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DEDICATION



To Edwin and Lenrose Jahiel — two extraordinary teachers


AND


To the readers!


No book can teach you to ride, but by offering analysis, explanations, and possible solutions, a book can help you achieve additional insights and give you some ideas to discuss with your instructor, all of which helps improve your riding and your relationship with your horse.


My overall ambition, in my writing and my teaching, has always been to enable horses and riders to understand each other better and enjoy each other more. Life is too short for any one of us to make all the possible mistakes and discoveries on our own. It’s essential for us to be able to learn from other people’s experiences — that’s what this book is all about.
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FOREWORD


THIS IS A “HOW-TO” BOOK for people with a deep interest in improving their riding. A firm believer in the principles of classical training, Jessica Jahiel has worked with thousands of horses and riders in her lifetime. Multitudes of riders, from occasional trail-riders to full-time professionals, have written to her Horse-Sense e-mail newsletter asking for help with an enormous variety of problems relating to horses and riding. From these questions she has built this book, which follows her successful Horse Behavior Problem Solver and has the same accessible Q&A format.


Jessica writes clearly and well, and her book is easy to read. The questions follow the logical sequence of learning to ride. One thing I particularly like about this book is that in answering each question she gives one or more wrong approaches to correcting the problem, explains why they won’t work and then presents the right approach and explains why it will work. Though this book is not technically about teaching riding, you will learn a lot about good riding instruction before you are finished.


Another fine aspect of this book is Jessica’s consistent and persistent emphasis on kindness to both horse and rider. Most of us already know the advantages of using kindness, but it does only good to keep that in front of us.


SALLY SWIFT
Author of Centered Riding





PREFACE


REGARDLESS OF WHERE THEY LIVE, what sort of horses they ride, and what riding disciplines they follow, riders everywhere share the same worries and frustrations, wrestle with the same problems, and experience the same joys.


Riders of all ages, all over the world, ask similar questions about all aspects of riding. All are concerned with learning the physical skills of riding: balance, coordination, and the application of the aids. All are concerned with finding suitable tack and clothing, locating good instructors, and getting the greatest benefit from lessons and clinics. Issues of position and balance, tack and clothing, confidence and fear, comfort and discomfort, exist for all riders. Even riders who ride only once or twice a month, and can never be sure that they will be assigned the same horse for two consecutive lessons, want and need to know what they can do to improve their understanding, their skills, and their comfort and security in the saddle.


Riders want to know how to deal with all of these issues and more. They want to know how to handle fatigue, anger, frustration, and fear. They want to know how they can make progress when they are busy, less fit than they would like to be, and unable to ride on a regular schedule.


All riders want to know how to overcome the problems presented by their horse’s conformation, fitness level, aptitude, and attitude, and they also want to know how to overcome the problems presented by their own conformation, fitness level, aptitude, and attitude. Many of them have questions they don’t feel comfortable asking their instructors (“Should I let other people ride my horse?”; “Should I be riding a lot of different horses in my lessons, or just one?”).


Riders want to know everything, and most of all they want to know the things that they haven’t been taught. They want to know how to mount easily and safely, especially if they are older and less flexible than they once were. They want to know how to hold their reins correctly and how to post the trot without making a huge effort and feeling unbalanced. They want to know how to get their horses to pick up a canter smoothly and they want to know how to sit the canter comfortably. They want to know whether their instructors are good, how to evaluate a clinician, and how and when and why to use whips and spurs.


Some riders want to overcome the fear that is keeping them from enjoying their horses. Riders with pain from injuries or illness want to know what they can do to go on enjoying their sport. All of them want to feel competent and confident, and all of them want to enjoy their horses more.


The purpose of this book is not to teach riders how to train or school their horses; that will be the subject of a future book. The Rider’s Problem Solver is all about riders and their problems and concerns. Its primary purpose is to provide riders with information, advice, and suggestions that will help them improve their riding skills whether they ride their own horses, lease horses, borrow horses, or only ride a few times a year on holidays or at a local rental stable. It is intended to help riders deal with riding problems and to help them to ride more comfortably and effectively.


The titles of the chapters are simple and self-explanatory; the questions are real questions submitted to the Horse-Sense newsletter by riders of all ages and skill levels from all around the world.


JESSICA JAHIEL
Summerwood Farm
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PART I


Mount Up and Ride


GETTING ON AND OFF


STAYING ON: WHAT’S YOUR POSITION?


AT THE WALK


AT THE TROT


AT THE CANTER


ABOUT JUMPING


ON THE TRAIL




CHAPTER 1
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Getting On and Off


MOUNTING AND DISMOUNTING are two activities often dreaded by riders and neglected by instructors. Riders with weak ankles, painful knees, or stiff hips often find mounting both painful and embarrassing. Some riders give up riding because of the physical and emotional strain of clambering painfully upward while praying that the horse won’t move and the saddle won’t slip. Meanwhile, many horses also experience back pain and physical damage when riders mount awkwardly.


There are various ways to solve the problem of difficult and painful mounting and dismounting. Sometimes the solution is better technique; sometimes it’s a taller mounting block. Dismounting is usually less challenging, but it’s a moment at which the rider is particularly vulnerable. Careful, smooth, safe mounting and dismounting should be every rider’s habit.



I’m Uncomfortable Mounting from the Ground


Q Although I have ridden many times, I still have trouble mounting from the ground. I always seem to need a mounting stool. Is there anything that could possibly help me in mounting? Maybe a special technique or some little thing that I haven’t learned will make it easier for me.


A It’s a good idea to know how to mount from the ground; every rider should be able to do this. But once you’ve learned how, and can do it if you have to, I suggest that you do it only on those occasions when you have no other choice. It’s easier for you and your horse if you use a mounting block. (See page 361 for directions on building a sturdy four-step version.)


Be creative. A mounting block doesn’t have to be a purpose-built device in an arena. If there’s no mounting block, look for something else that might serve. An overturned bucket, a chunk of log, a large rock, a fire hydrant — I have personally used all of these at one time or another. If there is nothing for you to stand on, try standing your horse on the low side of a slope or in a ditch.


Stand as close to your horse as you can. Trying to climb on from even a short distance away puts an incredible amount of torque on your horse’s back, on your saddle tree, and on your own back.


As for how to mount: Think about getting up and out of a swimming pool when there are no steps or ladder. I’m sure you’ve done this before! The key is to stand as close as you can to the edge of the pool, put your hands on the edge, and push yourself straight up. As soon as your body begins to rise, lean forward slightly, so that your body weight is over your hands and arms. If you swim, try this, then move back just an inch or two from the edge and try it again. It works only when you stand right at the edge and lift yourself straight up, shifting your weight forward onto your hands right away.


The basic idea behind mounting is exactly the same: You want to push off with your legs so that your body is balanced over your hands, over the saddle.


1. Stand at your horse’s shoulder, as close to him as possible, facing to the rear. Hold the reins and a handful of mane in your left hand, just in front of the withers. Your right rein should be slightly shorter than your left rein.


