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Introduction
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As defined in the BHS Dressage Rules: ‘The object of dressage is the harmonious development of the physique and ability of the horse. As a result it makes the horse calm, supple, loose and flexible, but also confident, attentive and keen, so achieving perfect understanding with his rider.’


This is shown by the paces being free and regular, the movements being carried out with harmony, ease and lightness, the engagement of the hindquarters giving activity and impulsion, the lightness of the forehand, and the acceptance of the bit without any tenseness or resistance.


The horse should give the impression that he is doing of his own accord what is being asked of him without force from the rider. He must remain straight in movements on a straight line and bend correctly on curved lines. The horse must respond to the aids willingly and without resistance, hesitation or tension.


It can take months and indeed years of hard work and dedication to produce a well-schooled horse capable of achieving all of the above. The delight of riding an educated horse makes this effort worthwhile, particularly if the rider has the satisfaction of having done it himself.


Like any athlete, the horse must work through suppling and strengthening exercises several times a week to improve and maintain his athletic ability. In the same way that a human athlete spends time on simple stretching and loosening exercises to limber up before more strenuous work, so we, as riders, must ensure that we give the horse time to do the same.


The exercises in this book are presented in order of difficulty and may be worked through as a pattern for schooling.


The horse’s ability to concentrate for long periods is limited, so to avoid boredom, aim to keep your schooling sessions from between half to threequarters of an hour’s duration.


Allow time after schooling for the horse to cool off and stretch his neck on a long-rein walk.
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Tack and equipment





The most important factors are that horse and rider are comfortable and that the tack and equipment is safe. It is not essential to use a dressage saddle for schooling on the flat. Much of the dressage work is vital for jumping in any case, so the horse must respond to stirrups at jumping length as well as at dressage length.


The saddle must fit both horse and rider. Neither can perform well if the saddle is uncomfortable. A correctly fitted numnah adds to the comfort by cushioning the horse’s back.


Accidents can happen just as easily when working on the flat, so make sure that the stirrups are the correct size and the leathers are safe. The bit must fit the horse and be neither too wide nor too narrow, and the bridle must be correctly fitted with the bit neither too high nor too low in the horse’s mouth. A variety of different snaffles are allowed under dressage or horse trials rules, so choose one that suits your horse best.


Always wear a hard hat with a chin strap fastened, even when only riding on the flat. Footwear must be suitable – either long riding boots or jodhpur boots. Breeches or jodhpurs are the most comfortable but trousers with long or short chaps will also give grip and support.


Gloves are compulsory in official dressage tests so it is sensible to become accustomed to wearing them at home when schooling.


It is a good idea to practise using the same tack and clothes as you use in a competition so that you are as happy in them as in your everyday kit.
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