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Legs in the air – not a classic move but shows good elevation! (Photo: Andrew Griffin)
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Every science and every art has its principles and its rules that lead to new discoveries and to perfection. Why should horsemanship be the only art for which practice alone is needed?
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Dedication


To all the horses we have known – thank you.
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Foreword


In 2011 German dressage judge Peter Holler was awarded 5* international O-judge status, making him eligible to judge at the Olympics. ‘Of course it is something very special for me,’ Peter told Eurodressage; ‘I think it shows that people appreciate the expertise and engagement. It is a challenge, but, as dressage is my passion, it is a really great thing.


‘I have a very interesting and engaging working life as a PR consultant based in my home town of Koblenz in southern Germany, where we specialize in marketing, human resources and industry, which brings together my journalistic and academic sides. My second life, so to speak, is as an FEI dressage judge, clinician and trainer for which I travel worldwide.


‘There are many excellent books on all aspects of dressage. However, there is a continuing need for knowledge and understanding in our modern horse world as the traditional horsemen and women disappear from the stage. This book presents an up-to-date treatise on the theories and practices in modern dressage thinking and training, without losing the perennial basics that have stood the test of time.


‘It stands out in its efforts to really explain the why, what and how that are involved in the further education of advanced horses and riders; the sequence photographs in the book bring these aspects to life in a most useful way. It is with great pleasure that I recommend Angela and Andrea’s second dressage training book, Advanced Dressage Training, to you.’


Peter Holler
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Peter Holler, FEI Olympic judge.







Preface


Life is not the sum of time spent but the experiences gathered – and experience is what you gain just after you need it!


Unknown


When we embarked on our first book, Understanding Dressage Training, we had no idea of the sheer hard work, mental and physical, involved in translating knowledge and experience gained over many years into words and images that would have to stand or fall on their own merit for years to come. This time we did know what to expect and we still did it! Writing turns out to be quite addictive when you are as passionate about a subject as we are – dressage in all its aspects is still something that stirs our respective souls.


In the fifty-plus years in which we have been involved with dressage, the sport has exploded exponentially, and these days FEI-level classes of upwards of thirty are quite normal, while at international level it usually takes two whole days to get through the Grand Prix. Discussions about whether or not the Grand Prix tests should be shortened to take account of media and spectator interest are currently underway. This is unlikely to impact on Rio 2016, and the two sides are implacably opposed at the moment. Only time will tell the outcome and, as ever, there are pros and cons to be considered.


Breeders are producing more and more amazing horses with often breathtaking paces, and the best riders can produce extraordinary results from such mega equine stars. However, in order for less talented riders to cope with such horses there are some rather dubious training methods out there, so our plea is for riders and trainers to keep the welfare and well-being of their horses at the forefront of what they do.


Along the way many people have specialized in dressage, some almost from the cradle, and a whole generation has grown up without the broader knowledge of equestrian sport that used to be the norm. This brings its own challenges, as riders no longer necessarily have personal knowledge of how to produce a competition horse, in peak fitness, and what that involves. The Pony Club, the Riding Club, hunting, eventing and so on, used to provide that information, which now has to be learned from books, magazines or professional yard owners. There is nothing essentially wrong with this, but it can sometimes mean that a deeper relationship with the horse is harder to achieve, and the result can be that signs of potential trouble are not always noticed early enough.


Our book does not cover equine care other than from a training perspective, but there is a wealth of accumulated knowledge out there that would enhance any equine/human partnership – and it is often that depth of knowledge that makes the difference between an average partnership or an amazing one.


Psychology has always been part of any athletic competition, often subliminally, but these days it is acknowledged as being one of the main contributory factors to excellence in any sport – indeed in any of life’s ambitions. They say that you can plan to fail, or fail to plan. Either way, you have talked yourself out of a positive outcome before you start. Technical skills need to go hand in hand with mental commitment, discipline, dedication and resilience.


Mindsets can be changed – what is needed is support, imagination and perseverance.