2. Using your right hand, twist the stirrup until you can put the toe of your left foot into it. When the ball of your foot is on the stirrup, turn your toe in toward your horse’s girth. If your toe digs into your horse’s body as you mount, he may, quite reasonably, interpret this as a signal to move. If your toe digs into the girth, it won’t bother him as much and he is more likely to stand still.


3. Put your right hand on the waist, or twist, of the saddle — that’s the narrowest part of the seat, just behind the pommel. Bend your right knee so that you can bounce once or twice if you need to, then, keeping your toe turned into the horse’s girth and your own body as close as possible to your horse’s body, jump up from the ground.


As soon as you jump, your number one priority is to get your weight up and balanced over the top of your saddle. Do this as quickly and smoothly as you can, so that you are supporting your weight on your hands at the top of your jump. Your left foot will be in the stirrup, but you’ll put very little weight on that foot.


NOTE: Don’t put your right hand on the cantle for two reasons: It twists the saddle tree, and it will also put your own right hand and arm just exactly where your body will need to be in another second! You need to go straight up without pausing, so don’t stop until your weight is on your hands and arms.


4. As your body comes up, slide your right hand down until you are gripping the skirt of the saddle on the right (the skirt is the little flap that covers the stirrup bar). When you’ve got it in your hand, push down with your right arm as though you were pushing the right side of the saddle away from you. This will help you get up and over while keeping the saddle in place. (If you are riding in a Western saddle, put your right hand on the swell, just to the right of the saddle horn, and push down.)


5. With your weight on your hands and arms, you are free to swing your right leg over the saddle. When your leg is on the right side of the saddle, pick up your right stirrup with your foot and balance your position before you sink softly into the saddle. It may seem easier to sit down first and then pick up your offside stirrup, but don’t give in to that temptation. When you pick up both stirrups and balance your weight before you lower yourself softly into the saddle, your backside will have a controlled descent, not an abrupt, forceful impact that can hurt the horse’s back.


This sounds complicated, I know, but it all makes sense, and you’ll find that it takes you much less time to do than it did to read about doing it. If you’re in a situation where you must mount from the ground, it’s important that you do it well so that your horse won’t be uncomfortable. If he knows that mounting is going to be unpleasant for him, he’ll quickly learn to back away or swing his hindquarters away from you in an effort to avoid the unpleasantness.


My number one suggestion about mounting from the ground remains: Try to avoid it if possible! Doing most, if not all, of your mounting from a mounting block will protect your horse’s back, your saddle tree, and your own back.
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Use a strong, tall, sturdy mounting block to protect and preserve your horse’s back, your own back, and your saddle tree.
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It’s useful to know how to mount from the ground, but try to avoid it if you can.



My Horse Won’t Stand Still for Mounting


Q When I put the mounting block beside my 5-year-old Arabian mare and step up on it, she backs up or moves sideways. I spent a day teaching her to stand still by gradually working up to mounting — stepping up and down off the box; stepping up, putting my left hand on her crest, stepping down; eventually putting my foot in the stirrup; and then getting on. I praised her and gave her a treat when she stood still, and if she moved I quietly said “no” and moved her back into position. She did really well that day, and for two or three days afterward she stood perfectly still while I got on. Now she’s backing up again.


Do you think I just need to spend another day on the “standing still” lesson? I spent about half an hour on it that day. I make sure not to jab her with my toe, I take little or no contact with her mouth while mounting, and the saddle fits her well, so I don’t think I’m doing anything that could make her uncomfortable. Once I get on, she stands still and waits for me to ask her to walk forward. She’s very laid-back, and I always have to encourage her to go forward at the walk, but she is quite forward at the trot. She’s comfortable and happy with me on her back, stretches her head and neck down, and is doing great. If she moved forward while mounting I could take contact with her mouth to make her stop, but because she’s moving backward, I’m not sure what to do. I tried standing her with her rear end in a corner, but she always wriggles her way out somehow.


A This isn’t an unusual problem, and there are several things you can do. First, though, be sure that your saddle isn’t pulling or shifting in a way that makes your mare uncomfortable when you mount. Very few riders have access to a tall enough mounting block to enable them to step across onto the horse’s back. Most mounting blocks serve only to make the rider a little taller, so even with a mounting block, it’s important to show consideration for the horse by mounting in a way that creates the least amount of pressure and torque on the horse’s back.


Also, be certain that your mare is standing in balance before you mount. If her own weight is unevenly supported because her legs are too close together or too far apart, the addition of your weight, especially while you mount, will force her to shift and take a step or two just to keep upright. If you teach her to stop and stand square for mounting, she’ll be much less likely to shift out of position.


If you’re sure that she’s comfortable, then the problem is likely to be one of communication. She doesn’t understand that she is expected to stand still and that she must stand still! You will have to convince her that standing still is easier and more fun than the alternatives.


Because what you have done in the past worked, you might return to it; one afternoon’s practice won’t last a lifetime. You have to be consistent in your requests and your praise. Think back and remember exactly what you did to teach her to stand for mounting, and then watch yourself carefully and notice whether you are doing something differently now. You may find that you are giving her a signal without meaning to do so.


Try teaching a verbal command — “Stand!” is quite useful. Use the word whenever she is standing quietly, and she will soon learn to associate the word with what she is doing.


Sometimes, just putting the horse back into position isn’t enough. Not all horses respond in the same way, so here is another option for you to try.


If your horse steps sideways, away from you, use the stiff fingers of your right hand or the butt end of your whip to prod her barrel lightly while your other hand leads her a little forward. What you are going to do here is to turn her evasion (moving her hindquarters sideways) into an exercise (moving her hindquarters sideways while moving forward on a small circle). Just do one or two or three circles, with your left hand keeping her nose tipped a little toward you and your body sending her forward on a small circle, while your right hand is giving her a gentle poke in the ribs and asking her to step underneath herself and reach across under her body with her inside hind leg. This is also quite a useful gymnastic exercise for suppling your horse — in dressage, it’s the beginning of in-hand work.




You will have to convince the horse that standing still is easier and more fun than the alternatives.




Similarly, if her evasion is to walk backward, use your fingers or the butt of your whip to prod her chest gently and ask her to back, calmly and in a straight line, for five or ten steps. Then when you lead her back to the block and put her into position and tell her to stand, she may decide that standing still is the best choice.


Remember that you aren’t punishing her; you are educating her. Work very calmly and quietly without getting angry. When you ask her to move sideways or backward, don’t jerk her to punish her; ask her gently to move off correctly and energetically, so that she has to work. At first you may need to ask her multiple times, but you won’t have to do this for long. If she’s a clever mare, which she probably is, she will figure it out for herself and teach herself the lesson without the two of you ever having a fight of any kind.


One more thing to think about: There’s no such thing as a onetime “standing still lesson.” If you want your horse to stand still every time, you need to be ready and willing to take a few minutes to remind her what you want her to do every time. If you’re careless and start to mount while she’s standing in an unbalanced position, you’re effectively asking her to move. If you’re in a hurry and you mount even though she starts to move when you don’t want her to, you’re effectively saying “It’s fine with me if you move.” Be very clear about where you want her to stand and what you expect her to do and correct her whenever she does something else. Training is always a work in progress, not a permanent fix.


