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INTRODUCTION


MY INTEREST IN PROPERLY CONDITIONING horses for their respective disciplines has developed over the years not only from riding and loving these animals but also from being an athlete myself. When you commit yourself, your horse, or both to a training plan, you soon realize how many unexpected bumps there are in the road. Even the best-laid plans can unravel. You may find yourself hitting a plateau in training, wondering why you are not advancing or why your horse seems sore or sour. This book will help you assess your progress and find the answers to many training questions and problems.


Having won championships in basketball, rowing, and mountain biking, as well as several equestrian disciplines, I have come to appreciate the straightforward but painstaking effort that goes into preparing an athlete to perform at his or her highest level. It matters not whether the event in question is a local fund-raiser or an international competition. What matters is that the athlete can perform in peak condition, with a happy attitude, and recover well, which means no prolonged period of soreness.


In my lifetime with horses, I have observed that the equine industry has become compartmentalized, with trainers and horses focusing exclusively on single disciplines. Daily workouts primarily address exercises or maneuvers specific to that discipline, to the detriment of focused and sustained time spent on overall equine fitness requirements. This situation is similar to a human gymnast practicing handsprings and splits repetitiously, day after day, but losing sight of the larger picture that he needs to consider, which is his ongoing basic fitness, beyond the particular demands of his chosen sport.


When overly specific training techniques are used with horses, the rider or trainer may determine that the horse is not making progress and diagnose the problem as a schooling shortfall. Much of the time, however, the issue is not necessarily one of inadequate schooling; it is more a matter of insufficient basic fitness, whether the problem is strength, coordination, or suppleness.


Maintaining your horse’s physical structure and cardiovascular aptitude (including stamina, recovery, and adaptability to stress) to the best of your ability will keep him happily and comfortably performing his job at the highest level. This is just as (if not more) important as undertaking an adequate amount of specialized training to meet the requirements of your chosen discipline. In many cases, addressing your horse’s underlying fitness can resolve many of the frustrating stumbling blocks that crop up along the way during any well-laid training plan. Be aware that even with the best schooling and conditioning plans, other factors such as boarding conditions and nutrition also affect your horse’s health and fitness.




KEY POINT


Training horses should always follow this equation: 50 percent of time spent on schooling; 50 percent of time spent on conditioning. Schooling should never outweigh work on basic conditioning.





Structuring Your Horse’s Daily Life


Most of us do not have the luxury of keeping our horses on our own property, which necessitates boarding them at commercial facilities. Any boarding situation comes with pluses and minuses. The main point to keep in mind when choosing a boarding facility is that your horse’s daily living conditions impact his overall well-being as much as the most well-intentioned training and conditioning plan.


Many owners make decisions about boarding based on budget or convenience. Within those constraints, I always emphasize to my students that it is crucial to put the horse’s needs above all else when choosing where to house him. In the end, this will make your life with him much easier. For instance, a horse who eats insufficient hay, lives in a cramped stall, and is surrounded by a stressful environment will go only so far in his career, even with the world’s best training. Daily handling, a regular feeding routine, access to turnout, and the opportunity to socialize are part of the equation that keeps a horse mentally and physically prepared for his job. They are equally as important as his time working in the arena.


In California, where I live and train, very few boarding facilities have areas for turnout, which means many horses have to stand around in box stalls most of the time. A horse that is forced to live almost entirely in a resting state suffers from a decrease in circulation of blood, oxygen, joint fluid, and so on, which stresses his body and digestive tract, just as with humans who lead sedentary lives. This physical discomfort begins to affect the horse mentally. He becomes agitated, full of pent-up energy, or bored. He may become hard to handle or develop vices such as pawing, kicking at walls, or chewing wood.


Negative emotional states put more stress on the body and limit how much the horse is able to gain from his workouts. A stressed, hyperactive horse cannot relax and use his muscles in the way this book encourages. This is why the horse’s living environment must be factored into the entire training and conditioning equation.




KEEP THEM MOVING


My own solution to easing the effects of box-stall living is to keep the horses I have in training moving around as much as possible during the day, and to make sure they receive the most natural, sugar-free diet available. In addition to their workouts, they are hand walked each afternoon regardless of the weather, and I sometimes tie them outside in the sun to graze. If I am teaching a lesson, I may walk around with or sit on a horse that would otherwise just be in his stall. The stalls at my barn are oriented so that horses can see each other, touch noses, and socialize all day.


