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DRESSAGE SOLUTIONS


A Rider’s Guide







Following on from the highly acclaimed Kottas on Dressage, this new book by one of the foremost exponents of Classical dressage offers advice on the correct way to introduce work on the paces, exercises and movements, together with in-depth analysis of common problems and ways to correct them.




 





The author makes the point that many errors, so easily attributed to the horse, are rooted in faulty posture or aiding on the rider’s part, and emphasises throughout the importance of focusing on these issues at all stages of training. Constant emphasis is also placed on the need to be mindful of the horse’s mental and physical ability to cope with what is being asked of him – there are reminders throughout that, often, the best way to achieve progress is to take a step back and ensure that the building blocks are in place that will facilitate the next step forward. The need to consider various aspects of conformation is also stressed – not all horses are perfect specimens, and the overall training of any horse will be enhanced if due consideration is given to individual characteristics.




 





Dressage Solutions takes the reader through many stages of training, from ensuring that the basic paces are correct, through introducing the lateral exercises, developing the canter, rein-back, piaffe and passage, to a final chapter that explains some of the long-established movements of the High School. This is a journey that will provide much food for thought, and a great deal of invaluable advice, for all riders who have progress and their horse’s well-being at heart.




 





Front and back cover photographs by Ewald Willibald Design by Paul Saunders






















[image: ]



















DRESSAGE


SOLUTIONS


A Rider’s Guide


ARTHUR


KOTTAS-HELDENBERG


with Andrew Fitzpatrick









[image: ]

























CONTENTS











	
Title Page 



	Acknowledgements 


	Introduction


	1 General Thoughts


	Be Fit to Ride


	Stretching Exercises for Riders


	2 The Seat


	Posture in the Saddle


	The Blueprint


	The Function of the Seat


	Weight aids


	Postural Faults


	3 The Basic Paces


	Walk


	Trot


	Canter


	4 Basic Training Problems


	5 Lateral Work Problems


	Turn on the Forehand


	Leg-yield


	Shoulder-in


	Travers/Haunches-in


	Renvers/Haunches-out


	Half-pass


	Canter Half-pass


	Zig-zag in Half-pass


	Pirouette


	6 More Advanced Canter Work


	Counter-canter


	Simple changes


	Flying changes


	7 Piaffe and Passage


	Piaffe


	Passage


	8 The High School Jumps


	The Levade


	Pesade


	Capriole


	Courbette


	Closing Thoughts


	Glossary


	Index


	About the Authors


	Also available from Kenilworth Press


	Copyright




























ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS





The authors would like to thank Caroline and Patricia Kottas-Heldenberg for their time and expertise in modelling throughout this book for Ewald Willibald’s excellent photographs.


We would also like to express our gratitude to Dianne Breeze for her hard work in producing the outstanding artwork and to Fiona Passey D.O., N.D. for her advice on suitable human stretching exercises.


A great debt of thanks to Alex and Nick Cookson and the Training the Teachers Tomorrow Trust, for allowing us to meet at their home and discuss the book and for all their encouragement and support during this project.


Thanks also to the riders and horses of the Classical Riding School, Lipica Stud Farm, Slovenia, for allowing us to show their superb High School work and again to Ewald Wilibald for taking the photographs.


We would also like to acknowledge the continued help and encouragement of John Beaton of Kenilworth Press, the design skills of Paul Saunders and Martin Diggle for proof reading the manuscript.
















Illustrations





All photographs are reproduced by permission of the photographer Ewald Willibald with the exception of those on pages 8 and 11 which are from the collection of Arthur Kottas-Heldenberg.




 





All drawings are reproduced by permission of the artist Dianne Breeze.





[image: ]

Arthur Kottas showing an affinity with animals at a very young age!
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Arthur Kottas as a boy showing the early stages of the correct seat.
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Competitions were a regular part of childhood.

























INTRODUCTION





This book offers advice on day-to-day training problems within the framework of Classical training. It is designed so that readers can refer easily to a common problem, discover the reasons behind it and find some solutions. Obviously not every instance can be covered, but it is hoped that it will provide a resource that will be of use to instructors and riders alike.