You’ve done well so far — after all, just half an hour’s practice resulted in several days of standing still. But what she understands right now is “This is something I can do” rather than “This is something I must do.” It will take much more practice before standing quietly becomes something that she does automatically, without wondering whether you want her to do it every time.



Holding the Reins and Saddle While Mounting


Q I’ve taken up riding again after 20 years, and either I’m remembering things wrong or there have been a lot of changes in what’s considered right. When I rode at camp as a child, the riding counselor had a certain way that she wanted us to hold our reins and saddles when we mounted the horses. Then when I was 12 and started taking regular lessons, the instructor had a different way that he wanted us to hold our reins and saddle. I thought that maybe the camp way was for little kids and the new way was the right way. But my current instructor is asking me to do it a third way!


Here are the three ways: At camp, I was told to hold the pommel in my left hand and the cantle in my right hand, face the back of the saddle, and keep the reins tight. In my regular lessons from when I was 12 to about 16, the instructor told me to hold the mane in my left hand and the cantle in my right hand, face the front of the saddle, and keep the left rein tighter than the right so that if the horse tried to get away from me he would step away from me and not step on me with his hind feet.


Now my instructor says you should never face the front when you mount. She wants me to hold the mane in my left hand and hold the pommel with my right hand, face the back of the saddle, hold the reins just barely tight with the right rein tighter than the left one, and never touch the cantle. Her way seems to work fine, but why are there three ways to mount and which way is really the right way? Also, I definitely remember that we were always told to mount and dismount only from the left side, and my new instructor wants me to learn to mount and dismount from both sides.


A Your new instructor’s way makes more sense than the other ways you describe, and there are reasons for everything she asked you to do.


It’s okay to face front when using a mounting block, but she doesn’t want you to face front when you mount from the ground because it’s not safe. In that position, you can’t see what the horse’s hind legs are doing, and a surprise kick could hurt you very badly. The horse wouldn’t have to be kicking at you — he could be kicking at a fly, but if you were in the way, you would be sorry. Even if the horse never kicked, he might startle, jump, buck, or just begin to walk off as you mount, and if you’re facing his head, you’ll miss the moment when he begins to move and may have a difficult time stopping him.


There’s another good reason for facing backward and looking at the horse’s hock when you mount. If you are standing by the horse’s belly, facing forward, and he takes a step forward, he’ll be too far ahead of you for you to catch up and mount. If your foot is already in the stirrup, you might find yourself falling off the mounting block or hopping along after him for a step or two and then falling. Standing at the horse’s shoulder and doing a hop-and-swing into the saddle is much safer, because if the horse takes a step while you are halfway up his side, his movement will swing you into the saddle instead of away from it.
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When you hold the outside rein more tightly than the inside rein, it’s easier for the horse to swing his hindquarters toward you than away from you. If he moves while you are mounting, he’ll move toward you, making it easier for you to mount.


Holding the mane in your left hand along with your reins helps steady your hand and protect your horse against being jerked in the mouth. Holding the reins loosely might inspire your horse to walk off, but holding them tightly will make him uncomfortable and nervous. Or, depending on how he has been trained, it might make him think that you are asking him to walk backward. It makes more sense to hold the reins so that they are neither loose nor tight.


Uneven tension on the reins makes sense, too. If your horse doesn’t step forward but tends to swing his hindquarters away from you or even take a step sideways, be sure that when you pick up your reins in preparation for mounting, you shorten the right rein slightly. Horses find it easier to move their hindquarters away from a bend, so asking for a slight neck bend to the right means that he will find it easiest to swing his hindquarters to the left, which will move the saddle toward you instead of away from you. If you are in the process of mounting, having the horse move toward you makes your job easier.


Telling you that you should never touch the cantle is good advice. With one hand on the horse’s withers and the other just behind the pommel, you’re in a good position to shift your weight to your hands as you mount. If both of your hands are holding the saddle, you’re likely to put far too much weight in your left stirrup, and that, especially if you are holding the cantle, makes it likely that you will pull the saddle out of position. Even a large, solid Western saddle can slide out of position and end up sideways or even under the horse. If the person who pulls the saddle over when she’s mounting puts all of her weight in the left stirrup, just imagine where she and that saddle could end up.


Finally, it’s a very good idea to learn to mount and dismount from both sides. Not all horses accept being mounted from the right, so always ask before you attempt this. The unfamiliar sensation can cause reactions ranging from mild curiosity to a startled leap.


Tradition and convention are the only reasons we still mount and dismount from the left. When was the last time you saw someone mounting a horse while wearing a long sword? That was the last time you saw a rider with a really compelling reason to mount and dismount only from the left side.



Dismounting: Should I Jump Off or Slide Off?


Q When it’s time to dismount at the end of a ride, I never know quite how to do it. I ride English and Western, so maybe I need to learn two different ways to dismount. When I ride English, I usually swing my leg over and hold myself up with my arms (one hand on the withers and one on the saddle seat, just like mounting, only in reverse), and then I kick my left foot out of the stirrup and slide down the horse’s side. When I was younger I used to jump down instead of sliding down, but now that I’m (a lot) older I find that it really jars my feet and knees and back. I’ve started riding with a friend who always jumps off, and she says it’s important to jump and push yourself away from the horse instead of sliding down because if you slide you could get something caught, like your shirt or your necklace. Which way is right?


Also, what about stepping down? I dismount from my Western saddle pretty much the same way that I do from my English saddle. When I was young I used to lean forward and swing my right leg over the horse’s back and slide down to where my right foot was on the ground, then take my left foot out of the stirrup and put it on the ground. I can’t do that anymore; it’s too uncomfortable. I feel like I’m doing the splits. Is it okay to dismount without stepping down?


One more question: I’ve seen riders get off by taking their feet out of the stirrups and lifting their right leg over the saddle so that they’re sitting sideways in the saddle facing left, and then they just slide down with their back to the horse. Is that a good way to dismount? I never used to worry about this, but I guess now that I’m 40 years old, I’m getting more nervous. I make lists for everything these days and I think I need a checklist for dismounting.


A Dismounting is mounting in reverse — you’re absolutely right about that. The safety considerations are much the same: You want your horse to stand quietly, you want to dismount smoothly without kicking your horse as you bring your right leg across his croup, and whether you’re riding English or Western, you want to have both of your feet free of the stirrups before you take your weight off your arms and slide or jump down.


Sliding down is usually preferable to jumping down, because it keeps you closer to your horse and able to take a little support from the saddle as you dismount. If you’re riding Western, however, don’t lean too close to your saddle as you slide down! Your friend’s warning is accurate: Shirts and necklaces can get caught. You can avoid that situation by keeping your shirt tucked in and leaving your necklace at home. That’s a good idea in any case — for safety’s sake, jewelry for riding really should be limited to small stud earrings. But if you wear your shirt or T-shirt loose and floating, you may want to jump down instead of sliding down. It can be very awkward to start sliding down your horse’s side and then realize, too late, that while you are on your way to the ground, the front of your shirt (and perhaps even your bra!) seems to be attached to the saddle horn.


