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We gratefully acknowledge our debt to Frances Carbonnel and her stunning stallions Fino and Estaban, who cheerfully trailered many miles, unloaded in a strange barn, and performed flawlessly under somewhat taxing circumstances to capture these photos.


And we could not have had a lovelier setting or a more gracious host than Angela Seda-Garvin, who opened her facilities to us and on short notice and without blinking an eye pulled Calypso and Rockabye San Doc out of retirement, saddled them up, and then cheerfully agreed to act as a model. Her gorgeous stallion Kiosco SMDR also acted like a star.


Thanks go to David Kaden of Specialized Saddle, who went out of his way to ship us the beautiful Western Dressage–oriented saddle that Fino is wearing on the cover and here.


Finally, we enjoyed working with photographer Jason Houston, who cheerfully met every challenge and figured out how to make it work, while enduring scrutiny and suggestions from almost everyone involved.
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Foreword


In over 40 years of training horses and riders to their full potential, be it in reining, cutting, showmanship, or any other discipline, I’ve noticed two things: one, that there’s an awful lot of very technical information and equipment out there claiming to improve your horse and your riding; and two, in spite of that, there’s still an awful lot of very poor horsemanship in the world. Too many people focus on all that technical stuff and lose sight of the fact that they should be learning for the sake of the horse more than anything else.
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Many years ago, when I was training with the great John Hoyt, he told me, “You’re doing a fine job riding that horse, but you’re so busy thinking about what you’re doing that you’re not really thinking about what he’s doing.” It took me a while to realize just what he meant by that, but eventually, thinking about what the horse is doing became the foundation of my training methods as well.


It’s important to be aware that you can’t just sit in the saddle worrying about where to put your legs and what to do with your hands — there’s a horse underneath you that needs to be listened to and observed all the time. You have to always be developing your sense of the horse and how he’s moving and what he’s thinking.


It seems to me that traditional Western riding and classic dressage training have always had more in common than they have differences. The best riders and trainers in both traditions focus on bringing out the best in every horse in a way that works for that horse, rather than imposing a “one way fits all” method. They aren’t just making the horse do something, but teaching the horse to want to do that thing and to understand what is expected of it. It’s crucial to make a horse’s mind as supple and willing as its body.


One of my rules is that you should never be bored riding a horse. You can always make yourself a better rider, which will make your horse better. Sometimes, though, you need to be prodded to see your horse and your riding with fresh eyes, to learn something new and think about things a different way. This book is a terrific tool for helping you do that. There’s plenty in here to benefit horses and riders at every level and from every discipline.


Each chapter covers an area of development, such as looseness or adjustability, with good explanations for the importance of each. The exercises can be combined in any way that makes sense for an individual horse or rider. Whether you’re looking to refresh or hone your own skills, tune up a performance horse, or start a youngster from scratch, you’ll find 101 Western Dressage Exercises useful, informative, and worthwhile.


–Al Dunning


Scottsdale, Arizona





 Chapter 1




What Is Western Dressage?


At its core, Western Dressage is no different from classical dressage. Many Western horsemen agree that the goals and methods for training a Western horse are the same as those used over centuries among classical dressage enthusiasts. The relatively new discipline of Western Dressage bridges the alleged separation that has existed between these two worlds, bringing together the history and culture of horsemanship of the American West and the ancient traditions of dressage practiced in institutions such as the Spanish Riding School.
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Some say it combines the superb, almost intuitive riding of American cowboys with the systematic training methods of venerable European institutions. Western Dressage also acknowledges and embraces the fact that the typical Western stock horse is built differently from the breeds most often seen in today’s classical dressage ring.


For many, this marriage was only a matter of time. With its commitment to harmony, lightness, good horse-human connection and communication, and athleticism, Western riding is a natural development for dressage. Western Dressage uses the principles of classical dressage to improve the balance, cadence, and carriage of a horse.


