to relieve the horse’s back. In this position, the influence of the weight aids occurs via the thighs which rest against the saddle. These act either as forward-driving or restraining aids.

Giving in the hip joint (i.e. bending in the hip) is a serious fault which, once it has become a habit, is very difficult to correct and overcome. It will make life difficult for the rider in all future lessons, because the horse will become increasingly difficult on the respective side, due to the incorrect weight influence. This can even lead to uneven steps and serious problems of balance once the muscles of the horse have developed unevenly due to the unilateral burden of the rider’s weight. If possible, you should always take the chance to ride towards a mirror and check whether you are sitting straight on the horse or whether your hip joints are folded to one side. This fault can be seen best at the trot or canter. For this purpose, the riding instructor should inspect the rider’s seat from the front and back. If the fault has become established, it needs to be eliminated immediately. To do this the rider needs to lift the shoulder, which will be lower due to the bent hips, in an exaggerated fashion to correct the fault and pull the other shoulder down. At the same time he must check whether the hip has slid to one side of the saddle. The back centre of the rider’s seat should be in line with the middle of the saddle.

 

Bracing the Back

In addition to the more or less passive weight influence through placing it on the seat bones, we have the more active weight aid of bracing the back. In order to be able to harmonise the motion of the horse, the rider needs to tension and relax the muscles of his lower back and pelvis. Usually this occurs automatically in motion, as the rider adapts to the swinging motion of the horse’s back and achieves a deep seat in the saddle. In more advanced equitation, the rider should however pay conscious attention to the influence of the spine. The relaxed forward-upward swinging of the middle part of the rider (the hip area of the rider) with the motion of the horse, is a prerequisite for a harmonious movement with the horse. The basic requirement for this is elasticity of the hips. During the canter, it is usually natural for the rider to swing forward in the hip. During the trot, the rider often sits more stiffly. However, the rider must swing forward-upward with the motion of the horse in this pace as well as in the walk. Usually, it should be sufficient with corresponding fine-tuning of the aids, to increase the bracing of the back in order to ride the horse forwards with more impulsion. At the same time the restraining seat with a stretched upper body should encourage the horse to hold the tempo. You will be able to practise increasingly this fine-tuning with the horse by trying to ride faster and slower and even change the pace with weight aids only, and use the rein and leg aids less and less. At the same time, the horse can learn to turn to the right or to the left purely in response to the unilateral weight aid. To begin with, the rein aid will be used to assist the learning process, later the horse will react exclusively to the weight aid.
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A balanced seat is the pre-requisite for correct leg aids. The lower leg on the girth drives the horse forward and/or encourages the horse to bend around it. In motion, the leg ”breathes” at the horse’s side.

 

You can practise this at all paces, for example, on the circle. By placing increased weight on the inner side of the saddle (the right side on the right rein, the left side on the left rein) and at the same time using the outside leg more actively, the horse is encouraged to make the circle smaller. By placing more weight on the outside and using the inside leg increasingly, the horse is asked to enlarge the circle again. This exercise is particularly useful at the canter, as it also improves the straightness of the horse.
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The restraining leg, one hand’s width behind the girth, acts as a restraint or as a driving aid for lateral movements.

 


THE LEG AIDS

 

The leg aids are applied via the entire leg of the rider resting against the body of the horse. When using the leg aids you should ensure that these are applied from top to bottom. The horse is also driven forwards by the rider in the region of the upper thigh. The lower leg (calf) and the heels are tensed and relaxed against the horse’s side in rhythm with the motion of the horse. If you are riding a sensitive horse, the leg pressure is applied almost automatically through the swinging motion without additional effort of the muscles. If the horse reacts less sensitively, the rider will actively increase the pressure of the legs. In any case, however, the aid needs to be followed by a relaxation of the muscles of the legs. Keeping up the pressure continuously is wrong. The leg aids are applied in rhythm with the motion because the rider can only convey an impulse for the horse to move forwards at the exact moment at which the horse lifts up the appropriate hind leg. The rider needs to take care to acquire a feeling for the lifting of the leg on each side at all paces and to tense the corresponding leg muscles at that exact same moment.
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The upright closed fist around the rein allows a soft connection to the horse’s mouth. Reins and lower arm to the elbow should be a straight line. Check this occasionally in the mirror, if you have the opportunity!

