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Foreword




Few sports require skill and ­fitness from two individuals working as partners to create one harmonious image. Classical dressage brings man and horse together, performing with power and grace in an effortless series of movements, with a nearly invisible means of communication, like ­seasoned dance partners.


We communicate with the horse through our seat, and we can influence him by being exact in our position and the use of our aids. Our equine partner is developed athletically through a series of time-honored exercises and movements that systematically improve muscular strength and suppleness. It requires strict self-discipline for the rider to learn to control his or her own body, and patience to allow the time necessary for the horse to develop his muscles properly.  Shortcuts for either partner can manifest as frustration, particularly for the horse, who may experience fatigue, stiffness, or injury and is often misunderstood as he expresses this.


This book illustrates the exercises that are incorporated into training the dressage horse. Trainers may favor one exercise over another through their own experience, but it is ultimately the rider who is responsible for his or her own education. Having a broader understanding of the classic principles of dressage through these exercises will help the rider develop the skill and feel necessary to develop a harmonious partnership with the horse.




— Lisa Wilcox


Team Bronze Medal 2004 Olympics,


Individual Silver Medal 2003 European Championships,


Team Silver Medal 2002 World Equestrian Games
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Introduction
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Warming up is critical to help your horse begin to move better and work more from the haunches.







Dressage requires that we make athletes of our horses and ourselves. As with any fitness program, it is helpful to have a coach who can wear many hats: advice giver, expert, cheerleader. For most of us, though, working with a trainer every day is impossible. Even once a week can be a luxury! This book was written to serve as a coach when you and your horse are going solo.


The Thinking Rider


The exercises in this book are designed to help you feel and respond to your horse. You will learn to determine how many repetitions you should do, to understand how he was affected by each pattern, and to decide what he needs next. In other words, this book is intended to put you in the role of the trainer who takes responsibility for creating purposeful workouts. To do this, you will need to determine what your horse needs each day.


As you ride through these exercises, you will develop a sense of how your horse responds to them and learn to recognize differences in his quality of movement before and after each exercise.




Commitment


The first step on your dressage journey requires that you work with your horse as often as possible. Horses don’t become athletes by sitting in a stall or a paddock. Neither do riders. If you ride only once a week (or less), your muscle tone deteriorates and your balance suffers. This is when riders stagnate and hit plateaus, struggling each time they ride. You don’t have to do a one-hour workout. Twenty minutes can be sufficient, as long as it’s consistent — four or five days a week is fine. Commitment is the key.








	

Dressage Across Disciplines




An adorable rogue of a pony named Carrecogh Charlotte carried me to one of the finest moments thus far in my life with horses. Along the way she taught me the value of gymnasticizing a horse. At 13 years old, aboard my sturdy Welsh Cob mare, I became the youngest rider in history to win the prestigious Vermont’s Green Mountain Horse Association’s 100-Mile Competitive Trail Ride. It remains the achievement I am most proud of, even though it seems like ages ago now. I didn’t realize at that time just what an accomplishment it was, but since then, I have come to understand what a complex art it is to create a fit horse that happily and wholeheartedly undertakes his job.


I had used what some folks at that time thought was an unconventional conditioning program. We didn’t do much sprint work; we didn’t rack up a ton of miles each week; we didn’t even go down the trail every day. We did do a steady and rhythmic jaunt down the road regularly, never with much speed, and we did at least two 45-minute sessions of dressage per week. It was those dressage sessions, I believe, that made Charlotte so impressively sound in the end. I never schooled her with the thought of performing a dressage test. In fact, I don’t recall ever doing many formal dressage movements with her. Mostly what I worked on was keeping her balanced and moving straight, which helped keep her bulky muscles loose and elastic.


In May 2004, a member of the USET Endurance Team contacted me to train her team horse. Once again, I got to employ my ideas about dressage conditioning to a non dressage horse. Nicole Wiere of Elk Grove, CA, and I worked together for a few months, and the resulting changes in her horse Rebel were dramatic. Primarily, what I found is that Rebel had become stiff from doing his job for so long without sophisticated balance. I used much of the material in the following chapters to change him. He is now moving more smoothly and evenly, and Nicole will be a strong force in endurance racing for years to come.








Have a Plan


The next part of the dressage equation is to create a plan. Too many riders end up aimlessly riding around their arenas, trying to recall what they worked on in the last clinic or lesson or what they read in a magazine article last night. Without a trainer right there pushing them through a drill, they are a little unsure what they should work on. They trot around for a few minutes, get bored, and either end at that point or go for a trail ride instead. Or perhaps they end up working on the same thing every day. You need to have a plan for each day of the week you ride.




Structure Your Week


Both to develop athletic prowess and to prevent boredom and stagnation, it helps to devise a weekly schooling plan that will increase your horse’s skills and be fun for you both. As you discover the benefits and challenges of the 101 exercises in this book, you can build various routines that meet your needs for each ride and fit your time frame.


Below is an example of a six-day schedule that I follow with my horses.








MONDAY:


One-hour Loosening Session


Ride the horse in a long and low frame in all three gaits, stretching his topline. Practice lots of bending in this frame. Ride simple transitions; do a few turns on the forehand. You want to utilize exercises that your horse responds to in a relaxed manner and that make him more supple. That may include some lateral work, or it might be a lot of walking or a big gallop in a large open space. Learn what works for your horse, but don’t do work on this day that demands a lot of engagement or that taxes the horse mentally.