A problem-solving book needs to place those solutions in context, so it is necessary to outline correct practice, for without structure, training cannot develop smoothly. It has been said that it takes two lifetimes to learn how to ride; Dressage Solutions is offered as a guide along the way.


All the advice contained in this volume is based on sound classical principles of training and has been proven in everyday situations. These principles always have the horse’s welfare and comfort at heart and seek to work with the horse, not against him. There are no ‘quick fixes’ to be found in the philosophy of correct training, but rather it is a case of logical progression within a system proven to work for thousands of horses over hundreds of years.




These principles always have the horse’s welfare and comfort at heart …





At first glance, a way of riding that requires hard work, patience and understanding of your equine partner, may seem unappealing in today’s world where instant success is often the unrealistic expectation. However, the rewards of pursuing the classical way of training are great. We should not forget that we ask the horse to work for us, and if we do it right, he can be a willing partner and friend.


Good riders treat the horse with respect; there should be trust between them. We have to learn how the horse sees the world and behave accordingly. This does not mean attributing human qualities to our horse, but rather to act with patience, calmness and kindness whenever we are with him.


When riding, we communicate with our horse through a language of touches and pressures from our legs, seat and reins and we must be consistent in our aiding. If we do not follow a clear system, he will not understand. When this happens, problems can develop as the horse becomes confused, frustrated or anxious. Our job is to help him understand and to have confidence in his human companion.




Our aim is to improve the lot of our horse whether he is an equine superstar or not.





Readers will notice the emphasis on the need to develop a correct seat and although this can take time, once attained, the rider can become a positive influence in the horse’s training. This should be the aspiration of every rider, whether they wish to compete, or just enjoy the satisfaction of educating a horse to high levels. Our aim is to improve the lot of our horse whether he is an equine superstar or not. Both are equally deserving of good treatment and training.


This book is presented in easy to use sections; beginning with an explanation of the seat, followed by an examination of the gaits, basic training, and lateral work and on up to more advanced work.


In most cases a ‘blueprint’ (see Glossary) will be offered as a good example. Then common faults will be outlined and the reasons why they are important, before offering solutions. Where the problems discussed originate in the seat, to avoid repetition and where appropriate, the reader is asked to refer back to the relevant points in the chapter on the seat.
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Before joining the Spanish Riding School, Arthur rode in many show jumping competitions.











It is hoped that both riders and their instructors will find this volume helpful. As ever, there is nothing new in riding; but learning to ride well is about communication and understanding. we hope that this new book can offer some insights to give you and your horse fun when you ride.
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Early days at the Spanish Riding School.
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Riding piaffe in the Winter Riding School, Vienna.
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Horse and rider showing great concentration during a performance of the Spanish Riding School.











[image: ]

Arthur and Caroline.

























CHAPTER 1


GENERAL THOUGHTS
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BE FIT TO RIDE


Dressage riding requires both mental focus and a degree of physical fitness. If we are flexible in our own muscles and joints and have reasonable stamina, then we can ride without hindering our horse’s way of going.




Dressage riding requires both mental focus and a degree of physical fitness.





Some aspects of the seat are developmental. For example, it takes time and practice to attain the desired muscle tone in the lower back and abdomen to be able to make effective seat aids; likewise it is usually necessary to work at stretching the thigh muscles until they can maintain the position required for a deep seat.


However, other aspects of the seat just need to be learned and maintained. Keeping the head up, or holding the reins with the thumbs uppermost, are good habits that are formed by having the self-discipline to make corrections whenever necessary.


Lunge lessons allow the rider to concentrate on developing flexibility and balance, besides learning the basic skills of aiding, without confusing the horse. Gradually the rider will find he can concentrate less on maintaining his own posture and rather more on how the horse is feeling, through his responses to the aids.


Many riders hold office jobs or perhaps have a long drive to the stables, meaning they do not arrive in the best condition to ride. We acknowledge the importance of warming up our horse, but we too should be loose and relaxed. This may not be easy after a stressful day at work, so some stretching exercises for ourselves would be beneficial before we ride.