 

The leg aids also differentiate between bilateral and unilateral driving signals. Just as with the weight aids, bilateral leg aids are applied when the horse moves forwards in a straight line, and unilateral aids are applied when the horse is moving in a curve. In this case, the outer leg acts as a restraining aid. The forward-driving leg aid is applied at the girth, whereby the front edge of the rider’s lower leg or riding boot is aligned with the rear edge of the girth. The restraining leg is placed a hand’s width behind the forward-driving leg and prevents the horse’s hindquarters from swinging out of line. Depending on the degree of restriction, this leg lies more or less passively against the horse’s side.

 

[image: Image]

The rider cannot enforce the horse’s acceptance of the bit through the action of his hands. It is the result of the co-ordination of the driving and restraining aids. The seat and leg aids are predominant, not the rein aids!

 

In addition, we have the sideways driving leg aid for lateral movements, also applied one hand’s width behind the saddle girth. Unlike the restraining leg aid, however, the sideways driving leg remains active at all times. It induces the horse to place its hind leg on the same side sideways underneath the body instead of straight forwards. The rider needs to take note whether his leg aid gets through successfully and whether the horse really steps sideways. If it does not do this, or not to a sufficient degree, the aid must be increased in intensity for a short time. Naturally, lateral leg aids can only be applied unilaterally. The opposite outer leg acts as a restraining aid to prevent the horse’s shoulder from swinging out, or as a forward-driving aid to maintain the forwards movement and impulsion. Any backward movement in lateral work is incorrect.
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Pulling rein: the front of the horse’s face is behind the vertical, it ”walks on its head”, does not place its hindlegs under its body to carry the weight and tenses up in the back muscles. This is aggravated by an incorrect seat of the rider with the weight resting on the upper thighs.
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The bilateral giving rein aids encourage the horse to stretch itself forward. The horse continues to accept and maintain contact with the bit and the horse’s mouth is approximately level with the point of shoulder, showing a clearly stretched neck posture.

 


THE REIN AIDS

 

The restraining, backward rein aids should always be subordinated. You may only restrain the horse with the reins to the same degree that you have created impulsion and engagement of the hindquarters of the horse with the forward aids. The rider must always counteract the usual inclination of doing too much with the hands and using the legs and seat too little, to ride the horse forwards. The restraining rein aids need to be applied in small doses and very carefully in order to retain the sensitivity of the horse’s mouth and in order not to provoke any resistance of the horse, whereby the rider is bound to lose. If a horse is ridden correctly, the rider maintains light contact with the horse’s mouth via the reins.

In this context, you must ensure that the reins remain in steady contact with the horse’s mouth, like a rubber band, and not hang slackly. This is largely a matter for the rider’s hands, which need to remain steady, even when the rider is swinging to the motion of the horse. They must never interfere with the progress of the horse’s motion. Depending on the degree of schooling of the horse, restraining rein aids will have to be given repeatedly.

If the horse does not react to light aids, such as shortening of the rein by pressing on the ring finger (squeezing the fist together, as if squeezing out a sponge), the next stage is a slight turning in of the fists holding the reins. Pulling back with the arms should be avoided as this will always provoke the horse to evade the aids by pressing down its back and thus preventing any trusting contact between the rider’s hands and the receptive horse’s mouth. The bit should always act on the lower jaw of the horse and not pull at the corners of the mouth.
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Invisible half-halts are applied as a preparation for the transition from the trot to the walk.
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The rider stretches his upper body and braces his spine, which encourages the horse to transfer more of its weight onto its hind-hand.
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... and changes into a rhythmic walk without losing the gentle contact with the rider’s hand.
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The full halt is prepared by applying half-halts. The aim is the correct halt with the weight evenly distributed on all four legs. Any corrections must always be made by walking forwards.