Apart from those considerations, whether you slide down or jump down depends on the height of your horse, the length of your arms, the condition of your feet, ankles, knees, and hips, and your own preferences. Either way, remember to bend your knees a little on the way down, so that you won’t land stiff-legged and feel the impact all the way up your spine.
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If you’re young and athletic, push yourself away from the horse’s neck and jump down.
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For most riders, a slow, gentle slide down the horse’s side is easier. Whichever your preference, be sure to have both feet out of the stirrups before you begin your descent.


Stepping down by leaving your left foot in your stirrup until your right foot is on the ground is a practice best left to tall cowboys on short horses. Riding safety involves giving some thought to “What if?” questions. Ask yourself what would happen if something startled your horse while you were dismounting. With both feet out of the stirrups and both legs together, you have a reasonably good chance of landing on your feet and perhaps pushing yourself away from the horse. With your left foot still in the stirrup (and high in the air if your horse is tall), you would be in a very precarious position. It would be hard for you to keep your balance if the horse moved, difficult for you to stop the horse, and quite possible that you could be dragged.


Swinging your leg over the horse’s neck and sliding down with your back to the saddle may seem slick and sophisticated, but it’s actually risky and rather silly. No matter how it’s done, dismounting always puts the rider into a vulnerable position for the second or two between sitting in the saddle and standing on the ground. This form of dismounting puts the rider in a particularly vulnerable position. If the horse should jump or throw his head up suddenly, as your leg was passing over his neck, you would be likely to land on your back with your head very close to the horse’s hooves.


Practice this safety exercise: When you’ve jumped up and are supporting all of your weight on your hands, kick your foot out of the stirrup and drop back to the ground instead of getting on. This can quite literally be a lifesaver.


Here’s your dismounting checklist:


1. Bring your horse to a balanced, square halt.


2. With both reins in your left hand, put your left hand on the horse’s neck just in front of the saddle and your right hand on the pommel.


3. Stand up in your stirrups.


4. Drop your right stirrup, begin putting your weight onto your hands and arms, and swing your right leg as high as you can over your horse’s rump.


5. With your legs together, still supporting yourself on your hands, take your left foot out of the stirrup and slide or jump to the ground.


6. Run up your stirrups, loosen the girth, and pat your horse.


One final thought: Many riders train their horses to line up and stand quietly next to the mounting block for both mounting and dismounting. If you own or lease the horse you ride, and if you have access to a heavy, sturdy mounting block, this option might suit you very well.



Emergency Dismounts


Q Would you please explain what emergency dismounts are and how to do them? I have a terrible fear of falling and would love to learn some way to “bail out” safely if I am in a situation where staying on the horse would be dangerous. I have heard of horses bolting into traffic or machinery or fences, and I dread something like that happening to me. I think I would feel better if I knew some way to get off the horse other than falling (I also have a terrible fear of being dragged).


A When you first get on a horse, you spend some time learning to mount. Often, you don’t learn how to dismount until the end of the ride and then you don’t really think about it much. Many riders aren’t very comfortable dismounting and they need to practice until both mounting and dismounting are easy. In Pony Club, we eventually require our riders to mount and dismount from both sides.


Until you are quite comfortable mounting and dismounting, and can do both easily, don’t attempt to practice emergency dismounts. If you are stiff because you are out of shape, have physical limitations, or are tense, you will need to become fitter and more flexible before you begin practicing emergency dismounts. Improving your physical fitness is a good idea anyway, for all riders! The improved fitness, flexibility, and balance will help your riding and will make you less likely to come off, suddenly or otherwise.


When we were children, we all knew how to fall and roll — we rolled in the grass, we rolled down hills when we could find them, and we delighted in our ability to do somersaults and the like. It was easier for us to keep our balance, and we didn’t worry when we lost our balance. But for many of us, that was a long time ago, and now that we are older and stiffer and more afraid of falling, we’ve forgotten how to break a fall by curling up and rolling. We stiffen and fall flat in exactly the way that you don’t want to hit the ground.


Learning how to fall off a horse can be useful. For one thing, it might lessen your fear of falling off! For another, it can give you a safer option in the event that you need to get off suddenly, without stopping, either because you have lost your balance completely or because the horse is no longer under control and is going somewhere you do not want to go with him (into traffic, say, or into a wire fence). But the emergency dismount shouldn’t be a rider’s first reaction to anything slightly nervous-making — it’s not the answer to every minor loss of balance or an appropriate reaction to every small leap, buck, or spook. There are times, depending on the situation and terrain, when it makes much more sense to stay with your horse.


If you determine that you do not want to stay with the horse, you need to know more than just how to get off in a hurry. You need to know how to come off, when to come off, and what to do after you come off: run with the horse, stop the horse, let the horse go, or roll as far away from the horse as possible. If you’re a jockey in a race, you’ll want to stay on until you can’t stay on any longer, and then roll up in a ball and stay in one place, hoping that the horses following yours will be able to avoid you. If you’re riding at slower speeds and in less dangerous circumstances, you have more choices.


Here is a common form of the emergency dismount.


1. Drop your stirrups.


2. Lean forward and look up and out, ahead of the horse.


3. Wrap your arms around the horse’s neck.


4. Straighten your legs, swing your right leg over the horse’s back, look up, and slide off.


NOTE: Some instructors advise doing this with no reins; others suggest keeping hold of the reins. I tend to prefer keeping hold of the reins, because that, plus keeping the head up, can help a rider land upright and looking forward. At that point, you can still drop the reins and let the horse go if you need to!


If you do opt to hold on to the reins, you’ll need to add two final steps to your emergency dismount:


5. Land with your knees slightly bent.


6. Immediately run a couple of steps with the horse before you let him go or try to stop him.


To get this right, you must practice! You don’t even have to involve a horse at first — you can use a barrel (brace it so it won’t roll). Just be sure that you have a soft surface to land on, and don’t wear your best clothes.


When you practice on a horse, start at a standstill, then at a walk, and eventually, if you can, the trot and canter. You’ll have to be quite a good rider to achieve this, not because it’s difficult to come off at trot and canter but because it can be very difficult to keep your horse moving at trot or canter once you initiate the dismount process. School horses are especially good at slowing to a walk or halt as soon as (in their minds) you begin to lose your balance. It’s part of their job to keep you on board, and they know it.


You can practice at the walk and trot by setting up two cones in your arena, about 30 feet apart. When you pass the first cone, drop your stirrups and lean forward, putting your arms around your horse’s neck. At the second cone, reach as far around his neck as possible and straighten your body, bringing your legs up. Swing your right leg over his back and slide off.


When you land feet down, head up, and facing forward, you should be able to grab your horse’s rein and run along with him for a few steps, after which you can ask him to stop, if he’s moving slowly enough, or you can let the rein — and the horse — go. Your fitness, comfort, and circumstances will factor into your decision, but for safety’s sake, if vaulting off and rolling away from the horse isn’t a realistic option for you, this is a practical way to keep your feet down and your head up and to remain next to your horse, instead of under his legs, as you dismount.


