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Introduction


Learning to ride English style is a challenging goal, but, once you master the basic skills, it won’t be long before you’re cantering on trails, clearing fences, and learning fancy dressage movements.


Riding keeps you fit, makes you feel good, and is a lot of fun. Soon you’ll be hooked, and horses will become a major part of your life. One lesson a week will turn into three. You’ll start helping out at the barn. You’ll trade in your jeans for breeches. Soon, the sales assistant at the local tack shop will know you by name. Eventually, you’ll start scanning the Internet for horses for sale. There’s no escape from the world of horses.


But let’s be realistic. First, you have to take regular lessons and spend hours in the saddle. Becoming a good rider doesn’t happen over-night. Most of us work hard and ride a lot of horses before we become experienced riders.


It’s essential that you find a friendly, patient instructor. Even Olympic riders have coaches. Why? Because even experienced riders know that, no matter how confident you become about your riding ability or how naturally talented you are, you never stop learning. Every time you mount a new horse, jump around a strange course, or take a fall, you add to your knowledge of horses and riding.


This book will instruct you about how to develop an excellent riding position and a secure seat so that you can communicate effectively with a horse. It also teaches you how to ride a horse at any speed and over fences. Read this book before you head for your riding lessons, and use it over and over again as a reference. So, what are you waiting for? Happy reading and riding!
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Getting Started


If you want to improve your riding skills, the most important thing you should do is find a good riding instructor and sign up for lessons. If you don’t have your own horse, you can take lessons at a riding school or with an instructor who has his or her own string of school horses.


If you are lucky enough to have your own horse but are new to riding, it might be a good idea to board your horse at a barn that has an experienced instructor.


Choosing a Riding School


Check the bulletin board at your local tack shop for signs advertising local riding schools or instructors. Ask the sales assistant if she can recommend any decent schools or reputable instructors.


Also, look in the Yellow Pages of your telephone book or on the Internet for riding schools or lesson barns near you. Several may be advertised, but it’s impossible to tell from an ad if the school offers quality instruction. Ask the opinion of someone who already rides there. If she likes it, call the manager and ask to look around during lessons.


When you arrive, stop by the stable’s office and see the manager. She may want to give you a quick tour around the barn, or she may send you off by yourself to have a snoop. When walking around, keep the following in mind:


The Staff: The riding school employees should be friendly and dressed in appropriate clothing for riding—such as breeches or jeans and boots, not shorts and sandals. No one should be smoking around the barn area. Safety-minded horse people know that one spark can ignite a bale of hay and cause a fire. Barn workers should be kind but firm with the horses. You shouldn’t see anyone shouting at or beating horses.




The Barn: The stable area at a responsible riding school is tidy. Manure and used bedding are swept neatly on a muck heap, away from the barn. You won’t see litter on the ground. Peek over a couple of stable doors and check the cleanliness. If horses are standing in piles of manure or puddles of urine, it’s best to leave and find another school.


The buildings should be in good repair. You should not spot broken glass or equipment with sharp edges that could hurt you or a horse. Stroll out to the fields or turn-out areas. No rusty farm equipment or garbage should clutter these areas.
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Take lessons from a qualified instructor.


The Horses and Ponies: Check that the school’s horses and ponies look alert and interested in what is going on around them. They must be well groomed and have shiny, healthy-looking coats. You can be less critical in the winter when it’s hard to keep horses and ponies completely mud-free, especially if they spend time in a field.


The horses must look well fed; you shouldn’t be able to see their ribs. Don’t ride at a school where the horses look tired and in poor condition. Ask how many times a day a horse is ridden. He should be used for no more than three lessons a day. Don’t hand over your money to ride a horse who has been ridden more than that.


The Lessons: Watch a lesson or two. Does the school match students and horses by size and ability? If you’re petite, you don’t want to get stuck riding a giant horse because your legs may not be effective on his sides. Plus, you may not be strong enough to control him. And if you’re just learning to ride, you don’t want to be assigned a frisky horse. Do the lesson horses seem well behaved and fairly obedient?


School horses can be sluggish, and sometimes they ignore their rider’s aids. This is fairly normal. Who can blame them? Being ridden by bouncy beginners every day is no picnic! But if the riders seem to be having serious problems with their horses, this may not be a reputable school. There should be no bucking, kicking, rearing, or bolting in a class for novice riders.