There are many ways in which lack of fitness can affect how we ride, for example:




	Tension in our neck and shoulders affects the rein contact.


	A stiff lower back can cause uncomfortable bumping on the horse’s back and can ruin the connection from hock to bridle.


	Stiffness in our joints can inhibit the rider’s ability to achieve harmony and a deep, adhesive seat.







Streching exercises


Illustrated opposite are some suggested stretching exercises.


Do not overstretch and hold only as long as feels comfortable to you. Consult your own physician if you have any concerns before trying any of them.


 


Spend around 4 to 5 minutes in total.




	Begin with 30 seconds of relaxing.


	Stretching knees up to stomach, 15 seconds for each.


	Shoulder blade pinch, two times, 8 seconds each.


	Flatten lower back two times, 10 seconds each.


	With hands clasped behind your head, curl upwards three times, holding each for 5 seconds.


	30 seconds each side.


	Rest for 30 seconds.


	20 seconds each side.


	Lie flat on your back and stretch arms out and toes down, two times, 5 seconds each.


	Raise your head and knees up and, with hands clasped around your knees, rock gently for 25 seconds.


	Finally rest, and allow the stretches to take effect.











STRETCHING EXERCISES FOR RIDERS
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These exercises are good for relieving muscle pain in the lower back, as well as tension in neck and shoulder areas. Ideally do them every night before sleep.

























CHAPTER 2


THE SEAT
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The basis of all good riding is a correct seat. This is essential if the rider is to be balanced and able to communicate effectively with the horse.


Although it takes time and effort to perfect, there is nothing mysterious about the classical seat. Both functional and elegant, it has been found over centuries to be the most effective, secure and least tiring posture for both horse and rider.


Ideally, acquiring a correct seat should begin with lunge lessons. An experienced trainer should select a steady horse of an appropriate size that will work quietly in a safe arena. These details are important for the safety of all concerned; we should never forget that no matter how calm the horse is, he is not a machine and can be startled.


The lunge lesson should promote confidence and relaxation in the novice rider, making learning an enjoyable experience.


POSTURE IN THE SADDLE


It is essential to have experienced help from the ground to establish a correct seat, although an important aspect in the rider’s training is developing self-awareness, so that a degree of self correction may be made.


This allows the rider to become less dependent on the Trainer for directing every moment of a session, so he can gradually assume more responsibility under the trainer’s overall supervision.


When considering the seat position, it will help to have a ‘blueprint’ in mind, to set an ideal standard.





THE BLUEPRINT


Achieving the correct seat starts with sitting in the deepest part of the saddle, with the upper body tall and straight. The pelvis should be upright, not tilting forwards, nor collapsed back into a ‘chair’ seat, which prevents the rider from following the movement of the horse or the effective use of the seat aids.


With equal weight on both seat bones, the coccyx (tailbone) should rest lightly in the saddle. This provides a three-point seat, akin to sitting on a three-legged stool, which allows for a secure and balanced posture in the saddle.


The upper body should be vertical and not lean to either side.


The head should be held so that the rider looks forwards between the horse’s ears. The chin should be up and back and the rider’s own ears should be carried level, not tipped down to one side.


The shoulder-blades should be flattened across the back, as if they were being pressed towards each other. This helps to lift the ribcage up from the abdomen and makes it possible to effectively use the seat and back aids when required. The muscles of the abdomen and lower back should show tone without tension, to maintain flexibility and suppleness.


The upper arms should rest on the rider’s sides, with the elbows in contact with the body, in the area between the top of the hip bone and the bottom ribs.


There ought to be a clear bend at the elbow joint, which absorbs movement and promotes still hands. The forearms and hands also should be relaxed with no stiffness or rigid joints.




The hands should be upright, as if carrying a wine glass!





The two hands are carried just above the withers, the left thumb pointing towards the horse’s right ear and the right thumb towards the left ear. The fingers will make a fist around the reins, with the finger nails forming a line across the palm. The hands should be upright, as if carrying a wine glass!


The rider’s legs drape around the horse’s ribcage, with the inside of the thigh muscle flat to the saddle, but not gripping.