Following a progressive training path similar to that of traditional dressage, Western Dressage begins with an individual horse’s natural ability to carry himself and uses increasingly more difficult gymnastic exercises to improve that ability. Some of the ongoing goals include a horse that moves with his center of gravity shifted toward the rear; has greater elasticity in his muscles; shows responsiveness to the aids; and demonstrates perfection of longitudinal and lateral balance. Overall, the horse should be able to work with ease and grace through progressively difficult patterns and exercises.
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Competitive dressage horse
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Western Pleasure horse







What Does Western Dressage Look Like?


A Western Dressage horse moving correctly on the bit should demonstrate that he stretches into the rider’s contact. He should not be shown with a draped rein. Instead, there should be light rein tone evident between horse and rider. It should appear that the horse is seeking a feel of the rider’s hands, with his neck arching and stretching forward from his body. You might say that he “looks through” the bridle. Using strong, visible rein cues, constantly bumping the bit, or causing a horse to gape his mouth are considered serious faults. Special emphasis is given to a quiet mouth with head carriage that reflects the appropriate degree of collection and balance for each individual horse.
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Western Dressage horse







Head and neck carriage are the result of the Western Dressage horse’s learning to carry the rest of his body in balance. Riders must not take shortcuts to create a headset prior to the horse’s learning to use his body properly. Riding either one- or two-handed is permitted, as is using a snaffle or curb bit. Riders choose the best option for themselves and their mounts.


The gaits for Western Dressage — walk, jog, and lope — parallel those of traditional dressage, allowing for the fact that Western Dressage is suited to a different conformation and type of horse, generally speaking. The discipline grew out of a sequential and fine-tuned method of improving and showing off the movement and athletic feats of a stock horse. The responsiveness, suppleness, and  maneuverability of a well-trained stock horse translate readily into a style of dressage that focuses on softness and willingness. No one expects a 17-hand warmblood to excel at cutting and barrel racing, and in Western Dressage, no one expects the suspension and animation of gaits that is so sought after in the current dressage show circuit.


The Western Dressage horse should move with impulsion, a forward-thinking attitude, engagement, and looseness. He should be highly maneuverable and his stride quickly adjustable. His gaits should demonstrate a good swinging stride length respective to his type, but his stride length in walk, jog, and lope is not expected to be either as extravagant or as ground-covering as the gaits commonly demanded in today’s competitive dressage arenas.


A clear difference is drawn between the movement seen in modern Western Pleasure–type competitions and the movement expected in Western Dressage. The latter discipline expects a more forward-moving horse. While emphasis is not placed on a high level of suspension in the gaits, a very slow-moving and dull gait is not rewarded.




Western Dressage Movement


The general assumption is that a Western horse moves slowly. But this is not necessarily the case either in a ground-covering stock horse or in Western Dressage. That the Western Dressage horse moves well is more important than how rapidly or slowly he jogs or lopes. Like practicing yoga, in training the Western Dressage horse, any slowness of gaits must come as a result of correct gymnastic development: a swinging back, pushing and flexed hindquarters, longitudinal balance in all three gaits, acceptance of the contact, symmetry, and straightness.


Slow-moving gaits are not an end goal unto themselves; they should be proof of balance, the result of correct training that includes schooling in lively, working gaits. The correct tempo for each Western Dressage horse differs according to his individual conformation, limb length, and ability to flex his hindquarters. As the horse’s balance and strength increase and he is able therefore to carry more weight on his hindquarters, his tempo will naturally slow down. What he gains in loftiness and joint flexion and a softly swinging back, he trades for the quicker “falling on the forehand” gaits of an undeveloped, unbalanced horse. This is the progression we aim to see in Western Dressage.


Asking the horse to travel slowly before his musculature and balance are prepared creates compromises in joint flexion and flaws in movement. When riders try to satisfy a “look” or trend of slow-moving Western gaits without first training the horse to move with a rounded and swinging back and actively flexed hind joints, the horse blocks his back, essentially freezing the bridge between his hindquarters and forehand. The muscles along his spine and upper neck become rigid, his chest tightens, and the hind legs eventually become stiff from lack of hip and stifle flexion.