We have tried to explain the whys and wherefores of dressage training to advanced level as we understand them. Many have done so before us, and many more will do so in the future, but something that could be said more often is that aids are just that: they let the horse know what the rider wants, and when this is understood, the horse should be allowed to do whatever has been asked of him – alone and unaided – until something else is required or the horse needs a reminder.


Finally, for your own sanity, that of those around you and that of your horse, remember that the pursuit of excellence is what dressage is all about – not perfection! It takes more than one human lifetime to really understand how to train horses and, by the time one might have a few answers, it is time to move on to the next world!


Our hope is that this book contributes another piece to the jigsaw that is equine training.


A and A


Note: We have given horses and humans the designation ‘he’; this is for simplicity only and does not signify any slight against the females of either species.


Our riders have been very generous in showing good and less good versions of some movements, to illustrate a point in the text – so please do not be too quick to judge!
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Laura Tomlinson, Charlotte Dujardin and Carl Hester on their lap of honour at the London 2012 Olympics.







The FEI


The Fédération Équestre Internationale is the international equestrian governing body, and all official international competitions are subject to FEI rules.


The following is an extract from one of the most often quoted articles from these rules:


Article 401 – Object and General Principles of Dressage


The object of dressage is the development of the horse into a happy athlete through harmonious education. As a result, it makes the horse calm, supple, loose and flexible but also confident, attentive and keen, thus achieving perfect understanding with the athlete (the rider).*


These qualities are demonstrated by:


Freedom and regularity of the paces


Harmony, lightness and ease of the movements


Lightness of the forehand and the engagement of the hindquarters, originating from a lively impulsion


Acceptance of the bit with submissiveness/throughness (Durchlaessigkeit) without any tension or resistance


FEI Dressage Rules 2014/15
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Team GB at WEG 2014. Left to right: Gareth Hughes, Charlotte Dujardin, Michael Eilberg, Carl Hester.
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The victors at WEG 2014: Charlotte and Valegro with Alan Davies.





*Bold type and parenthesis are our additions.




Introduction


The greatest enemy of knowledge is not ignorance, it is the illusion of knowledge.


Stephen Hawking
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The front cover of Understanding Dressage Training (published 2011).





We hope that you are interested in this book because you have already seen or read our previous one, Understanding Dressage Training, or, if not that one, then other books that have helped to take you as a rider/trainer to medium level and now you are aiming for Grand Prix. Whether or not you are interested in competing, perhaps you have some knowledge of what is expected of an advanced horse and rider combination? If so, perhaps we can expand that knowledge even further. If not, we hope that you will find the content of this book educational.


What is dressage?


It is the enhancement of the natural paces via progressive training to produce the maximum brilliance of the paces according to each horse’s ability.


What is advanced training?


It is the consolidation of a correct, basic, progressive foundation that allows lateral work, collection, extension and other Grand Prix movements to be taught and demonstrated without tension, stress or resistance. It is the culmination of how each element fits into the overall finished picture.


We make no apologies for the many repetitions in this book as this is how we all learn, and some things just cannot be repeated often enough. We also make much reference to Understanding Dressage Training because detailed ‘ how to’ explanations are within it and it doesn’t seem helpful to reproduce them all again. However, since both books cover the same subject, dressage, albeit from a different perspective, and advanced work is only possible with a solid knowledge of the basics, some repetition is inevitable – and, of course, we are bound to recommend that reading both books in tandem would be advantageous!


The ideas, exercises and experiences outlined in this book are gleaned from years of reading, observing, riding, training, coaching, judging, watching top trainers at clinics and on video, and attending international competitions and forums, to bring together as much information and knowledge as we could for you to ingest. We give credit wherever possible, and the bibliography references the sources. We have used many photographs to illustrate the text and some of the work shown will be less than perfect, some will intentionally show what should not be done. In most of the photographs it is possible to find some small fault, which is what life is like, and they are the more educational for all that.


What are the requirements for more advanced training?