TUESDAY:


New Material


Following a 20-minute warmup, introduce a new exercise from this book or a movement that isn’t yet confirmed, such as a halfpass or flying changes. In order to finish on a positive note, I usually end the session with something the horse knows and does well.


WEDNESDAY:


Ground Work and Longeing


I use longeing (with sliding side reins) to help loosen and strengthen my horses without a rider on their backs. I make the longeing session challenging for them by asking for frequent transitions between all three gaits and varying the pace of each gait. We make circles of all sizes and change direction at least four times during each longeing session. I also longe over cavalletti or ground poles.


THURSDAY:


New Material


Either build on Tuesday’s work or introduce a new exercise from this book.


FRIDAY:


Fitness


Spend an hour working on cardiovascular fitness: Ride up and down hills, canter for long stretches of time, etc. This would be a good day for jumping cross rails or trail riding.


SATURDAY:


Confirmed Movements


I call this a “tour through the current development level.” After warming up, I ride the horse at his current performance level, executing every movement and transition that he has confirmed to date. That may include lateral work, lengthening, various figures, and canter movements. One option is to practice a dressage test at your level. Remember to allow the horse several walk breaks during your session.


SUNDAY:


Off








What You Need


Initially, it might be helpful to have a pair of eyes on the ground (a trainer or knowledgeable friend) to help determine if your horse is fulfilling the goals of the exercise and to help you develop a greater feel for what you’re trying to accomplish. This will also help you ride accurately through a pattern. Strive to be very precise each time you ride one of these exercises.




Your Arena


You will need a suitable riding arena for these exercises, ideally one about 60 feet by 180 feet. You can still accomplish the exercises in a smaller arena, but you may need to modify some of them to fit.
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Dressage letters are not just decorative. They define exact points to begin and finish exercises or describe circles. They keep your geometry precise so each exercise can fulfill its potential.







Footing is critical. The best option is sand that is about 3 inches deep and evenly distributed throughout your arena. The surface should be completely flat.


Harrowing or dragging your arena once a week is necessary, because working on hard or uneven ground is extremely stressful to a horse’s ligaments and joints and is not stable for most canter and lateral exercises in this book. Furthermore, it is frustrating for the horse not to be able to balance himself properly and move freely.


Once you have a place to ride with suitable footing, then set up dressage letters around the perimeter. See the diagram for how to space them. You can purchase these letters from tack shops or catalogues or make your own by spray-painting letters on old buckets, flowerpots, blocks of wood, or anything that will stand up or can be propped or tacked up.


For certain figures in this book, you’ll need a set of small cones to use as markers. They are useful in marking off distances and setting up perfect squares, circles, etc. Many department stores sell small plastic orange cones about four inches high, which will work fine. The best ones, though, are the John Lyons training cones sold in most English riding catalogues. They don’t get brittle in cold weather, and if you accidentally ride over them, they compress and bounce out of the way without injuring your horse.


I often refer in the exercises to riding on the “rail” or the “wall.” I am assuming you will have a clearly marked perimeter to your arena, either a fence, a rail, or a wall. If not, you can always spray-paint white lines on the ground to define your working area.




Ground Poles


Several exercises in the book call for the use of ground poles. The best option is to use regular jumping poles. These are between 3 and 4 inches in diameter and 10 or 12 feet long, cut to a smooth round shape. Octagonal poles can also be used, although many times they are not straight and do not lie flat on the ground. If you have plain wood-colored poles, paint a 12-inch stripe in the middle of each as a visual guide to the center.


Avoid plastic poles, which get brittle in dry, cold conditions and may break if stepped on.




Other Equipment


Make a habit of using polo wraps or splint boots on your horse, especially when schooling lateral work or over ground poles. Many horses tend to interfere, or hit their front fetlocks together. Protect lower legs to keep your horse injury free.



Introduction to the Exercises


Most of the exercises in this book are suitable for riders of all levels. Difficult or advanced ones are noted at the beginning of the exercise. Many of the exercises include some leg-yielding, so if you or your horse is not competent in that, it will be useful to add it to your repertoire as soon as possible.


Read all the way through each exercise before riding it. Make sure you understand it and set up small cones to keep yourself on pattern as needed. In most cases, repeat these exercises (except when noted) several times. The value of an exercise is often enhanced through repetition. Short periods of exertion repeated frequently will help you strengthen or stretch a certain area of the horse.






Dressage Movements: A Visual Glossary


Here is a visual guide to the dressage movements you will use in this book. Next to each drawing is an icon that ­represents that movement in the arena diagrams that accompany the exercises.
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	level of difficulty



	1 horse
	beginner




	2 horses
	intermediate




	3 horses
	advanced











	working walk
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	slow trot
	[image: image]




	working trot
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	lengthened trot
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	collected canter
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	canter
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	counter-canter
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	transition
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	flying change
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	halt
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	turn on haunches
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	¼ turn on haunches
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	turn on forehand
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	¼ turn on forehand
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	shoulder-in
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	shoulder-out
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	haunches-in
	[image: image]




	haunches-out
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	shoulder-fore
	[image: image]




	pirouette
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	leg-yield
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	half-pass
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	side-pass
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	ground pole
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	cross rail
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	cone
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	rein-back
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