Western Dressage Competition


For competitions, working Western attire and equipment are the norm, rather than the flashier show-ring styles seen in most Western competition, although some silver trim and a sparkly shirt can be appreciated. Helmets in the show ring are optional at this point, although as riders and trainers, we strongly endorse helmet use at all times.


For everyday schooling, riders are encouraged to ride in whatever equipment and gear allows them to achieve their goals. Many modern stock-type or all-purpose saddles are suitable. A close-contact saddle with stirrups set to allow the rider’s heel to fall under the hip is generally best for enabling the rider to communicate closely and clearly with subtle leg cues. Saddles with bulky fenders or large rigging systems for the cinch will pose challenges for riders.


Western Dressage was officially branded in the United States in 2010, and in 2013 the United States Equestrian Federation named the Western Dressage Association of America an affiliate organization with its own chapter in the USEF rule book. For up-to-date rules about equipment and tests, visit www.westerndressageassociation.org. See a sample test here.







Before You Begin


The exercises in this book are most successful when they follow a suitable period of warming up. But what makes a warm-up good? Is an active one better than a slow, relaxing one? How long — or short — should it be? Many riders with good intentions believe that spending some time moving their horses around either on the longe line or under saddle prior to their workout counts as adequate preparation. Unfortunately, this isn’t the case. In fact, a proper warm-up governs the success of your training session.


From a physiological standpoint, the warm-up determines how much conditioning and positive physical response your horse will — or won’t — receive from your training. This means that since we dressage riders aim to make our horses stronger, fitter, and more supple every day, our preworkout routine can either help or hinder us.


First, let’s clarify the distinction between loosening up and warming up. These are two different activities; you need to do both before your workout. Loosening up lubricates the joints and starts the flow of fluids and electrolytes between soft tissues. The goal of warming up is to increase oxygen delivery and blood circulation to the horse’s skeletal muscles to prevent early accumulation of metabolic wastes such as lactic acid in the tissues.


In addition to causing early fatigue, lactic acid buildup also prohibits the horse from benefiting from the workout because it changes the muscles’ pH levels, which controls their ability to contract and relax. To counter this, and to receive the benefit of exercising the muscles, you want to stimulate enough oxygen and blood flow to the horse’s muscles to optimize them for performance.





Loosening Up


Whenever you first mount up or begin longeing, you should spend 3 to 5 minutes allowing your horse to walk around in a relaxed posture without any restrictive rein contact. Some choose to do this portion in-hand, while others like to hack around their properties. This gentle activity allows the horse’s joint fluids to become less viscous and lubricate the sockets. Studies have shown that it can take several minutes of slow movement for joint fluids to circulate fully for horses that live in mostly confined accommodations.


It is important that a horse’s muscles not be in a contracted state, such as when a horse is ridden in a collected frame or longed with side reins. Joints must be allowed to move through their full range of motion prior to being held in a static position during dressage exercise with a rounded frame. At the beginning of a riding session, the oxygen, blood flow, and fuel necessary to support the contraction-relaxation cycle of functioning muscle fibers aren’t present; asking muscles to engage immediately when the horse comes from his stall before these elements circulate essentially chokes them off.


In a resting state, only 15 percent of circulating blood is delivered to the horse’s muscles, with the remainder traveling instead to his organs and digestive system. During exercise, however, up to 85 percent of his blood circulates to his muscles. One of the goals of loosening up is to allow this shift to happen.






Lateral Movement


Lateral movements rank among the most valuable tools you can use with the horse. When correctly performed, they combine a suppling and strengthening effect. This cannot be said, however, when lateral exercises are ridden too soon in a horse’s training or with tempos that are rushed or imbalanced. Many riders are in a hurry to begin lateral movements with their horses before longitudinal balance is secured. This is a grave mistake. The consistency and rhythm of the horse’s working gaits must be confirmed prior to schooling lateral movements.