The dismount described above works even for riders who are older and stiffer. If you’re more athletic, you can vault off (and this too should be practiced first on a barrel and then on a standing horse). When you vault off, drop your stirrups but don’t wrap your arms around the horse’s neck. Instead, drop your reins, put your hands on the horse’s withers, lower your chest, bring your right leg over the horse’s back, and push down strongly with your hands as you swing your body away from the horse’s left side. This method requires more upper body strength and will help you land farther from the horse. It encourages tucking and rolling instead of trying to land on your feet and running with the horse.


If you don’t know how to tuck and roll, don’t try to learn that skill during an emergency dismount! Practice the “tuck and roll” part without the horse or the fall. If you take a basic gymnastics class, your instructor may have suggestions or variations of her own to suggest, and she knows you, your body, and your ability.


Some instructors worry that their students will begin to perform emergency dismounts at the slightest provocation, leaping off and perhaps endangering themselves unnecessarily each time a horse stumbles or snorts. I’ve found the opposite to be true: When riders know that they can come off the horse in a more controlled manner, they don’t worry as much about coming off in an uncontrolled manner. They stay more relaxed and cope better with sudden movements and temporary losses of balance.
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CHAPTER 2
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Staying On: What’s Your Position?


“POSITION” IS A TERM that’s often misunderstood by riders. Rider position does not refer to a fixed, stiff pose; correct rider position is constantly shifting and adjusting. The rider’s body remains balanced and flexible, flowing easily from one position to another in response to the horse’s movements. These are tiny adjustments, and a nonrider observing a good rider would probably notice no movement whatsoever.


Many riders have difficulty achieving a balanced position in the saddle. Others manage adequately at a standstill, but not when the horse is in motion; many exhaust themselves by gripping the saddle with knees or thighs. Riders will find it easier to keep a centered seat and an upright, relaxed upper body if their feet are supported by correctly adjusted stirrups.



Rider Leg Position


Q I have been riding seriously for about two years now. I have a wonderful trainer (certified by the British Horse Society) who has been working with me once a week on my seat. I also have been half-leasing a Thoroughbred-Trakehner mare that I ride three days a week. When my folks came to visit me and took pictures of me riding without stirrups, I was horrified to see that I have this drastic wing foot tendency when riding without stirrups! I try to keep the flat of my thigh against the saddle but I guess I’m not trying hard enough. Will riding without stirrups, and posting without stirrups, help? Is there an exercise I can use to stop this heel-jabbing habit? I’m so glad I wasn’t wearing spurs!


A Don’t be too frustrated — it sounds as though you’re doing well for only two years of serious riding. Your “wing foot” problem is shared by many other riders, and it’s fixable.


Instead of doing a lot of work without stirrups, I suggest that you put the stirrups back on the saddle for now and work with them. Work without stirrups is beneficial only if the rider can maintain the same position and the same contact without stirrups as with them. If working without stirrups causes you to ride with the back of your calf against the horse, then all you are doing is creating and reinforcing a bad habit. Work with stirrups (I’ll suggest some exercises for you) and then go back to occasional brief work without stirrups when your leg position is more secure and will stay unchanged when you remove the stirrups.


The best single exercise to help you develop a secure, correct leg is work in a half-seat (also known as a two-point position). Begin by checking that your stirrups are at the correct length. Let your legs hang comfortably with your feet out of the stirrups. You may need someone on the ground to help you make the adjustments. The ground person can bounce the stirrup tread lightly against your leg to determine where it reaches. Correct stirrup length for dressage, flatwork, and very low jumps has the tread hitting your anklebone. For higher jumps, take the stirrups up so the tread hits your leg just above the anklebone. If you are doing flatwork only and feel that you need a slightly longer stirrup, let the tread hit you just below the anklebone, but no lower. Too-long stirrups will weaken your legs and seat instead of strengthening them and will put you into all manner of incorrect, unbalanced postures.


Once you’ve found the correct stirrup length, begin incorporating a lot of work in half-seat position into your regular riding. If you do most of your warm-up and cool-down in a half-seat, your legs will become much more stable, and your horse will be grateful.
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Your leg should be in the same position, and be just as effective, whether you’re riding with stirrups or without them.


Leg stability and position come from balance, not from grip. Trying to hold on to the saddle by force with any part of your leg will damage your position. Your legs must be able to sink softly around your horse’s barrel, with the stirrups supporting the ball of your foot so that your weight can drop unimpeded through your thigh, knee, and calf into your heel. You may need to review your position every few minutes as you ride, just to remind yourself not to grip! Don’t worry, though. After a few weeks of constant reminders, you’ll be on your way to building a good habit.


Here’s a revolutionary thought: Rider toes are not always going to face forward, and rider feet are not always going to be perfectly parallel to the horse’s sides. It’s nice when this ideal position comes easily, but if it doesn’t, don’t try to force it. Each rider’s conformation is a little different, and one rider’s toes may point straight ahead while the toes of an equally proficient rider may point away from the horse at a 10-degree angle.


The toe position only matters insofar as it reflects the total leg position. The question is not “Are my toes pointed straight forward?” but “Do I have contact with the saddle and horse throughout my leg?” In other words, ask yourself, “Is my inner thigh resting against the saddle? Is my inner knee resting against or near the saddle? Is my inner calf resting against the horse?” If the answer in each case is “yes,” then your position is right for you, even if your feet are not perfectly parallel to the horse’s sides.


If the only problem you notice involves your feet, you will probably try to correct it by twisting your feet inward. Don’t do this! You’ll strain your ankles and knees in the short term, which will damage them in the long term. Instead, look at your entire leg and see whether or not you are in contact with your saddle and horse.


If you can see that your toes turn out and your knee is far from the saddle and the fronts of your inner thighs are turned away from the saddle, then you do have a leg-position problem, but it’s not originating with the feet, and you shouldn’t try to solve it by “fixing” your feet. If your entire leg is opening away from the horse, you need to fix the problem where it begins: in the hips. Riding well means rotating the hips so that the legs can hang easily and adhere softly to the horse’s sides. Work on rotating your legs from the hips, and you’ll find that your legs fall readily into position, with your knees pointing forward and your toes aligned more or less below your knees.


If you’ve ever taken ballet lessons, you know how to rotate your hips in one direction; now you’ll need to learn to rotate them the other way. Riding position requires a rotation that’s the precise opposite of ballet turnout — I call it “dressage turn-in.”


The key to all of this is to maintain a soft, supple leg that bends easily at all joints: hips, knees, and ankles. If you remove your stirrups and try to hold your horse by gripping with the thighs, you effectively immobilize your hips — try it! This isn’t good for your riding. If you try to “correct” a turned-out foot by forcing the foot inward, you effectively immobilize your ankles and your knees. Try it! In fact, try all of these positions, but keep bringing yourself back to the one in which your legs are relaxed and correctly aligned and all your leg joints can flex.


After a month or two of regular, conscious position adjustment and a lot of work in a half-seat, remove your stirrups and try again. I think you’ll find that it’s much easier than before and that your feet won’t be as likely to stick out at right angles.



What Is Correct Knee Position?