The horses should be wearing simple, well-fitting tack. It doesn’t have to be brand-new, but it should be clean and in good condition. Ideally, the horses should be wearing snaffle bits, but stronger horses may have Kimberwickes or Pelhams in their mouths. Avoid a barn that uses gag bits or hackamores; these are severe and should be only used by experienced riders.


Do the students wear safety helmets? Even the safest, quietest horse can spook or stumble, causing his rider to fall. A truly responsible, safety-conscious instructor insists that her students wear approved helmets. The instructor should also wear a helmet when mounted, to set a good example for her students.
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The barn area should be neat and tidy
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The horses should look happy and healthy.


And finally, are all the students in a class of the same riding level and approximate age group? If you’re a beginner, you don’t want to be stuck in a class with riders jumping 3-foot fences. You want to be with people at your level. For adults, it can be frustrating to ride in a class with an eight-year-old whiz kid who is already jumping courses.


Choosing a Riding Instructor


In the United States, there is no national licensing system for horse trainers, so you’ll need to investigate before signing up with an instructor. Anyone can put up a sign stating that she is an instructor, and many of these people are not qualified to teach. Ask your friends if they can recommend an experienced instructor with a good reputation.


If someone sounds interesting, call her and let her know how much riding you have done and what sort of riding activities you would like to do. You should enjoy chatting with the instructor. She should be pleasant and sound knowledgeable. Ask how long she has been teaching and about her riding experiences. A good instructor has ridden and competed successfully for many years.


Try to find an instructor who has completed a certification program. While accreditation doesn’t necessarily mean that the individual is a better teacher than one who is not certified, it does mean that the person has completed a solid program and will keep safety issues in mind. There are several different certification associations in the United States including the Certified Horsemanship Association, the American Riding Instructors Association, the American Association for Horsemanship Safety, and the United States Dressage Federation, among others. These instructors should be professional and safety conscious, as well as insured—another important thing you must check for when looking for an instructor.


When browsing through the ads in horse magazines, you’ll notice that many instructors specialize in one equestrian sport—such as dressage, eventing, or show jumping. If you’re just starting your riding career, you don’t really require a specialist. You want a good, all-around instructor who can teach you the basics of riding in a safe, fun manner. Then, when you are ready, you can decide if one particular equestrian sport is for you. If you’re really eager to learn dressage, however, by all means call up a dressage instructor.


Ask what the instructor charges per lesson, and then ask your friends how much they pay. This will give you an idea of the local going rate. Some instructors give a discount if you pay for a large number of lessons up front. Individual lessons cost more than group ones.


Once you’ve located an instructor that fits your needs, ask if you can drop by and watch her teach. She shouldn’t mind. Signs of a good instructor include:


[image: image]  She is patient and doesn’t mind explaining things.


[image: image]  Her classes are small, and each student gets plenty of attention.


[image: image]  Her horses are well mannered and can do what is asked of them.


[image: image]  Her students look confident and appear to be having a good time.


[image: image]  Her classes are varied and students do not spend the entire lesson working on the same thing.


[image: image]  She doesn’t shout at or bully her students.
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A good instructor gives you plenty of attention.


If you like what you see, book some lessons. The instructor will have you sign a release form before she lets you on one of her horses. This form usually states that you understand that riding is a dangerous sport and you will not hold the instructor responsible if you get hurt.


The first few lessons you take may be private, so the instructor can determine how well you ride and place you in a class that suits your needs.


What You Should Wear to Ride


It’s not necessary to buy expensive riding clothes right away. A pair of well-fitting jeans and boots or low-heeled shoes with laces are fine for your first two or three lessons. Never wear sneakers because you need heels to keep your feet from slipping through the stirrups.


After a couple of lessons, you should know if you’re going to continue riding. If you are, it’s time to pay a visit to the local tack shop. Here’s the basic gear you need if you plan to ride regularly:


A riding helmet: A helmet is your most important item of safety gear. Never ride without one. Buy an ASTM/SEI-approved safety-riding helmet that meets the tough standards set by the American Society for Testing and Materials and has the Safety Equipment Institute seal. Buy one at a tack shop and make sure it fits properly. Try on several brands to find one that fits you. After placing the helmet on your head, use your hands to move it back and forth. The right size fits snugly and does not shift at all. Don’t try to save money by buying a used helmet because you may not be able to tell just by looking at it if it has been dented or damaged.
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