When the horse’s hind legs step sideways under his body, they create a stretching effect that runs throughout the musculature of his hindquarters. His long back muscles and the obliques that connect through fascia with these hindquarter muscles are also stretched. Developing suppleness in these areas creates harmonious and expressive movement.


Lateral movements also stretch the outside of the body while contracting the inside. Practiced equally in both directions, they lead a horse to better skeletal straightness and symmetry. Improved straightness is a constant goal, and exercises such as shoulder-in, haunches-in, and the variety of leg-yielding patterns available bring us ever closer.


The strengthening effect follows from how the horse must organize his body during these maneuvers. First, he brings his hind legs closer together, which loads the inside leg with more weight. When suppleness is present, this added load increases the flexion of hind joints. Think of the similarity here with humans performing squats with a narrow base. Meanwhile his obliques and abdominal musculature become toned in order to keep his trunk balanced in this position.


If horses are not prepared adequately for lateral movements, they will become more stiff and crooked rather than less so. These horses will lose balance or stiffen against the exercise, which locks the stifle joint, which in turn blocks movement from coming through the horse’s back. In this scenario, the horse is training himself to move with restriction and tension. Rather than flexing through his body and properly tensioning the trunk muscles to draw his hind legs under the body, he will compromise his posture to get himself through the exercise, but he does so with choppy gaits and no improvement of his body.


This is similar to humans tackling exercises beyond the athletic reach of their bodies. They might clench their teeth and grunt through 20 push-ups, for example, but they do so with poor form and therefore create only rigidity. The muscles they aim to strengthen are either overly tensioned or avoided, neither of which creates improvement. Western Dressage training and competitions follow a systematic progression for gradually introducing lateral movements as the rest of the horse’s performance evolves. This progression is necessary for correct development.







Warming Up


Once you have things loosened up a bit, it is time to begin the more strenuous activity of warming up. Here you want to begin asking the horse to stretch into contact but not be in a collected frame. Avoid the common mistake of performing suppling exercises at the start of this warm-up phase before sufficient oxygen and blood flow in the tissues and their subsequent rise in temperature give them pliability. Cold and unfueled muscle fibers, tendons, and ligaments are susceptible to overstretching injuries. Also, if there is tension in an antagonistic muscle group, suppling movements will cause inefficient use of the horse’s body and contribute to side dominance.


It is best, physiologically, to spend the first 5 minutes of this phase with active forward movement in either jog or lope. Which gait you choose depends on each individual horse. Some are more balanced in the jog, others prefer to lope. The key here is to maintain an active gait with the goal of stimulating the skeletal muscles enough to force blood flow to them. This does not happen at a leisurely pace.


After 5 to 10 minutes of active movement, the skeletal muscles are warm enough to begin suppling exercises. These can include various-size circles, leg-yielding, and bends such as loopy serpentines. As this phase of warming up continues, progressively increase the intensity of muscle output and suppling by using smaller circles and more difficult lateral movements.


As you proceed from this stage, your warm-up exercises should lead you directly into your planned workout for the day. This is to say that your warm-up should flow seamlessly into your schooling session; you should not take a break in between. At this point, the horse’s muscles are able to contract more powerfully, which enhances the quality of his performance and ensures a better training session. All exercises performed will now have a greater strengthening and suppling benefit.




What to Look For


Every horse should feel — and look — different after a proper warm-up period. It’s like shaking out the cobwebs from the corners. Learn to observe and feel your horse’s movement at the 2-minute point in your warm-up, then the 5-minute, and at the end. What changes can you detect? Look for looseness, longer strides, more responsiveness to your aids, and physical signs that he is ready for work (e.g., warm muscles, salivating mouth, freely swinging tail, mental focus).


Do not assume that if your horse has access to a turnout paddock, he is already warmed up for you to ride. Horses in their natural state spend a lot of their time standing still, punctuated with short bursts of energy. This kind of movement does not prepare their muscles and joint fluid, blood, and electrolyte circulation for the kind of consistent movement and energy expenditure we require in dressage. Also remember that we need to warm up the horse specifically for the kind of movements we’ll be performing, so that means he needs to be warmed up stretching through to the contact in order to exercise his back, topline, and haunches. Even if he has been in turnout, he will not do this on his own!