Q I have mostly ridden Western, but in the past year I sold my saddle and bought an English saddle — a Wintec Endurance. It fits my horse well, is comfortable for me, and easy to clean. I am interested in competitive trail riding, endurance, and possibly jumping in the future, so I figured it was a good all-round saddle. And it’s so much lighter than my Western saddle!


When I sit in the saddle, however, I have noticed that my knees are not completely touching the saddle. I would have to squeeze the saddle with my upper thigh in order for them to touch, which I don’t think is the right thing to do. Are my knees supposed to be like this? There are removable/adjustable knee blocks under the saddle flap; should I maybe move these higher?


A Don’t worry at all if your knees are not in contact with the saddle. Certain areas of your leg should be in contact with the saddle, but these are the inner thigh and the inner calf, not the knees. Don’t focus on your knee position in isolation. Instead, ask yourself these questions:


[image: image] Are my inner thighs in contact with the saddle?


[image: image] Are my inner calves in contact with the saddle?


[image: image] Are my knees pointing forward?


[image: image] Are my toes more or less under my knees?


If you can answer yes to all these questions, your knees are just fine, even if they are never in contact with the saddle at all.


If your knees are pointing so far out to the sides that the backs of your calves, rather than the inside of your thighs and calves, are in contact with the saddle, then your knees are too far from the saddle, but that’s just a symptom of the problem, not its cause. The cause is almost certainly tightness in the hips and an inability to rotate the hips in. Correcting the hips will correct the position of the thighs and calves, and the knees will then be as close to the saddle as they are going to be naturally. Leave them alone and don’t try to force them closer.


For most women and many men, trying to keep the knees in contact with the saddle requires a contorted position in which the hips are locked and stiff, the seat bones are out of the saddle, and the lower legs are pushed completely away from the horse. Any one of these makes it difficult to be comfortable or effective, and the combination of all of them makes it utterly impossible for a rider to be anything but an inconvenient and uncomfortable passenger, so you can see why trying to keep the knees in contact with the saddle is a bad idea.


Trying to force your knees onto the saddle will cause all sorts of problems with your position, your balance, and your ability to give coherent aids to your horse. In the short term, this practice puts far too much strain on knees and hips; in the long term, it can also hurt your lower back. If you want your leg to lie flatter and closer to the saddle, you’ll need to do exercises to loosen your hips and facilitate your hip rotation. Yoga can help a great deal, and so can Pilates.


You might also want to evaluate the fit of your riding clothes. Riding pants can make a big difference in your ability to place your leg flat against the saddle. If too-tight breeches, jeans, or riding tights are combining with a round thigh to create a sort of sausage-casing effect, you’ll have tight, rounded “tubes” of leg that will curve in all directions, including toward the saddle. You can’t possibly keep your knees anywhere near the saddle, or have a secure seat, if your riding pants are too tight around your thighs.


If your saddle’s knee rolls are moveable, try them in different positions and at different heights until you find a place where they help you — or a place where they don’t interfere. Knee rolls in jumping and all-purpose saddles are intended to give the rider some security when jumping. When the stirrups are shorter and the rider’s knees come more forward onto the forward-cut saddle flaps, knee rolls can provide some support for the knees and/or serve as a position reminder. Knee rolls and thigh blocks in dressage saddles are meant, depending on their size, to (a) fill in the otherwise inevitable gap between knee and saddle, supposedly for the benefit of the judge at the competition, or (b) encourage the rider to keep the leg from creeping forward, or (c) by sheer size and bulk, prevent the rider’s leg from creeping forward.


Some riders are happier without knee rolls or prefer pencil-thin ones, while the comfort and happiness of other riders seems to be in direct proportion to the size of their knee rolls and/or thigh blocks. There’s no right or wrong here — it all comes down to individual rider conformation and preference.
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1. The first leg, softly draped around the horse’s barrel, is relaxed and can be used effectively. 2. The second leg is tense, gripping with the knee, and the lower leg and foot are pushed away from the horse. 3. The third leg is tight and gripping with the back of the calf — see how the inner thigh and knee and calf, not just the toe, are all turned away from the horse!



Rider’s Tight Upper Body


Q I recently took a lesson that didn’t go well at all. My lower leg was wiggling, I was sitting too far forward, my shoulders were forward, and my hands were down too low and spread wide apart. Halfway through the lesson, my teacher got fed up and told me to make my hands touch and to bend my elbows. (Apparently they were straight.) I did as I was told, and my position completely fixed itself. My legs didn’t move at all, my seat and legs were independent, I sat up and back, and my horse’s head went down. My teacher said the difference was incredible. Although this was all good, my upper body was so tense that it became rigid and unmovable. I was wondering how I could keep this position without being so stiff and tense. I tried to relax, but then my hands went right back down, and my position went wrong again. What can I do?


A The secret is good posture and body awareness, both on and off the horse. I’m sure that you would find Centered Riding books, videotapes, and clinics very helpful. The Alexander Technique, the Feldenkrais Method, yoga, Pilates, and tai chi are all excellent resources for riders who want to improve their balance, breathing, and body awareness. Some of these may be taught locally — find out! In the meantime, here are some things you can think about and work on.


The first things to look at are your seat and legs. You won’t be able to do much about your hands until your upper body is where you want it to be, and your upper body won’t stay where you want it until you’ve managed to achieve a solid, steady, relaxed position with your seat and legs.


If your instructor has a longe horse, or if your horse is reliable on the longe line, ask her to give you some lessons in posture and exercises on the longe. This will let you work on your upper body while your lower body follows the horse’s movement. Sit straight and tall, stretch your upper body up, and do arm circles, torso twists, neck rolls, shoulder rolls, and anything else that you or your instructor can think of.


If your instructor doesn’t do longe lessons or if your horse isn’t suitable or experienced, it’s better not to try this. But with or without longe lessons, you can improve your posture dramatically just by doing things to help yourself at home, off the horse.


Riding with round shoulders and your head dropped forward has several effects on your riding, all of them bad. First, it pulls your seat out of your saddle, and you can’t sit deep and relax onto your seat bones if you are tipping forward. Just dropping your head shifts your weight in the saddle and rocks you forward. Second, shifting your weight forward tells your horse to speed up, which is usually not what you had in mind, so you end up fighting with him, which makes you even more stiff and tight. Third, it takes away that lovely soft leg contact that goes all the way from inner thigh down to inner calf. Riding with round shoulders and a lowered head also rolls you forward onto your knees, which then become pivot points, causing your lower legs to swing. Fourth, it makes it impossible for you to sit straight, breathe deeply, and look where you’re going. Does this sound familiar?


The solution sounds simple: sit up, stretch your legs down around your horse and your upper body upward, and look up. But if you’re in the habit of keeping your head down and shoulders rounded, it’s very likely that your back muscles have become weak from constant stretching, and your chest muscles have become tight from never stretching. Your riding will improve much more quickly if you do some exercises at home — with no weights or light weights at first, then with slightly heavier weights as your muscles develop.