A healthy horse is a happy horse. And a happy horse is one that wants to perform for you. This has been proven to me repeatedly through the years, so I urge you to make your horse’s life mirror as closely as possible what it would be like in the wild — forage diet, lots of movement, socialization, and consistent handling. You will surely see a difference in your horse’s overall attitude and general health.






A Few Words about Nutrition



What you put in your horse directly affects what he can put out in terms of performance. Feeding the right amount of good-quality food is a critical link in the fitness equation. I am not going to give my personal advice for what to feed your horse; a huge number of books and articles on the topic already exist.


Furthermore, there is a lot of controversy surrounding nutrition, including arguments against carbohydrates, colliding opinions about alfalfa, discussions about how much to supplement your horse, debates about the limitations of supplements, and so on. Although I am not going to add my voice to the various opinions swirling around, I would like to provide a few indisputable guidelines for feeding your horse.


Keep the following information in mind not only at home but when choosing a boarding facility. A facility’s feeding practices will impact your horse’s performance, mental attitude, and how much you’re able to enjoy him. It’s important that you speak up about what you want and need for your horse.


Avoid Concentrated Feeds


The equine digestive system can’t handle over-processed foods with sweeteners and fillers like dried corn. These substances tax your horse’s system and provide almost no nourishment to his body for exercise. Look for grain products with only a few ingredients and no major sweeteners, such as hulled oats, flax, timothy pellets, and so on.


Feed Hay, Hay, and More Hay


Your horse’s entire diet should be forage based (hay or grass). Grain, pellets, or supplements should be used in small amounts to make up for deficiencies in the protein or mineral content of your hay.


Check Hay Content Regularly


There are many labs that do this for a small fee. The sugar and protein content of hay changes drastically throughout a harvest season and in different weather patterns. Have it checked every four months so that you know what you are feeding.


Be Realistic about Intake


When a horse reduces his activity level, whether through injury or because his rider is too busy, adjust his caloric intake. Do not keep feeding him the same amount as when he is active.


Feed Frequently


Horses are meant to graze up to 17 hours per day. Their stomachs become very acidic when they have to endure long stretches of time between feedings, as is commonly the case in modern stabling arrangements. Feed forage at least three times per day to keep the stomach less acidic, which will help keep ulcers, agitated behavior, and irregular energy at bay.


Moisten Food


Add water to the grain/supplements you feed your horse, making a mash. This assists in neutralizing stomach acidity, makes feed more easily digestible, and helps hydrate your horse.


Add Salt and Minerals


Horses in rigorous exercise programs need to replenish electrolytes lost during the day. But don’t go overboard with lots of commercial pastes and powders. The best solution is a good trace mineral added to their feed.


Pure Celtic Sea Salt (available in health food stores) is a moist and highly digestible form of salt that provides over 80 vital trace minerals. One to three teaspoons added to your horse’s feed each day will balance and replenish electrolyte levels and also encourage your horse to drink water.


Watch the Treats!


Many commercial horse cookies are overly processed and too sugary. While seemingly small, just a few handfuls of these treats can spike a horse’s blood-sugar levels and affect digestion. Stick with natural goodies such as apples, but, even then, don’t overdo it.


Keep Youngsters Lean


Don’t make the mistake of overfeeding young horses in an effort to get them to “grow” or “fill out.” One-and two-year-olds are best kept lean and gawky looking so that their joints do not have to bear too much weight as they’re forming. This way, their joints develop and close properly.


All for One and One for All


Let’s put aside our respective hats — be they cowboy hats, hunter caps, or dressage derbies — and look at the horse for what he is: an impressive athlete of mighty muscle and bone. And while we’re at it, let’s recognize that he functions best when all his parts operate smoothly to benefit the whole. His body is an interconnected unit. It functions as a whole and must be trained as a whole. The efficiency of one part depends on the strength and suppleness of neighboring parts.


This book aims to give readers general guidelines for improving their horse’s natural movement and thereby creating better equine athletes. I call this optimal way of going “healthy movement” because it is the healthiest way for the horse to perform and, therefore, paramount to his overall well-being. Fancy or exaggerated movement for the sake of showing a horse or winning a competition must never be favored over making the horse a stronger, more fit, and better-balanced athlete overall.




CREATE YOUR OWN ROUTINE


After you’ve read this book, you’ll be able to use the exercises contained within it to develop your own fitness and conditioning routines based on the needs of your own horse(s). At the back of the book, you’ll find nearly all of the exercises on perforated pullout pages, one exercise per card. You can follow my recommendations on pages 126–27 or create your own exercise program that can change as your horse progresses.