The knee cap and toes should point forwards rather than outwards. This allows the leg joints to retain their suppleness, which would be lost if they were twisted out of alignment or braced in position.


The inside of the calves remain in light contact with the horse’s sides, offering support and security to the horse.


Like shock absorbers on a car, the ankle joints should be springy to reduce the ‘bouncy’ quality of a horse in trot or canter.


The heels are the lowest point of the rider, toning the calf muscles and enabling a positive leg aid when necessary.
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Patricia shows a correct seat; an upright pelvis is essential, as the rest of the position is built on this. The arms show a clear bend at the elbow and the hands are carried in front of the pommel and slightly above the withers. The rider looks up and ahead, whilst the leg drapes close to the horse, but without gripping.








The correct leg position allows the rider’s weight to sink down into the saddle and heels, fostering the feeling of being able to sit inside the horse’s movement, rather than perching on the saddle.


Viewed from the side, there should be a vertical line linking the rider’s ear, shoulder, elbow, hip and heel.


This alignment provides stability and, coupled with flexibility in the lower back and all the main joints of the body, allows us to harmonise with the horse’s movement, creating a still rider.


The goal is to achieve a balanced, relaxed position that can be maintained without excessive physical effort.





A novice rider may feel that it requires a good deal of effort to keep this ideal posture; but like most things worth doing, it takes a little time to get to the stage where a good seat position is second nature.


THE FUNCTION OF THE SEAT


The seat has three areas of influence in riding.




	To harmonise (that is, approve or agree) with the way the horse is moving.


	To contain the horse’s speed and length of stride.


	To lengthen the horse’s stride.







It is important to note that the seat is used as part of the whole aiding system, in conjunction with the legs and reins.





To harmonise with the horse’s movement means that the rider’s pelvis moves neither more nor less than the horse’s stride, but exactly the same. This conveys to the horse that he agrees with the tempo and length of stride. The horse and rider should be seamless in their connection, like having a second skin.


The seat should be used in containing mode, in conjunction with the other aids, when the rider makes a downward transition, or wishes to slow down.


The normal sequence is first apply the legs, then seat and lastly the reins. However, if the horse is strong, it is wise to use the seat first to keep control, then legs, then reins. Note that the reins are always used after the other aids.


During a transition, the rider closes his legs onto the horse to activate the hind legs, encouraging the horse to lift his ribcage and back and tilting the angle of his pelvis. This closes the hind legs further under his belly into a position where they can carry more weight.


As the leg aids take effect, the rider applies the seat aid. A novice or untrained horse may take longer to understand and react to the aids, creating a slight delay before the seat is used; however, with a trained horse who is ‘on the aids’ the seat, leg and reins may be used almost simultaneously, producing a much quicker reaction.


The technique is for the rider to grow taller in the upper body, lifting the collarbones upwards, simultaneously pressing the elbows down towards the hip bones. This firms the torso, so the horse, feeling the resistance from the rider’s pelvis, slows down, seeking the rider’s approval through the harmonising seat as noted above.


Do not draw the elbows backwards, as this would pull on the horse’s mouth.


Be careful not to brace the back rigidly, as this causes a hollow in the small of the back and tilts the pelvis forward. The back then cannot follow the movement, leading to bouncing in the saddle and soreness for both horse and rider.


As the seat and leg aids take effect, the rider can make soft half-halts along the outside rein. This is delivered by vibrating the rein, not pulling it backwards. This vibration commonly lasts three or four seconds; less if the horse responds sooner.


The ‘driving’ seat is used, in conjunction with the other aids, to encourage a longer stride, for example, when the rider wishes to ride from working trot to medium. The leg aids prompt the haunches. When the rider feels the horse ready to give more power, his seat makes a longer swing in the saddle, as if making space for the hind legs to make greater ground-gaining steps.


Take care not to grind the seat into the saddle, as this can lead to the horse hollowing his back downwards to avoid the uncomfortable feeling, with a consequent loss of balance and suspension and resulting in running steps and an unhappy horse.




To summarise: the rider needs to develop the ability to alter the tone of the torso muscles at will, so that the seat can be used to harmonise, to restrain or to increase the stride.