	A rider with the knowledge, practical experience and ability to train the horse progressively


	A rider with a sufficiently balanced, independent seat


	An able, trainable, willing horse with three correct paces. These days, breeders are more and more conscious of breeding for temperament as well as paces, which is obviously a help in choosing a horse; however, the most naturally talented horse in the world is really only as good as his trainability and rideability. Since horses go how they are ridden, it is the rider who makes the horse, and not the other way round


	A horse with conformation good enough to cope with the demands made on his physique by the more advanced exercises


	An experienced Grand Prix trainer in whom you have trust and confidence to train both horse and rider


	Somewhere suitable to ride – an outdoor manège with a good surface of 20 × 40m as a minimum, and ideally one of 20 × 60m. Access to an indoor arena is not the luxury it once was, as these days it is possible to hire various arenas around the UK, and in inclement weather, the use of such an arena allows you to plan and to keep to a consistent training schedule





It is, of course, possible to train in a much smaller space but it does limit the likelihood of coping well with overall accuracy, not to mention the extended work and sequence changes. Experience tells us that you really do need to have the use of a correctly measured arena at some point because, if it is too big or too small, it just makes things more difficult than they need to be. For freestyle dressage to music the use of a correctly sized arena is essential so that you can ride your programme in competition arenas with a degree of confidence that it will fit.


ARENA SURFACES


Arena surfaces are crucial. There has been much recent and ongoing scientifically based research into arenas and their maintenance to discover what impact they have on horses and their training. Briefly, the outcome seems to be that many different surfaces are suitable if – and this is a very important ‘if’ – they are regularly maintained and topped up when necessary. More than one horse has become unlevel or lame as a result of being ridden on an inadequate surface. Ageing and degradation of arena surfaces are other factors to take into consideration, together with overall management of the horses involved. The one thing upon which there seems to be little argument is that soft, deep surfaces where the hooves sink down cause tendon and ligament injuries and should be avoided. Firmer rather than softer surfaces seem to cause less trouble overall.


Obviously, surfaces differ and so riding on a variety of surfaces, including grass, hard surfaces and those with different gradients, can make horses and their balance more adaptable and able to withstand the varying loading patterns which each different surface presents. It can also be that working on only one type of surface makes horses more susceptible to injury through repetitive overloading. What is suitable for show jumpers, Western horses or driving is not necessarily the optimum for dressage.


(The 2014 FEI’s Equine Surfaces White Paper, a collection of published scientific papers from the UK, the USA and Sweden, contains considerably more detail for those interested, although it is considered to be a work in progress, and also Equestrian Surfaces – a Guide.)




EQUINE SURFACES WHITE PAPER 2014


Authors


Sarah Jane Hobbs, Ph.D., University of Central Lancashire, UK


Alison, J. Northrop, M.Sc., Anglia Ruskin University, UK


Christie Mahaffey, Ph.D., Racing Surfaces Testing Laboratory, USA


Jaime H. Martin, Ph.D., Myerscough College, UK


Hilary M. Clayton, BVMS, Ph.D., MRCVS, Michigan State University, USA


Rachel Murray, MA VetMB MS Ph.D., MRCVS, Animal Health Trust, UK


Lars Roepstorff, DVM, Ph.D., Swedish University of Agricultural Sciences, Sweden


Michael ‘Mick’ Peterson, Ph.D., University of Maine, USA





Equine Surfaces White Paper.
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Arena standardization figure.
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The arena at Blue Hors Stud, Denmark. (Photo: Angela Eastwood)
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The WEG 2014 arena in Normandy, France. (Photo: Angela Eastwood)





TALENT (ABILITY)


Most horses can be trained to medium level, and often to several levels higher – for instance, to Prix St Georges (PSG) and Inter 1 (these two levels constitute the phrase ‘small tour’). From then on, however, some innate natural talent for piaffe/passage is desirable to reduce the pressures and stress on both horse and rider. Some horses really are small tour horses, even if they can just about manage passage and/or piaffe, because the level of difficulty can be too much for their natural ability, and thus often for their mental state. There are quite a few horses out there that have burnt out, or become ring shy, or just plain sour due to over-work, incorrect work, or ignorance, and it is only through lengthy and experienced rehabilitation that some of them become rideable again – but seldom at their previous level.