CHAPTER 1
HOW THE MUSCLES WORK


IT FREQUENTLY SURPRISES ME how little most equestrians seem to know about how their horses’ muscular systems function. Too few riders seem able to distinguish the croup from the trapezius or the serratus from the quadriceps. Many riding frustrations can be avoided and questions can be answered with a rudimentary understanding of basic anatomy and muscle function, so it is important to understand how and why the horse’s body does or does not respond to what we ask of it every day. You cannot rely on what you see from the outside.


Horses can continue physical activity even in the presence of muscle/body tightness and mild discomfort. In fact, to some observers, they will appear 100 percent fit. In the presence of tightness, however, as we humans know, other ailments are just around the corner. Muscle tightness leads to an entire chain reaction as the body tries to adapt. Tightness in the lower back, for example, will soon evolve from localized discomfort into a notable change in a person’s stride and posture.


That change in posture will create tightness elsewhere in the body, such as the hamstrings or the base of the neck. As these areas of tension spread, the overall mechanism quickly loses its optimal functioning ability and its aptitude for top performance is hindered.


Think of the equine muscles as big elastic bands. Although a horse may appear to be moving just fine based on the outward observation of his gaits, the real story is often that those elastic bands are compromised in some way — brittle, stiff, about to break, etc. Because horses cannot speak, we must always put a great deal of thought into whether our daily activities are likely to create tightness in a specific muscle group that will rapidly translate into decreased performance and discomfort.


Just because we cannot see the tightness does not mean it isn’t there! The muscle group could be malfunctioning. Any muscle that is not entirely toned, loose, and in harmony with its surrounding muscle groups is working against the horse.


Muscles Don’t Act Alone


When we talk about a horse “using” his body, we need to keep in mind the interdependence of the horse’s bones, tendons, ligaments, and muscles. Although we often talk about the strength or engagement of certain muscles for certain exercises, the muscles are only one part of the equation. Because muscles attach to the horse’s bones, they are responsible for producing all skeletal movement. In addition, muscles are arranged in pairs.


Suppose one muscle in a muscle pair contracts momentarily to move the bone of the horse’s foreleg. For this muscle’s function to be correct and smooth, it must immediately relax the contraction entirely so that its corresponding muscle can contract and pull the bone back in the opposite direction. The first muscle must be completely relaxed and stretchy so that it provides no opposition to the second muscle as it contracts. All skeletal motion must flow in this way. You can understand where existing tightness would block this flow!


Muscles also extend into tendons, which are responsible for controlling and moving the joints. This interplay between muscles and tendons is critical. For a horse not to break down or sustain a major injury, his tendons must remain elastic and pliable. Otherwise, tendon or joint strain will result. Tendons themselves, however, do not possess much elasticity. The necessary elasticity to safeguard them and their corresponding joints comes from the muscles associated with them.


When a horse operates with tight muscles, his muscle fibers are shorter and more contracted than they should be; therefore, they cannot stretch as readily or quickly as they need to. This tightening then spreads from one muscle group to another because as one group tightens, the neighboring muscle group is not able to stretch enough to accommodate the necessary movement. This second group will then tighten and will pass along the stress to the next muscle group, and so on, creating a ripple effect.


[image: Image]


Tight muscles can and will pass along tightness or failure to neighboring muscle groups.


[image: Image]


A tight shoulder muscle is most often to blame for a strained tendon in the lower leg.


For example, during a horse’s basic exercise and movement, tight shoulder muscles will pass along this tightness to the upper arm muscles and eventually down to the digital flexors and tendons. Inevitably, the horse will suffer a tendon strain or tear. And while the temptation will probably be to blame footing or a freak accident for the strain, the truth is more likely to be that the horse’s tight shoulder muscles were the original source of the breakdown. Their tightness spread to neighboring muscles and then down into the supporting tendons, the smaller, more fragile structures that soon broke down. In an opposite scenario, when a properly conditioned horse slips or missteps, he is far less likely to suffer an injury because his muscles are more toned and, therefore, elastic, allowing more “give” in the soft tissue at the moment of trauma.


Don’t Blame the Last Thing You Did


In the case of injuries or fatigue, horse owners commonly look at the animal’s most recent activities to gauge why a body part either broke down or isn’t working at 100 percent. This is not always, or even very often, an accurate indicator. Especially where muscles and exercise are involved, an animal’s most recent activity is unlikely to be the cause of a current failing, although a minor incident might have initiated it.