WEIGHT AIDS




… our weight in the saddle can influence direction in a positive or negative way.





Put simply, our weight in the saddle can influence direction in a positive or negative way. A horse feels comfortable when he is under the centre of our two seat bones. This makes it easier for him to carry us and retain his balance. We can use this to help when turning, circling or when riding lateral movements. When we turn our shoulders to be parallel with the horse’s shoulders and move our outside leg behind the girth, it puts more weight onto our inside seat bone. This encourages the horse to move in this direction as he seeks to stay under the centre of our weight.


For example, in travers, renvers or half-pass, when we look in the direction of travel with more weight on the inside seat bone and stirrup, it helps the horse to move smoothly. However, if our weight is on the wrong seat bone, it hampers his movement and rhythm will be affected.


The use of the weight aid should be subtle; a slight adjustment of our weight is all that is needed. If we make big movements it only disturbs the horse.





POSTURAL FAULTS



1. Looking down


This leads to weight being shifted forward and out of the saddle, unbalancing both horse and rider. It can also lead to tension in the neck and shoulders as the body tries to stabilise an unbalanced head position and this tension will be transmitted down the reins to the horse’s mouth, leading to contact problems.


The rider must take responsibility and keep the head up!



2. Rounded shoulders


This can cause unsteady arms and lead to contact problems.


The rider can use exercises to achieve flattened shoulder blades. Extend a straight arm vertically, and then slowly rotate it backwards, brushing past your ear until you feel the shoulder blade move. At that point, bring the arm down by your side, bend the elbow and bring the fist into position over the withers. This will correct the fault.


This also helps with elbows that turn out.




Keep a soft bend at the elbow, to absorb the horse’s movement.






3. Straight arms


Straight arms mean the hands will bounce and disturb the rein contact, possibly hurting the horse’s mouth.


Keep a soft bend at the elbow, to absorb the horse’s movement. Good hands are harmonious; they move neither more nor less than the horse’s head and neck.


See illustration overleaf.



4. Rounded wrists


This will fix the hands, giving a harsh feeling along the reins, leading to the horse bracing his jaw or opening his mouth.


The wrists need to be relaxed, but not limp, so they can make a vibration down the reins during half-halts. This must happen over the withers, not be pulled back behind them.


A rider who fixes his hands/wrists may be out of balance and using his hands for support. This must be corrected by basic work on the ability to sit and follow the horse’s movement independently of the reins.


See illustration overleaf.
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Rounded wrists.
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A rider who tips forwards has an insecure seat and it often produces straight arms and unsteady hands.
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Unlevel hands.











[image: ]

Correct hands.












5. Open fingers


These allow the reins to slip. Sometimes a rider does this in an attempt to have a soft contact, but it is a mistake as it prevents a consistent contact.


Keep the fingers closed but the wrists relaxed.



6. Unlevel hands


These affect the contact as they tilt the bit and prevent it resting evenly on the bars of the mouth.


The hands should be equal in height, about a hand’s width above the withers and also level; not one further back than the other, otherwise it creates a pull on one side of the mouth.



7. Hollow back


Sometimes a hollow back is caused by a rider trying too hard to be tall in the saddle. It tips the pelvis forwards and is unstable and uncomfortable, placing strain in the lumbar back area.


It can cause bouncing in the saddle as it prevents the rider from following the horse’s movement, so effective seat aids are impossible.


To find the correct feeling, dismounted, adopt the riding position and stand with your back to a wall. With the head, shoulders and heels touching the wall, there should be no gap at the small of the back. This illustrates the posture we look for in the saddle.



8. Collapsed seat


This is sitting with the lower back slumped in the saddle. It prevents the rider from using his seat and makes him heavy for the horse to carry.


Use the suggestions above to achieve a tall upper body.



9. Collapsed hip


This causes the seat to slip to one side of the saddle, making both horse and rider unbalanced. A horse likes to stay under the centre of the rider’s seat bones and weight. If the rider slips to one side, it will push the horse out of balance too.