DREAMS AND GOALS


Every morning you have two choices: continue to sleep with your dreams, or wake up and chase them.


Unknown


Dreams are good and necessary. However, realistic, progressive goals work better because they are achievable and reduce the inevitable frustrations along the way – and it is entirely possible that the dreams might end up coming true! Shortcuts are just that, and what has been left out of the training will surface at the higher levels, causing unnecessary problems just when you thought you had it all in hand, so to speak. Using force, or trying to totally dominate your horse, is ultimately doomed to failure as this does not make for a good working relationship, it just produces tension and resistance. You need the horse on your side – so firmness, habit, repetition and clarity, in conjunction with patience, generosity of spirit, a positive attitude, rewards, praise and a sound knowledge of training, are the ingredients for success (whatever that means to you).


FEEL


Feel is one of the most difficult things for a trainer to impart to a rider, but it is possible when the rider learns to tune into the feeling that the horse gives in response to the rider’s aids. First, how do the walk, trot and canter affect the rider, and what is the response of the horse to how the rider moves in the saddle? Then comes the feel down the reins – is it light, heavy, equal, resistant, pulling, unyielding, soft, flexible? Feel has a lot to do with personal body awareness, control and balance, together with an open communication system between horse and rider. Feel is, one could say, the coming together of experiences that have been consciously analysed and reproduced, usually in conjunction with a trainer’s positive feedback, and translated into something tangible.


Feel should develop over time into something more or less intuitive, and as such, it becomes the essence of dressage – where the horse appears to perform without any noticeable input from the rider. This is when dressage becomes ‘art’, and a harmonious partnership is a joy to watch.


Dressage has many similarities to ballroom dancing and ballet. When watching good dancing partnerships, everything happens with ease and grace, no one seems to ‘do’ anything obvious but the steps and the elegance are there for all to see. The two dancers are equal partners, although one is leading and one following, and one or other only takes a more prominent role when, briefly, the other one needs support. When everything is in harmony it is not necessary to intervene, as the partners need to learn to cope alone as well as being part of a team. How do they get there? Preparation (no surprise), constant practice (consistency) and control/discipline (benign).
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Riders, the ‘crème de la crème’ (just a selection): Laura Tomlinson…





World-class partnerships – for instance Laura Tomlinson, Edward Gal, Hubertus Schmidt, Helen Langehanenberg – all epitomise this: it did not happen by accident or luck, and they repeat their successes on horse after horse.


RIDING


Learning to ride is a conscious acquisition of technique, but riding has to become sub-conscious, your body reacting without apparent conscious thought to what is happening so you ‘just do it’ – like driving a car, riding a bike, and so on. Sadly, it is as easy to ‘just do it’ in the wrong way, and that is where correct training comes in.


When the subconscious, automatic state has been reached and you can ride, it is important to ensure that your conscious mind does not become subservient to your subconscious – your body must do what your brain tells it to so that you remain in control of what you do! You need to acquire and maintain mental and physical control in a conscious way.
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Edward Gal…
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Hubertus Schmidt…
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and Helen Langehanenberg.





The devil is in the detail, they say – and it is the detail that will transform your horse and yourself into an advanced combination. The most successful riders never neglect the smallest detail of training and accuracy – that is how and why they succeed – and then they practise some more!


Nothing is as impressive or as valuable for the training as being able to control the impulsion and the desire to go forward to such an extent that the rider is able to bring his horse to a standstill from an extended trot or canter without the slightest effort or disturbance. Conversely, departing immediately from the halt into an extended gait is an equal proof of the absolute desire to go forward.


Alois Podhajsky (former Director of the Spanish Riding School in Vienna)




1The Horse


It is just like man’s vanity and impertinence to call an animal dumb, because it is dumb to his dull perceptions.


Mark Twain


Know your horse – his body language, his strengths and weaknesses.


