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Introduction

Although the term used is "dressage”, it would be more correct to refer to "gymnastic exercises”. It is impossible to teach a horse something that it cannot do by natural design! The difficulty lies in drawing out the natural capability of the horse and then shaping it into something beautiful and expressive. The horse must learn how to balance under the rider and move in elegant self-carriage with more weight on the hindquarters. The horse’s hindquarters must be developed to carry more weight and improve forward propulsion. The horse’s centre of gravity lies considerably far to the front, just behind the shoulder blade, due to the neck and heavy head. Gymnastic exercises transfer this point further back.

The goal of training a horse is that it moves gracefully in all the gaits and reacts to feather-light aids.

To reach this goal, the rider needs a lot of experience. Thus the golden rule: a young inexperienced horse needs an experienced rider, and an inexperienced rider needs an experienced horse. The most important prerequisite is that the rider must be capable of giving the aids. The rider must have a correct, independent seat and be able to give clear and precise aids: the hands quiet and leg and back aids deliberate and exact. This must be maintained in the dressage seat as well as the forward seat and in all aspects of riding. Jumps of joy and bucks from the horse should not be allowed to disconcert the rider.
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The goal is to bring the natural centre of gravity (top) more under the horse (bottom) with the correct gymnastic exercises.


The Correct Seat

 

[image: Image]

The ideal dressage seat should be without any tension. Photo: P. Prohn

Without a good seat, the training of a young horse is impossible. The first exercises and lessons demand an independent seat and correct, finely tuned aids. A correct seat is the basis for good riding in all disciplines.

In the dressage seat one sits in the middle of the saddle, well balanced both laterally and vertically, with the legs hanging long and loose at the sides of the horse, the balls of the feet resting lightly in the stirrups. The heels are the lowest point of the rider, the feet parallel to the horse so the calf lies flat on the body of the horse. Only thus can the ankles spring up and down with the movement.

The upper body is upright, the head carried free and the eyes look forward through the horse’s ears. The shoulders are taken back a fraction and relaxed, the arms hang down quite naturally. Close the fist (the thumbs on top like a roof) and bend the elbows so that the fists are approximately a hand’s width from the withers. There should be an imaginary vertical line through the ear, shoulder, hip and ankle when the rider sits in this natural and completely relaxed manner. The lower arm and the reins will naturally form a straight line to the horse’s mouth and the lower leg will rest just behind the girth. Seen from behind, the rider’s spine forms a vertical line with the horse’s croup and tail, and the rider’s shoulders, hips and feet form parallel lines to the ground. 

Only from such a balanced and relaxed seat can precise aids be given. Relaxation must not be compromised when the rider tries to stay in this accurate position. Shoulders, elbows, wrists, hips, knees and ankles must remain free, not full of tension. A horse cannot move freely under a rigid rider!
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The rider´s shoulders, hips and heels should be parallel to the ground; the rider´s spine should form a vertical line with the horse´s croup and tail. Photo: P. Prohn

The aids are the means by which the rider communicates with the horse; and they are:

• body aids, equal weight on both sides, unilateral weight 

• leg aids, forward driving, forward sideways or supporting

• rein aids, active, yielding, blocking, supporting and directional.

 

Finely tuned aids, presented from a correct seat, are the only way to achieve harmonious collaboration between horse and rider in all the gaits. Fundamentally, the driving aids (body and legs) are more important than the supporting aids (reins).

Body aids

When equal weight is disposed on both sides of the saddle, the seat bones are matched in their weight-load. The upper body stays upright and the abdominal muscles are tightened. This is called "bracing the back”. A good analogy is to imagine riding on a big tube of toothpaste: by tipping the hips both legs can be applied energetically while the hands can give, to “let the toothpaste out” at the front. This is not a permanent aid but lasts only a moment. "Bracing the back” is a sign for the hindquarters to become more active. Depending on how energetic the aids are, the horse will walk from halt, or even trot on.
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A collapsed hip puts the rider’s weight on the wrong side. Photo: P. Prohn
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A slightly inclined upper body takes the weight off the horse’s back. Photo: P. Prohn
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"Bracing the back”

The unilateral weight aid is used when the horse is flexed in one direction, for transitions and for assisting directional rein aids. When, for example, the horse must turn to the right, the right seat bone of the rider goes forward and down while the hips remain braced. The pelvis should remain stretched when giving leg aids as well.

A lighter seat is used when the horse’s back and hindquarters need to move more freely. The backside remains in the saddle but the weight goes more onto the upper leg and knee, while the upper body leans slightly forward. This aid is useful when training young horses, riding up gentle slopes and the first attempt at reining back.

Leg aids

The forward driving leg aids drive the horse forward in all paces with the rider’s leg just behind the girth applying light pressure.

The forward-sideways leg aids are used in lateral work like leg-yielding where the leg of the rider lies a hand’s width behind the girth; the knee and ankle must not be pulled up. The forward-sideways driving leg aid is supported by the movement of the rider’s weight.