Anything that strengthens your abdominals will improve your strength and your posture and your back and your riding. Do pelvic tilts and all the various crunches that work on your obliques. Lat pull-downs are wonderful for your back, shoulders, and arms, so if you have access to a machine that will let you do lat pull-downs, use it. For your arms, shoulders, and chest, you can begin resistance training with a good book or video on the subject (check the shelves at your local library) and a pair of one-pound weights. Useful exercises for riders include flys, arm raises, triceps rows, extensions, and curls.


Even 10 or 15 minutes of this every other day will very soon make an incredible difference to your riding. Be sure to always warm up first, then stretch, then do your resistance training, then stretch again, then cool down. You want to condition and build your muscles, not tear them!


You can work on your posture at home, at the office, on the horse, and every little bit of work will have a big payoff. And not just for your position: You’ll be surprised how much a little more strength and flexibility, a slightly straighter back, and a bit of deep breathing on your part will do for your horse’s performance.


No, I didn’t forget about your hands. Don’t worry about them. Focus on strengthening and suppling your abs, back, chest, shoulders, and arms and on keeping your legs long. If you keep your eyes up and your chest open, and remember to breathe deeply, you won’t have low, pulling hands anymore.
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Looking down tilts your head and neck forward, rounds your shoulders and back, and collapses your chest, making it impossible for you to breathe deeply.
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Trying to force your heels down only stiffens your body, tightens your chest muscles, and puts your feet “on the dashboard.”
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Looking up and allowing your weight to drop into your heels has a very different result: You can be correct, balanced, and relaxed in the saddle.



I Lean Sideways, and My Horse Does Too


Q I have a 13-year-old Thoroughbred who raced for a while and then was used for endurance. His owners didn’t have time for him, and he was ridden only sporadically for a couple of years. He was used for children’s camps and as a spare horse whenever he was needed.


I have had him for two years now, and we get along great. At first I only hacked him on the weekends or when I could get the time. More recently, I’ve been riding four days a week and have done quite a bit of schooling in the arena. One of the other riders has been helping me, and we are doing pretty well (considering his prior training and that I haven’t ridden since my long-ago Pony Club days).


Anyway, I’m taking occasional lessons now, and my teacher tells me I lean way too much, as if I’m riding a motorcycle. She rode my horse and said that he is very heavy and leans way over. She thinks that perhaps he has always done that, and I’ve just learned to lean with him. I try and try to catch myself doing it, but it is second nature to me now.


She told me that each time I ride, I should do some work without stirrups and some small circles at sitting trot, and that over time, I’ll be able to catch myself and correct myself when I start leaning. Are there any other exercises that will help us? I think if we can correct this, our lives will become easier. Are there things we can do while we hack, since the nice weather is coming and we are looking forward to getting outside again?


A This is a common problem with horses and riders who haven’t learned to bend and balance correctly. Don’t worry, you can learn to stay straight and balanced on your horse, and your horse can learn to bend and balance around his turns instead of leaning into them like a motorcycle.


A horse that leans into turns is unbalanced. Instead of bending his body and keeping his weight over all four feet, he overbalances his body to the inside of the turn. His body weight, and yours, is then just over his inside legs, with much less weight on the outside legs. If a horse in this position puts a foot wrong or if the rider shifts her position suddenly, the horse can go down. It’s not safe, it’s not comfortable, and every turn puts a lot of strain on the horse’s inside legs.


One thing that will help is for you to learn to evaluate your balance off the horse. Yoga is wonderful for this; so is tai chi. For your balance on the horse, try some of the Centered Riding exercises in Sally Swift’s books and videotapes, Centered Riding and Centered Riding II. Take a Centered Riding clinic if you can find one in your area.


On your own, practice sitting up straight and standing tall and doing “torso twists” — extend both arms out to the sides at shoulder height, look straight ahead, and swivel your entire torso to the right, then to the left, and so forth. Maintain your balance and your position while you do this: Keep the arms up and straight, and look straight ahead, so that your head is in line with your torso and the two move together. This will help your riding quite a bit.


I don’t think that working on small circles is a good idea. Instead, work on large circles, perhaps by riding around the arena and making a large circle at each end. It will be easier for you to make the necessary corrections and changes on a larger circle, because the correct bend will be a more gradual, gentle one. This will be easier on you mentally and physically and much easier on the horse. Remember that you will be asking him to use his body in a new and different way and that he may get a little sore at first. Gradual, incremental changes will be easiest for both of you.
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A rider who collapses over her inside hip and shoulder and leans inward on the turns, as if she’s on a motorcycle, will find that her horse will lean inward too, like a motorcycle. It’s easier than bending.


By improving your own position and balance, you can make a big change in your horse’s position and balance. Horses have a lovely way of keeping themselves directly under our weight, whether our weight is in the right place or not. Take advantage of this when you practice your new balanced position on horseback. Think about the way your horse should be bent on a curve — his inside shoulder will be slightly behind his outside shoulder. Then think about the fact that your shoulders should always parallel your horse’s shoulders, and you’ll know that when you are ready to begin your circle or turn, you will want to bring your own inside shoulder back to match the position of your horse’s shoulder and to match his balance. Practice the “torso twists” on horseback at a standstill at first, then at a walk, until you are comfortable with the action. Then practice making turns and circles by turning your body instead of leaning to one side.


Think about drawing a circle on the ground. You want your horse to follow the track of that circle exactly, with his inside feet on the inside of the line, his outside feet on the outside, and his balance distributed equally. As you reach the end of the arena, be conscious of your balance in the saddle, and as you ask your horse to bend and turn, keep even pressure on your seat bones and stirrups and just swivel your torso slightly so that your eyes look around your circle and your inside shoulder comes back to match your horse’s. If you need to, and you feel safe doing it, close your eyes for a moment and focus on where your weight is. You’ll learn to notice when you are leaning in, because you’ll feel much more weight on your inside seat bone and inside stirrup. This will help you learn to correct your balance by redistributing your weight.


Another helpful hint is to find something in the arena that is at eye level when you are sitting straight and balanced. Then keep your eyes at that same level when you make your turns and circles. If you notice that you are looking straight at a lower level whenever you circle or turn, you’re leaning in!


One of the first things you will notice when you start doing this correctly is that your circles will be more consistent. When you stop leaning in and your horse stops moving in to stay under your weight, your circles will stop getting steadily smaller. Then you can practice shifting your weight slightly to the outside to make your circles larger and to the inside to make them smaller. This will show you exactly how much effect even a tiny weight shift has on the horse.


It will take a little time for you and your horse to learn how to do turns correctly, and turning correctly will feel wrong at first because the position and sensation will feel unfamiliar. Keep paying attention to your own position and to your horse’s, and remember that what you are trying to do, for both of you, is build a new pattern of movement and a new habit. You will get there in time, so be patient with yourself and with your horse.
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CHAPTER 3
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At the Walk


RIDERS TEND TO MAKE one of two mistakes at the walk. They either do too little, attempting to keep their bodies motionless and thus interfering with the horse’s natural movement, or they do too much, kicking and squeezing constantly with their legs and pushing with their seats. To ride the walk really well requires time, focus, thought, breathing, and the ability to sit quietly in balance.