Unequal stirrup leathers can cause this, so ensure they are level. Working without stirrups can highlight the problem and raise awareness of the need to sit in the centre of the saddle.
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The illustrations show the rider drawing the leg up and collapsing the right hip, causing imbalance in both horse and rider.








A further cause is when the leg is drawn upwards when giving an aid. This can lead to a hip collapsing. The heel must stay deep when the lower leg pushes the horse. Stretch the leg down after giving an aid to avoid this problem.



10. Knees gripping


A rider out of balance often grips with the knees to provide security. Leaning forwards or a stiff lower back can both contribute to the problem. The solution is to work on achieving a deep, independent seat.


The pelvis must be able to follow the horse’s movement with a rhythmic, forward swing. Working without stirrups on the lunge is helpful and the rider may be allowed to hold the pommel with one hand to stabilise balance and build confidence.






11. Heels up


Both heels should be lower than the toes, with supple ankles. This allows the rider to sit securely into the horse rather than perch in the saddle. Raised heels often mean the calf muscles are slack, leading to ineffective aids.


Check that the stirrups are not too long. Over-long leathers do not make a dressage seat!


Tipping the upper body forwards can sometimes be the root of the problem. Ensure the torso is vertical in the saddle.


Educate the leg to make aids with a flexed calf, not by scraping the heel upwards.



















CHAPTER 3


THE BASIC PACES
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Walk


General remarks




	The walk is a pace of four, regular beats. It should show energy, but not be hurried or tense.


	There is no moment of suspension.


	Free walk on a long rein, medium, collected and extended are the variations recognised.


	In basic training only the free walk and medium walk, are used.


	Collected and extended walk can be difficult to train and so are not used in basic training.





Free walk




	In the free walk on a long rein, the horse stretches his head and neck longer and lower, maintaining a light contact with the bit. (In a free walk on a loose rein, there is no contact with the mouth.)


	The aim is to encourage relaxation so the horse stretches his body and lengthens the steps to the maximum.


	Normally one would want an overtrack of at least two shoes beyond the front hoofprint.


	We use the free walk to loosen the horse’s muscles and joints and to encourage the blood circulation around his body before starting his training and during a session as a reward for work well done.


	At the end of his work session, the free walk is used as part of the ‘cooling down’ so that the horse finishes in a relaxed state and returns to the stable cool, dry, and relaxed.
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A good example of relaxation in free walk. The neck stretches forwards and downwards when the reins are offered, and the softly moving ears show a calm horse.








Medium walk




	The medium walk should have a regular, unhurried quality to the steps.


	The horse should remain calm and on the bit, with a relaxed jaw, slight arch to his neck, a lifted back and hind legs that step well forward under his belly.


	There should be an overtrack of one horseshoe’s length beyond the front hoofprint.


	Medium walk is a good gait to use when introducing the horse to a new exercise such as lateral steps. It gives him time to establish the new work without being tiring and is often easier for the rider to learn how to co-ordinate his aiding.








Collected walk




	In collected walk, the horse remains on the aids, showing energy but not speed. There will be a measure of self-carriage.


	H e will be slightly taller and shorter in outline, with his head almost vertical. The poll is the highest point and the haunches a little lowered, as a result of greater flexing of all three hind limb joints.


	Collected walk should be the result of greater engagement of the hindquarters, so that they step well under the body, giving higher but rounder steps than in the medium.


	As a result of this increased engagement, the steps may be slightly shorter; the hind feet stepping into or very slightly behind, the front hoofprints. Note that the aim of collection is for the hindquarters to carry more weight, and the by-product is a shorter, rounder step. Short steps are not the aim of collection.






Extended walk




	In the extension, the horse should cover the maximum ground that he is capable of, whilst maintaining the regularity of the steps. As a guide, the hind feet should touch the ground two shoes’ length beyond the front hoofprints.


	The horse should not hurry.


	The outline will be a little longer, with more stretch to the head and neck, but the rider should still have contact with the bit.
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In this collected walk, Caroline’s horse demonstrates activity and purpose, but without tension. The hind legs are engaged beneath the horse, enabling a shorter and taller outline. This would not happen if he was pulled short in the neck.
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Extended walk – note how the rider maintains a light contact and has allowed the horse to lengthen his position to encourage large, ground covering steps. Compare this to the free walk picture (page 27), where the horse is also covering maximum ground with his strides, but with loose reins.