The supporting leg aid is used opposite the forward-sideways driving aid where it stops the hindquarters from falling out. The supporting leg is also placed about one hand’s breadth from the girth, but is not as active.
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Against the hand; the horse tries to pull the reins out of the rider’s hands.

Rein aids

The rein aids are never used alone. Only a horse that is "through” allows the rein aids to work from the mouth over the poll, the neck and back into the hindquarters. The horse lets the aids through, making it "permeable”.

With the active rein aid the fist is closed or slightly turned to the inside for a moment in order to shorten the rein a little. Pulling on the reins is frowned upon.

The active aid is always followed by the yielding rein aid. The fists return to their normal position with the fingers relaxed. This does not mean the contact to the horse’s mouth must be broken; it should always be there, even with the yielding rein aid.
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Above the reins; the horse does not give in the poll, opens its mouth and hollows its back.
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The horse stretches forwards and downwards. The contact to the rider’s hand stays intact. Photo: W. Ernst

Blocking rein aids are used when the horse goes against the hand or above the reins. The fists are in position, the back is braced and the legs are driving forward energetically. The heaviness that arises from this must be endured until the horse gives in and becomes light in the hand. This moment must not be missed, for the hands must immediately become relaxed and the seat soft. This way the horse will know what we want from him.

Directional rein aids are used when a horse must move on a curve, for example on a leftward circle. The left rein is turned in very slightly and the horse’s left eye and nostril become just visible. The right hand yields. The directional rein aid is always given with the supporting aid that helps to maintain the curve. The supporting rein is the counterpart of the directional rein aid. These aids are always given with the unilateral driving leg aid and the one-sided weight aid.
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There is no contact on the rein. The horse moves freely with its nose in a low position. Photo: P. Prohn

Directional rein aids help the young horse in its orientation of the bend. This rein also assists in teaching horses lateral movements. Accompanied by the relevant body aid, the hand is taken away slightly into the direction in which the horse must move. Once the horse accepts this aid, the hand must yield to follow the active hand. 

Rein aids are not to be given alone! The reins alone cannot force the horse to give in the poll.

A horse that has even and continuous contact on both reins and is foaming while chewing is considered to be "on the bit”. "On a long rein” means the rider still has contact with the horse’s mouth, but the horse moves in a natural way with its nose lower and its neck longer. "On a free rein” means the rider has only the buckle of the rein in the hand and the horse is moving with a free head and neck carriage and no contact to the rider’s hand.
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Knees, legs and weight in the stirrups take over from the seat bones. The reins are shortened. Photo: P. Prohn

The forward seat

There are many disciplines in riding where the forward seat is used, but it is mainly to take the rider’s weight off the horse’s back and is mostly ridden in a jumping or eventing saddle. The style of these saddles (forward cut flap and knee rolls, longer and flatter seat) makes it easier to ride in the forward seat. The stirrups are shortened considerably: Two holes when riding young horses or going for a hack, and four to five holes when jumping or eventing. Naturally the rider’s height and the length of leg also require adjustment of the stirrup length. In the forward seat the rider can more easily adapt to the movement of the horse, changing position with the centre of gravity. When jumping, or riding up or downhill, the rider can move the upper body, depending on how much weight should be taken off the horse’s back. The foundation of knee, lower leg, ankle and foot in the stirrup stays in place.

What does the forward seat look like? Depending on the amount of weight taken off the horse’s back, the upper body inclines from the hips. The seat leaves the saddle more in a higher tempo, for example the gallop or jumping, but the rider’s posture stays elastic and in the correct position. The same principle applies for both the dressage seat and the forward seat; a stiff, fidgety upper body with tight, hunched shoulders and a hollow back is not only wrong, but will also disturb the horse.

The knee lies tighter on the saddle, and the angle at the knee is more pronounced. Losing the close contact of the knee with the saddle leaves the rider vulnerable. The lower leg lies on the girth and takes over the driving action. Should the lower leg slip to the rear or start to swing to and fro the rider will lose balance. The heel is the lowest point of the rider, and the ankle remains soft to absorb the movement. The shoulder, knee and stirrup are in a line in the forward seat, the head in front of the parallel and the hips to the back where they build up momentum to help with the driv­ing force of the leg. If the heel gets pulled up and the lower leg retreats to the back, the rider will fall in front of the movement. The head is carried naturally free and the eyes look between the ears of the horse, as in the dressage seat. The shoulders are relaxed and the arms are moved to the front of the body, with the reins taken shorter in order to maintain a straight line from elbow to horse’s mouth. The hands are held at the side of the neck, more or less in front of the withers. In the forward seat the aids from the hands and legs are used independently from the movement of the upper body. 

 

[image: Image]

The horse makes a bigger movement over the fence, the rider’s body must also make a bigger movement. Photo: P. Prohn

The aids are, in principle, the same in the dressage seat and the forward seat. With the weight taken off the seat, the body aids are given more from the knee and stirrup. The important thing to remember with the rein aids is that the outside rein is predominant, especially in turns at the canter. 

When riding young horses it is often necessary to use the sideways rein aids together with more weight on the inside stirrup. Young horses are almost "driven” in the forward seat, rather than ridden.