 

The restraining rein aids may only be applied for a short time and always need to be followed by a relaxing of the reins. Keeping a constant restraining contact with the reins is the wrong way. Shortening the rein unilaterally occurs in turning corners, bilaterally when the horse is straight. In turns, the rider helps the horse maintain a certain position to the left or right by unilateral shortening of the rein. Never shorten the rein to such an extent that the horse is bent further in the neck than the first two to three cervical vertebrae. In this position the rider can see the respective inner corner of the horse’s eye. He must never bend the horse to such an extent that the entire neck of the horse is bent sideways. Unfortunately, this fault is very common and causes the horse to swing out with its hindquarters. In order to introduce the position, the outside rein is lengthened as far as the inside rein is shortened. In this bent position both reins again maintain an elastic contact with the horse’s mouth. The inside rein should only ask for a very slight bend and should only be shortened again, if the horse tries to turn its head away from this position too strongly.

 

 


CO-ORDINATION OF THE AIDS

 

Correct execution of the individual aid is not sufficient in itself. Rather, correct co-ordination of all aids is the important factor. Really good riding only begins once the rider has learned to use his aids together in such a way that he can encourage the horse to work in complete relaxation and acceptance of the rider without any resistance. The most important thing is the intensity of the individual aids. In the course of its training, the horse should learn to react to the lightest possible, invisible aids. The rider can achieve this through a conscious light application of the aids, which are intensified for a short time, if the horse does not react to the lighter aid. Once the horse does react the aids are lightened again immediately. Rough aids deaden the horse’s reaction in the long run and the rider will have to use increasingly more force or intense aids in order to get the horse to work with the rider. Counteract this development by always remembering to start off with very light aids.
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If the rein aid is too forceful, the horse will fall onto the forehand at the full halt. It is more important to give with the reins than to pull at them.

 

 


THE HALF-HALT

 

Half-halts are often incorrectly termed as a slight pulling on the reins. The half-halt however is certainly not a rein aid but instead a short-term co-ordination of all aids. It is the only correct way of using the restraining rein aid: only in combination with increased contact with the lower leg and seat bones. Half-halts are used in a variety of situations.

When applying a half-halt, the rider stretches his body for a moment and balances his upper body vertically above his pelvis - like bricks which are placed on top of each other (bracing of the spine). Often this stretching is sufficient to encourage the horse to place his hind legs further under the body and collect himself together. At the same time, the lower legs of the rider increase their contact with the horse’s sides and the rider’s hands restrain the movement of the rein for a moment. This motion will encourage a well-ridden horse to come back from a working trot to a collected trot without losing rhythm during the transition, which could occur if the rider were to pull on the reins.

In transitions from a faster to a slower pace, the back aid must be applied slightly more strongly, but at the same time lead the horse gently back into the new pace. When applying the half-halt, the rider must always make sure to apply it for only a short moment, even if the horse has not yet carried out the required reaction. In this case, the half-halts are repeated until the horse is ready to be collected and taken up.

The rider uses the half-halt continuously, to ensure that the horse accepts the bit and maintains contact at all times, to help it find the correct position and bend, to regulate the tempo, to improve the posture, to introduce lessons, to draw its attention to a jump, and on many other occasions. They are the most important communication means between horse and rider. Therefore, it is very important that they are carried out correctly.

 

 


THE FULL HALT

 

The full halt always means a transition to the halt. It always consists of a combination of several half-halts. The rider prepares the full halt by applying several half-halts until the horse comes to a stop.

If the rider simply pulls on the reins, the horse will evade the rider’s aids and brake suddenly, with its weight tipping onto the forehand, instead of placing its hind legs further under its body and coming to a balanced halt.
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