Muscle strains or spasms frequently start out very tiny. They can begin as just a few contracted fibers within a muscle, arising from a slip in the paddock or trailer to pulling back on the cross-ties or resistance under saddle. In fact, numerous motions that might occur outside of training or competition can cause tightening or contraction, which is then aggravated by further exercise. This aggravation is cumulative. Although the horse will continue to move and perform adequately, that tiny spasm will keep recruiting more fibers, even though to the naked eye the horse will seem just fine. Because it is cumulative, the spasm or strain will keep building over time.


The intensity of the horse’s working conditions determines how long it will be until this increasing discomfort begins to affect his gait, performance, and attitude. Sometimes, it could take a month or more for a spasm or strain to noticeably manifest itself. This is why it is critical to thoroughly know the conditions under which your horse lives, works, and plays. You can then begin to trace back any minor discomfort to its probable source, recalling that it is most likely not the most recent activity.




KEY POINT


Physical discomfort not only detracts from the horse’s performance and quality of movement, it also greatly affects his attitude and temperament. A horse that does not feel 100 percent functional and harmonious in his body will often become ill-tempered about his work and what is being asked of him. This is the most frequent cause of behaviors such as balking, bucking, and refusing. If it doesn’t feel good, he won’t want to do it!





Understanding Muscle Structure


To understand how muscles function, it’s helpful to have a basic picture of them in mind to remind us that they are not like the cogs of a machine that just keep working, working, working. In fact, they are elaborate and somewhat delicate structures.


Every muscle has two ends and a belly. Generally, when most people think of muscles, they picture only the belly — the biggest, bulkiest part; however, the two tapered ends of a muscle are just as, if not more, important in muscle function and helping it become stronger. One of these ends attaches to a bone and is called the “origin” of the muscle. It is the anchor for the muscle’s movement. The other end, the “insertion,” is more flexible and inserts into other tissues (i.e., tendons, other muscles). This is where the motion takes place that is created by the power action of the muscle’s belly.


[image: Image]


Muscles are stressed most at their tapered ends where they attach to bone or tendon.


The most common point for stress within a muscle is at the origin end. As a muscle nears the bone to which it anchors, it merges with tendons at the attachment point. Given the less-elastic nature of tendons compared with muscle fibers, these areas are more adversely affected by stress and are generally the first to suffer from strenuous activity.


Meanwhile, the belly of the muscle often fares fine. As muscles tighten or shorten from regular exercise, however, the amount of stress placed on these already-stressed anchor areas increases. Over time, this cumulative stress will adversely affect the joint, eventually producing joint pain and, finally, visible signs of discomfort in the horse’s overall way of moving and performing.


The success of any conditioning program comes from the horse’s body adapting progressively to the stress load of a chosen exercise. If a horse performs the same amount and type of exercise every day, he will maintain a certain level of fitness but will not improve on that level. To increase his level of fitness, a horse must undergo strategic increases in his workouts and then be allowed to adapt to the increase before he is asked for further changes. In this way, his adaptive response to greater exercise happens progressively.


Generally, horses should not perform the same type of conditioning exercises on consecutive days. This will allow for repair of minor tissue damage from a given workout before again putting the same structures under stress.


Muscles and Oxygen Intake


Paramount in all conditioning work, but particularly in strengthening the muscles, is the deep and regular intake of oxygen. This is a simple, yet often overlooked, aspect of equine exercise. Just like humans, horses are occasionally prone to breathing in a shallow manner or even holding their breath. Incomplete and inefficient breathing hinders the body’s ability to build healthy muscle and become stronger.


Also just like a human athlete, the horse cannot relax and oxygenate his muscles without breathing deeply. Therefore, he will never fully develop his body, and he will hit a training or conditioning plateau because he will be working with a tight or restricted body. Unfortunately, this pattern of short or shallow breathing can quickly become a habit.


When a horse breathes shallowly, his stride is stiff, his chest pushes out, and his hind legs trail far behind his body mass. Schooling him like this will only make him stiffer rather than strengthening him. Until the horse breathes properly, his musculature will not fill out adequately and his gaits will appear stilted instead of fluid. The cure is to supply the body with proper oxygen! Sometimes, this means giving him frequent walk breaks, riding him in a different tempo, or avoiding work that brings him tension.