Prerequisites for the Horse
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The lunge line should not be slack. The young horse may not run out of the circle. Pressure on the lunge should be even and gentle. Photo: C. Slawik

The horse must be taught on the lunge to move in a relaxed and rhythmical way in all three gaits without leaving the circle, letting the outside hind fall out or any other deviation from the circle.

This way the rider can concentrate on the way the horse moves: Does he have difficulty maintaining balance? Does he find it hard to follow into the footprints of the front feet? Does he find it easy to stretch forwards and down? How active is his walk after a demanding canter? 

All these points can determine how the horse should be trained.


The Basic Gaits

There are three basic gaits: walk, trot and canter. Each gait has a different pace or tempo.

Apart from the working pace – the pace at which a young horse finds it easiest to stay balanced – there are the collected, medium and extended paces. In the walk there are simply collected, medium and extended steps.

The walk has four beats or steps. The horse uses his feet one after the other: left hind, left fore, right hind, right fore. There is no moment of suspension. That makes the walk a gait without cadence. It should be diligent and forward-going but not hurried. The horse must move straight forward in a relaxed manner, with even contact on the reins. The four beats can be counted clearly: 1-2-3-4, and so on. When the well-defined four beats are lost (1-2, 3-4) the walk becomes defective. When only two beats are heard, the horse paces and this is a major fault. The medium pace is the only one used with the young horse; the collected walk where the hindquarters step more under the body of the horse, as well as the exten­ded walk where the steps are longer, are only required in higher dressage classes. In order to hold the walk at the correct beat, it is important for the back and poll to stay relaxed. The horse is allowed to stretch slightly forwards and downwards and the hand of the rider softly follows the natural movement of the horse’s head. The surest way to do this is by riding on a circle. Never ride in walk for too long! Trot or canter for a while, then come back to a few steps of walking. The walk is the only gait that can be ruined by doing too much of it! On a long rein, however, rider and horse can always recuperate from strenuous exercise.
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The walk is a gait in four beats without cadence.

The trot has two beats. The horse uses diagonal pairs of legs alternately (right hind/left fore and left hind/right fore) In between, there is a moment of suspension, which makes it full of cadence and one can distinguish between collected, working, medium and extended trot. In the first dressage steps the working trot is used and also "lengthening of the steps”, which progresses to medium trot. The working trot must be ridden in an active way with the horse swinging rhythmically on a soft contact. The tempo must be such that the horse does not lose rhythm in turns or changes of the hand. To protect the young horse’s back, and for comfort, it is advisable to rise to the trot. When the sitting trot is introduced, the knees of the rider must be tightened to act as suspension.
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The trot is full of cadence in two beats.
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Medium trot: The momentum comes from the hindquarters. The horse takes bigger, flat steps. The rhythm must not be allowed to become faster. Photo: C. Slawik

A few strides are taken before sitting completely and care must be taken that the horse accepts the weight of the rider without changing the rhythm of the trot. It is important that the horse and rider both stay relaxed and the horse moves forward freely. Once that is established a few lengthened strides can be attempted: carefully ride into the corner, make sure the horse is straight on the long side, put both legs tighter on the girth, move the hand slightly to the front and let the horse move forwards energetically with longer strides. No running is allowed (that is apparent when the rhythm gets faster)! Do not lose patience! Lengthening the stride is difficu­lt, even for those horses that have a naturally good gait. Young horses must learn to balance under the rider’s weight and the young rider must adapt to all that movement. The movement of the back in medium trot is a vigorous forward-moving wave that has to be supported by the rider. Unless the rider can maintain an even balance, it is better to do a rising trot.
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Collected trot: The steps become higher, the horse covers less distance. The bounce is maintained but directed upwards. Photo: C. Slawik
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The canter is a springy gait with a triple beat.

The canter has three beats and is counted in jumps. There is a differentiation between left and right canter. Normally the left canter is ridden on the left rein, and the right canter on the right rein. In the right canter the horse starts with the left hind, followed by the diagonal right hind and left fore and then the right fore. Next is a moment of suspension that makes it a gait full of cadence. To make a quick check for the correct lead, the rider can look at the shoulder to see if it travels further to the front. One can definitely count with the canter: 1-2-3, 1-2-3. When counting one, two-and, three, the rhythm is lost. The diagonal feet no longer touch the ground at the same time anymore. To counteract this one must ride forward more energetically. There is collected, working, medium and extended canter, but initially only the working canter is used. Once the young horse understands the aids for canter, he must canter in a clear triple beat with soft contact on the rein in a bouncy manner.

The movement of the canter is such that it is much easier for the rider to remain seated, than in the trot so there are fewer problems in this area. It is also easier for the young horse to find his balance in the canter. Like riding a bicycle, it is easier to ride fast, but going slow can cause problems! Problems occur in turns and corners. A lot of young horses will change at the back to try and keep their balance: they support themselves with the outside hind. The rider must keep the bend around the corners and on the circle must keep the outside rein in strong contact, helping the horse in this way to put the inside hind more under the body and so to stay in balance.
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