Introduction to the Exercises


This book was written for you — the eager rider, the accomplished trainer, the horse lover, the student. Don’t let it settle into a spot on your bookshelf or your coffee table. It should end up dirty, dog-eared, creased, and bookmarked from being dragged out at all your training sessions. Its purpose is to inspire you with ideas, provide specific skills to practice, and motivate you to keep improving. When you want follow-up material from the last lesson with your trainer, look no further. When you need some help improving your horse’s performance, flip open the cover and take your pick of exercises.


These exercises took form through years of training horses and studying equine exercise physiology. They are some of the best for improving a horse’s athletic performance with specific regard to collection, balance, and suppleness. They are all excellent schooling opportunities, but, as with all interactions with your horse, listen to the moment and be willing to adapt to the moment. Feel free to amend any exercise as needed if your horse acts overwhelmed, frustrated, or fatigued.


This book is not intended to be read from start to finish or front to back. Its layout enables you to delve in wherever you choose on any given day. Exercises are rated in terms of difficulty. Beginner exercises are suitable for inexperienced riders, young horses, new dressage students, or timid riders. Intermediate exercises are geared toward medium-level riders whose horses possess adequate fitness. Advanced exercises are the most difficult, requiring collection, command of lateral movements, and higher-level maneuvering. Find the exercises that challenge and please you but are not a total struggle.






Why All the Poles?


If you are wondering why so many of these dressage exercises use ground poles, there is no shortage of good reasons. Consistent work over ground poles in rhythmic gaits with a rounded topline leads to all kinds of positive results. Primarily, it helps create stifle flexion in the hind legs, which sets off a chain reaction of other desirable effects. Because of the interconnectedness of the horse’s hindquarter musculature through fascia, this controlled stifle flexion also positively taxes abdominal muscles, draws the hind legs further under the body, and supples the low back. Using ground poles is a way to work smarter, not harder. Allow the pole patterns to activate your horse’s hind legs, and you can then be quieter as the rider without using busy or strong aids.


By virtue of their fixed spacing, poles develop cadence and balance in the horse’s gaits by controlling foot placement, which confirms regularity in the stride rhythm. The horse achieves animation in his limbs and precision of limb movement. The oscillating effect on spinal vertebrae and rounded flexion accomplished by balanced travel over poles helps eliminate stiffness in the neck and hind­quarters. By creating a horse that is looser in the topline and more attentive about stride and foot placement, you are making a stronger horse.


The late Dr. Reiner Klimke, multiple Olympic gold medalist and German riding master, credited the weekly use of ground pole exercises for his historic dressage success. In addition to their unrivaled conditioning results, these types of exercises made a more effective rider, in his view. Many top dressage riders to this day use some form of work with poles on a regular basis, from simple patterns on straight lines to raised cavalletti to gymnastic jumping.


The value of this kind of training cannot be overstated, although it bears mentioning that benefits are unaccomplished if practice happens less than one to two times every week. Otherwise you will not see gains, due to lack of recruiting the horse’s musculature often enough. Physiological adaptation only happens with frequent practice.







These exercises are not expected to stand alone as complete workouts. They are most useful when blended into a warm-up and cool-down routine in addition to other work you may have planned for your day. You are the artist. These exercises give you a complete palette from which to choose and mix as you see fit. Enjoy the journey!


You will derive the most from these exercises by choosing two or three each week that are comfortably within your current level of training, plus two that are a bit of a stretch for either you or your horse.


For instance, if your horse is reasonably fit and has been in regular training for a year or more and has just begun working on developing more hindquarter engagement, you might focus on three easier exercises from the Softness chapter throughout the week in addition to two exercises from the Engagement chapter that he may struggle with slightly. This way you will be confirming basics and improving relaxation and confidence while also making progress.
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