What is his individual way of learning? Is he quick to learn, curious about the world, intelligent, or slow to pick things up and uncurious? Understand what a horse is – approximately 650 kilos of instinct, a prey animal, whose natural reactions to everything and anything are fright, flight, fight, freeze and, in extremis, faint. The horse is a herd animal and he is very open to being led by a leader whom he learns to respect – the hierarchy of a herd is established very early on, seldom with any violence, and with very small, clear gestures.


Fear is a major factor in a horse’s make-up – it is how he survives in the wild and these primitive, involuntary instincts never leave him, regardless of how highly he is trained. Fear can range from being wary of somewhere or something new, but open to being reassured by his handler/rider that everything is fine, to fleeing first and asking questions later! The real danger is when horse and rider are both in the panic zone at the same time; faced with a charging bull elephant it is sensible to go with the instincts to get away quickly and then regroup. In our rather more sheltered, less wild world the rider needs to be able to manage the situations that occur.


Your horse needs you to be a leader in whom he can trust and have confidence, and ideally, this is established early in his life and/or in his relationship with you. Consistency is the key. If you are consistent, firm and fair, your horse will quickly learn to accept you as his herd leader and give you his respect. However, if you are inconsistent, your horse will become confused and will start to make up his own mind about what he should or should not do. You really do not want 650+ kilos of instinct to find out how big and strong he is and how easy it would be for him to challenge you!


Some horses are spooky, afraid of everything and anything, and lack self-confidence – Anky van Grunsven’s famous Grand Prix horse, Olympic Bonfire, was spooky and very unsure of himself and everything around him, and his first outing at PSG was not a success – over time he grew to rely on his rider and trust her implicitly.


He became a great competitor in spite of his continued nervousness of the proximity of the crowds. However, it took much patience, skill and experience to get to that point. It is easier all round to try to find a horse with a good, calm temperament who views the world through confident eyes and then all you have to do is keep him like that.


A top international dressage horse is the same species as the hairiest riding school inhabitant – different jobs, different builds, different movement, definitely different amounts of hair, but essentially equine. They like to eat, sleep, wander about, roll, socialize with their companions, eat some more … and they live in the moment. You might agonize for hours about your last ride or an upcoming  competition, but be assured that your horse does not.


SUPPORT AND MANAGEMENT


These days our sport has much support outside the rider/trainer duo – owners, sponsors, grooms, physiotherapists, psychologists, nutritionists, sports scientists, sports injury specialists, fitness trainers, vets, dentists, farriers, saddlers and other background supporters. On the basis that prevention is way superior to cure, it is good to develop your own team of advisers – but it is also necessary to have a good knowledge of horse care and stable management yourself. Many competitions have been lost because the horse is not sufficiently healthy, or strong or fit enough to sustain the pressures, and nutrition plays a major part in this – all reputable food manufacturers have qualified and experienced nutritionists who are happy to help horse owners with this aspect of horse welfare. Within reason, it makes good sense to have the horse checked over regularly (perhaps every six weeks or so), but turning yourself and your horse into hypochondriacs in the process is not useful!
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Different equines: not Grand Prix Polly…
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…and Grand Prix WG Rubins Nite.





QUALITIES


It cannot be said often enough that there is no such thing as a perfect horse or a perfect human. Every one of them and every one of us has got, or will develop, ‘issues’. Big horses have their own challenges, small compact horses also have challenges but different ones from the big horses. Mares and stallions are bundles of hormones, and geldings tend to be much more tractable, although there are always exceptions. Talent and ability are necessary at the top level, but trainability and willingness to work score very highly too. The most talented individual will only get so far on natural ability as there needs to be a willingness to co-operate and to be educated, whilst keeping the spirit intact.


Grand Prix potential is not that easy to spot and is certainly not guaranteed. Some horses get to small tour but show little or no interest or talent for piaffe and passage, and thus the careers of these horses are best developed at that level. Others show a natural ability for piaffe and passage, through short steps introduced at a relatively early stage, and/or when they are showing off naturally – these are the horses that, other things being equal, are likely to make it to Grand Prix. However, not all horses have the athletic and mental capabilities of top international horses and, in the end, it is about maximizing the strengths and minimizing the weaknesses of the horse you have in order to produce the best of which he is capable.
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