Teach yourself to sit softly and quietly, relaxing and allowing yourself to become aware of each movement the horse makes, and of how each of the horse’s movements affects your own body. It may not seem like exercise, but sitting, breathing, and allowing the horse to move your body will improve your balance, muscle tone, and neuromuscular reflexes.



How Should I Move My Arms at the Walk?


Q I have always tried to keep my hands very still, positioned just over the front of my saddle. I thought this was the right way to ride with “quiet hands.” When I first started riding, there was a very advanced dressage rider at our stable, and I used to watch her ride every day. Her hands never seemed to move at all, and I have always tried to be like her.


Yesterday I had my first real dressage lesson with a new instructor, who said I could come early when she was schooling her horse so that I could watch her ride. Her hands moved all the time! So did her arms; I could see them going back and forth. When I asked her about it, she looked very surprised and said, “Oh, I’m just following the horse’s movement.” To me, it looked as if her arms were very busy, but I must say that her horse looked comfortable and pretty, although he moved his head up and down quite a lot.


When I got on my horse, she told me that I was hanging on the reins and should go with the horse’s movement. My horse barely moves his head when he walks, so I think it would be bad for his mouth if I tried to “row a boat” with my arms the way she seemed to be doing. This instructor is well-recommended, and her horse is beautiful and seems happy, so I want to trust her, but I know that the rider I used to watch was a true upper-level expert, and if this instructor is one too (she is supposed to be), I don’t understand why there is such a difference between the way they use their hands and arms.


Please clear this up for me! Which way is correct riding? Should I “row” with my arms and hands or keep them still? And if “rowing” is correct, how can I teach myself to do it? I have spent many years being careful to keep my elbows at my sides, and this “rowing” just seems so unnatural.


A The difference in the two riders is probably a direct reflection of the age and stage of training of their horses. The woman you admired so much, the one with the still hands, was riding an older, upper-level horse; when you watched your new instructor ride, she was schooling her young horse.


A horse moves his head and neck when he walks and canters to help himself balance. The head and neck reach forward and down, then come up and back, then reach forward and down again, as long as he is walking or cantering. Young horses and green horses make much bigger movements with their heads and necks because their balance is not yet as good as it will someday be. Older, more developed, fully trained horses work more from behind, carrying their front ends, and are much better balanced, so they can walk and canter with minimal head and neck movement.


A rider can have still hands on any horse, but “still” doesn’t mean “hands that stay in the same place.” It means “hands that are still in relation to the horse’s mouth” — in other words, hands that follow the horse’s movement. Similarly, “following the horse’s movement” doesn’t mean pushing the reins or “rowing a boat.” It means allowing the horse’s head and neck movements to take your hands forward and down, up and back, forward and down again, and so forth.


If you fix your hands in one place, which is what happens when you keep your elbows glued to your sides, then the horse cannot use his head and neck to balance himself. He will quickly learn that reaching forward and down means a painful bump in the mouth from the bit, so he will keep his head and neck as still as possible. The stillness of a balanced, upper-level horse is very different, because that horse isn’t having its movement restricted.


I think that what you have been practicing, because you had no way to know that it was incorrect, is keeping your hands still in relation to the saddle, which isn’t at all the same thing. By holding your hands just above the front of your saddle and not allowing your arms to move with your horse’s head and neck movements, you cause two things to happen. First, you keep yourself from “following,” or going with the flow of your horse’s movements. Second, you prevent or discourage your horse from making those natural balancing movements, and he will typically begin to move more stiffly, with shorter strides.


[image: image]


As you “follow” your horse’s head and neck movements at the walk, there will always be a straight line from your elbows to your horse’s mouth.


“Quiet” hands aren’t necessarily “still” hands, and “fixed” hands are another matter entirely. I think that when you watched your instructor, you saw quiet hands in action. If her horse moved freely, seemed happy, and showed a lot of head and neck movement, you can be sure that his rider wasn’t restricting him.


If you’ve been riding with your elbows clamped to your sides, it can be difficult to learn to go with the horse’s movement, but here are two exercises that will help you.


The first is to close your eyes from time to time as you ride so that you can feel (not see!) what your horse is doing with his head and neck. This may make it easier for you to relax and allow your horse’s head and neck to move your hands and arms.


The other is a multipurpose exercise for riders (yes, plural — you are certainly not the only one!) who don’t find it easy to learn a quiet, following hand. It works for both walk and canter, and it’s also brilliant for riders who are having difficulty learning how to fold their upper bodies and let their arms extend to follow their horse’s head and neck movement over jumps.


Start by leaning forward a little so that you can put one hand on each side of your horse’s neck, at least 12 or 15 inches in front of his withers, preferably about halfway between his withers and head. Then walk, trot, and canter. You will feel your arms moving forward and back and your elbows automatically opening and closing at walk and canter. Let the sensation become familiar, and then try to recapture the same feeling when you’re sitting up and no longer have your hands on your horse’s neck. Whenever you lose the feeling and catch your hands becoming stiff and “fixed,” just go back to your hands-on-the-sides-of-the-neck exercise and find the feeling again. In time, you’ll be able to let your arms move easily as your horse moves.




“Quiet” hands aren’t necessarily “still” hands, and “fixed” hands are another matter entirely.




Try not to think of the movement in terms of “rowing.” When you row a boat, you push the oars forward and pull them back. If you want to imagine yourself in a rowboat, you’ll need to pretend that someone else is rowing the boat and that you are sitting directly behind that person, resting your hands on his arms. Your hands and arms will move, but you’re not pushing or pulling or even initiating the movement — you’re just relaxing and letting your hands and arms go with the flow.



Soft Hands at the Walk


Q I want to have soft hands because my Arabian mare is sensitive and has a very soft mouth. My instructor tells me to keep contact with Kira’s mouth and to close my hands on the reins. I prefer to hold the reins with just my fingers so I can be softer, and because I want to ride with the reins loose most of the time so that I only have to use them if I want Kira to stop or turn. This is so that I can be very soft with her.


I know how sensitive she is because she flips her head a lot even though I am so gentle with my hands. I’m afraid that if I do what my instructor says and use a lot of contact, Kira will go crazy and rear or something. She likes to nod her head way down when she walks, so I try to stay out of her way and keep the reins loose, whatever she does. If I try to have contact when she is walking and nodding, I am sure it will hurt her mouth.


A By trying to be extra gentle with Kira, you are actually being much harder on her, and you are confusing her. Let me explain.


Soft hands are nice, but softness isn’t the same thing as throwing the horse away. Softness doesn’t come from opening the fingers or from letting the reins hang loose. Kira needs contact — she has to know where you are and what your hands and her bit are telling her. I’m going to assume that you’ve already checked her mouth and her bit, and that her teeth are fine, and her bit is suitable and fits well. If you haven’t checked these things yet, begin there.


Softness comes from good contact, which means always having enough tension in the reins that you can feel the right side of her mouth with your right rein and the left side of her mouth with your left rein. You’re not pulling, you’re following, but you do have constant contact with your horse’s mouth. You can give her a long rein when she needs a break and still keep the contact. You can shorten the reins after the break without losing the contact and without grabbing her.
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