PROBLEMS WITH WALK




1. Breaks rhythm – pacing


A common cause is tension in the back.


SOLUTIONS




a Using poles or low cavalletti can encourage freer steps and regularise the rhythm. An average distance between poles for walk work is 0.9m, but be prepared to alter this to suit the horse’s stride length. See chapter ‘Basic Training’ for pole work suggestions.


b The rider needs to be able to feel what is going on in his horse, otherwise the timing of the aids is luck and this can affect the clarity of the gait.




	If the rider does have difficulty feeling the movement, then his trainer can ask him to call out the leg sequence to improve this.


	Riding without stirrups and with a deep seat will help the rider to feel the horse’s motion and leg sequence clearly.





c Riding up and down hills is useful. If you ride positively downhill, it normally improves the walk to four clear beats.


d Ride transitions from free walk to medium and to free walk again. This will encourage relaxation of the horse’s back muscles and the rider must take care to re-take the rein contact carefully, so as to keep the relaxed quality in the medium walk. Taking a strong hold will create tension that will affect the walk rhythm.


e Riding a walk shoulder-in is a good way to clear the pace to a correct four-beat rhythm.


f If the gait is very hurried, this can cause the walk to become lateral. We can try slowing the walk right down until the walk becomes four-beat again.






2. Walk is too fast / breaks into a jog


A nervous or excitable horse can display this problem. The solution must be to find ways of calming and relaxing him.




a We may need to be very patient and spend long periods in walk on a long rein to relax the horse.


b The rider must sit very still and quietly, so that eventually the horse tunes into the rider’s calm state and begins to relax too.


c Some horses become tense when they feel the rider’s leg on their sides. Here we must keep our legs very light, so that he will gradually accept them without becoming tense. When this happens, we are in a position to improve the walk.


d Some young or cold-backed horses benefit from being lunged before ridden work. This gives them time to relax without the disturbance of the rider’s weight on their back.


e We can use half-halts and frequent transitions to a square halt and walk again to gradually settle the walk.







The walk should show regular, even steps with energy.
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Notice how the horse steps well under his body when walking uphill. This encourages bigger steps and loosens the back muscles. Downhill helps the horse find balance and have an awareness of his own body.












3. Lazy walk


The walk should show regular, even steps with energy. The horse should not drag his toe as he walks.


SOLUTIONS




a We must ask for more activity.




	Try giving alternate leg aids, co-ordinated with each hind leg stepping forwards. We should feel the moment through our seat bones (see above). Apply the leg just before the hind foot on the same side leaves the ground.





b It is important that the rider is not tense or stiff in his back, or it will inhibit the horse’s freedom to walk forwards freely.


c Strong rein contact can have the same effect. Try making small forward yields in the reins and keeping the wrists relaxed, to improve the quality of the walk, as the rider removes the ‘handbrake’.


d Legs that constantly kick or grip tightly will dull the horse and make the walk feel lazy. The rider should keep a light touch with his legs on the horse’s sides and use the aids sparingly, supported by a touch from the whip if necessary. When the horse responds, the rider must cease the aid and sit quietly with relaxed legs that ‘drape’ around the horse’s sides. In time we can make him more sensitive to our aids.


e Riding over poles on the ground can improve the activity of the walk. Once the horse is negotiating them calmly, the distance between them can be slightly lengthened to encourage a longer stride. Pole work or low cavalletti can introduce some variety into the schooling and many horses enjoy this and we can therefore achieve improvements and give the horse some fun in his work.


    An average horse distance for trotting poles is approximately 1.3m apart (less for ponies). Have an assistant on the ground to make any adjustments that are necessary.


f Making frequent transitions up and down will help bring the horse onto our aids more attentively.





TROT


General remarks




	The trot is a pace of two-time, the legs moving in regular diagonal pairs, with a clear moment of suspension between each pair touching the ground.


	The recognised varieties are working, medium, collected and extended.