You can encourage better breathing and athletic development by being more methodical in your training sessions. Above all, learn to take note of your horse’s breathing, asking the following questions:


[image: Image] How many minutes into each session does it take for your horse to blow through his nose?


[image: Image] How frequently does he do this when you are riding?


[image: Image] When you halt him and let out the reins, does he sigh?


[image: Image] Does he sigh when you’re in motion?


[image: Image] At the trot, can you feel his rib cage expanding and deflating under your legs?


When handling your horse on the ground, make a note of his breathing patterns. Is he relaxed and breathing through his nose on the cross-ties before you ride? Can you see his rib cage moving deeply in and out or does he appear to be holding his jaw and lips tightly and have his body in a defensive posture? When you longe your horse, does he hold his breath? Some horses will hold their breath during early stages of the canter, evidenced by a grunt or heaving noise at every stride. If this is the case, you will want to execute several transitions into and out of the canter followed by walk rests until he begins, with time, to blow through his nose and relax his rib cage.


Especially in early work, a young horse develops habits in how he approaches his work, either breathing in a deep and relaxed manner or holding his breath. This is why it is critical to ensure that the initial training in a horse’s career, in addition to using proper-fitting equipment, establishes a foundation of relaxation along with performance so that he does not form long-standing habits that inhibit respiration and thereby strength building. This step should be as much a part of your young horse’s foundation training as other routine activities such as learning ground manners and sacking out.


With older horses who have had harsh or inconsistent training and exhibit tension in their breathing, you will need to go back to basics for a period of time. Your best bet is to create a very reliable day-to-day routine (for example, 10 minutes of longeing followed by 25 minutes of riding in all three gaits with very basic exercises). As your horse begins to understand the reliable — and repetitive — expectations for his daily workout, you should be able to see his breathing change for the better.




KEY POINT


Once you begin to pay attention to your horse’s breathing patterns, it will become second nature to you. Do not move on from an exercise on any given day until his breathing is full, deep, and relaxed. By doing so, you will teach him to keep himself properly oxygenated at all times, with the added benefit that he will be less mentally stressed.





How Muscles Grow Stronger


A muscle never adds fibers to its composition but rather becomes stronger by enlarging the fibers it already has. As these fibers enlarge, they also increase their metabolic processes such as utilizing fuels for energy, more efficient cooling and recovery, and flushing out waste products from the soft tissue and blood. This enlargement of fibers increases both the motive power of a muscle and the absorption of the nutrition necessary to maintain that power.


To reach this point, it is necessary that a muscle regularly be used at 75 percent of maximum tension for a prolonged period. Easy exercise, even every day, does not build muscle. Conversely, prolonged or excessive tension only fatigues a muscle and does nothing to enlarge its fibers. When too much tension is present, metabolic substances fail to nourish muscle fibers as necessary and, rather than becoming stronger, muscle fibers will shrink over time. Waste products will accumulate in the tissue, which cannot handle the added load.


As this happens, the alternating contraction–relaxation process for each muscle diminishes. Spasms in these tight muscles interfere with the flow of oxygen and reduce the capacity of the muscles to flush out toxins and waste products, which in turn affects performance in both the fit and unfit horse.


In an unfit horse, working with too much tension will result in early fatigue, or “fading,” during a riding session. In the more fit horse, in contrast, muscles begin to tighten up and he loses coordination and power. Muscle function begins to deteriorate, both immediately and for the long term. Following an incorrect workout, the muscles will begin to spasm as the horse cools out and blood is drawn away from them. These spasms do not go away by themselves. They continue and may increase in size and/or intensity until revised exercise or massage relieves the built-up stress.


Achieving Fitness


As stated above, light or easy exercise, even on an ongoing schedule, will never increase your horse’s strength or fitness. It is, however, good for his circulation, mental well-being, and, sometimes, weight loss. When actual fitness is called for, you need to put the horse’s muscular system under the right amount of stress — enough to put his muscle fibers under 75 percent of maximum tension, but not more than that and not for an excessive period of time. After each workout session, you need to allow enough time to flush out waste products to prevent deterioration of metabolic processes and shrinking/weakening of fibers as outlined above. The length and intensity of a training session and the time needed for recovery vary according to the horse’s age, health, and current level of fitness and will change over time as those factors change.


[image: Image]


Exercising a horse with too much tension does not increase strength. This horse is being pushed to the point of tension, which compromises his entire posture. His hind legs trail behind, indicating that his topline muscles are not working properly.
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