Working trot




	Working trot is the everyday trot, used with young or green horses that have yet to develop sufficient strength, suppleness and balance to show the other more advanced variants.


	The hind feet should ‘track up’ that is, step into the front hoofprints.


	The horse should show energy without running forward or leaning on the forehand.


	It is used when warming up and when stretching the horse for relaxation.





Medium trot




	Here the steps show a medium amount of extension, that is midway between the horse’s working and extended trot.


	The hind foot should over-track at least one shoe beyond the front hoofprint.


	The steps should remain rounded and not flatten or speed up. The horse stays on the bit, with a slightly longer outline and increased impulsion.








Extended trot




	The extended trot shows the maximum reach of the horse’s trot. His frame is slightly longer, but remains on the aids, with engaged haunches and a round and swinging back.


	As a guide, the hind feet will touch at least two horseshoes length beyond the front hoofprint.


	Owing to the increased physical demands, extensions are not expected at a novice level.








[image: ]

Expressive ground-covering steps in the extension, with the rider sitting perfectly still.
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An incorrect extension because the horse is hollow. The under-neck muscle is braced showing that the horse is not on the aids. Some horses that are bred with huge movement can show bigger steps, but if it is not through and swinging, it is incorrect.
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Here the rider is inhibiting the horse’s movement by too much rein contact. It shortens the neck instead of allowing the horse to very slightly lengthen his outline.
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This horse is out of balance and running on to his shoulders. This may happen if the rider asks for extension whilst the horse is not in balance; the extra power then pushes him onto his forehand.











Collected trot


One can say that there are increasing levels of collection, meaning that when ‘baby’ collection is introduced through half-halts to balance the horse, it is not of the same degree as that shown by a Grand Prix trained horse.




	Collection requires the horse to be able to bend the joints of the hindquarters more markedly than in working trot, so that he is able to transfer weight from his forehand, and carry around 50 per cent or more on his haunches. This demands strength, suppleness and balance. it is not expected of a young horse, yet to develop physically and mentally under the added weight of a rider.


	In collected trot, the haunches will sink lower due to the greater flexing of the hind leg joints. Correspondingly, the forehand will seem to rise, creating an ‘uphill’ appearance which in turn leads to a lighter, more manoeuvrable horse, because he carries less weight on his forelegs.


	The outline will become a little shorter as the hind legs step closer to the forelegs, the back will be lifted and swinging, not tense, and the arch to the head and neck will be taller, with the poll the highest point.



	A rider who tries to collect only by shortening the neck will not experience this lighter forehand. It is a false collection.


	In collection, the steps will show marked cadence.








[image: ]

Notice that the horse’s head remains slightly in front of the vertical and that the neck is not pulled short to ‘collect’.








PROBLEMS WITH TROT





Our aim is to achieve a better balance where the horse is able to show some airborne steps.






1. Trot lacks suspension


When a horse is pushed too fast in the pursuit of impulsion, he becomes out of balance. This results in loss of suspension (see Glossary).


SOLUTIONS




a Keep the trot active, but slow down the tempo. When the trot is too fast, the hind legs are often left out behind the horse. This means he is only able to propel himself forwards, rather than propel and carry weight, leading to flat steps.




	The fast trot will cause the horse to brace his head and neck to act as a counterbalance, giving the rider a heavy feel on the reins.


	Our aim is to achieve a better balance where the horse is able to show some airborne steps.


	When the horse’s back is like an elastic swinging bridge, conveying uninterrupted energy from the haunches forward to the forehand, it is possible to have suspension in the trot.





b A flat trot can be seen in a horse that generally lacks suppleness. In this event we must work methodically to make him more athletic, to produce a happy athlete. This can easily take two or three months to show improvement. We can only proceed at the horse’s rate; we should not try and force him as this will be mentally and physically harmful to him.




	Our programme will include many transitions, both between the gaits and within them. This especially helps with longitudinal suppleness.


	Lateral work will help improve suppleness. Leg-yield, shoulder-in and haunches-in are all appropriate exercises to teach our horse, as we work on his straightness. As he improves, half-passes and pirouettes can also be added.
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