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  “… and he whispered to the horse, trust no man in whose eyes you do not see yourself reflected as an equal.”




  UNKNOWN
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  DEDICATION





  This book is dedicated to an animal to which we owe nothing less than our entire civilization.




  Our rapid journey down the path to technological prowess is owed to speedy hoofprints which saved many trudging footprints. Due to the horse’s spirit, honesty, and strength our ancestors rode high on a sturdy back. The wings of the horse enabled mankind to fly well above a quagmire of lethal human frailty. In homage to this archetypal animal, may our dedication to understanding the art of dressage brighten the future of each young horse.
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  INTRODUCTION




  THE ORIGINAL OBJECTIVE FOR THIS BOOK WAS TO SHARE A SMALL AMOUNT OF CRITICAL KNOWLEDGE FROM TWELVE OF THE GREATEST DRESSAGE MASTERS OF OUR TIME. That plan succumbed early to the sheer volume of useful material. The breadth and depth of interesting and valuable knowledge from the first four interviewees made further edits too painful—there was just too much good stuff. Additional inspiration for a smaller-scale book came from the fact that each of these individuals says his knowledge and understanding is constantly increasing—each remains committed to learning and evolving under the guidance of the best riding teacher of all, the horse. Two of these masters are still passionate and productive in dressage at age eighty; they are a true source of inspiration.




  In the following 146 pages (including 182 photographs), these masters share a few of their key points of wisdom, including valuable glimpses into their philosophies and paradigms, which have evolved as they achieved their considerable success. These four trainers are responsible for significant contributions to the training and teaching of horses and riders that together won an incredible 90 percent of the Olympic dressage gold medals in the last four Olympic Games. During this period, the German dressage squads won eighteen out of the twenty Individual and Team Gold Medals awarded. This is an unprecedented achievement in the history of equestrian sports—a 90 percent win record in a sport/art in which very few countries have won even one of these coveted prizes. These few masters have taught students who won more gold medals than entire nations—Sweden ranks behind Germany in the gold medal count with a total of seven, followed by the USSR with four. Other countries that have won gold medals are France, Switzerland, the Netherlands, and Austria. (German jumper riders are also well known for a system of training that is based on dressage. This is a major contributing factor to their success. German jumping squads hold the record for most Olympic show jumping gold medals.)
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    Much of Germany is comprised of adjacent agricultural and industrial areas.


  




  The most important aspect of the great masters’ successes, for the purposes of this book, lies in their uncanny abilities to produce successful horse and rider pairs—to communicate their knowledge to others. Great trainers, great instructors, and great riders are three separate but related categories. Often, success in one does not guarantee success in another. These masters are the people who stand behind the scenes at world-class competitions. They help others to achieve success.
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    Young horses in Germany at a top breeding farm. How many future champions are here in such humble beginnings? The horses spend most days out on the fields. At night they become “socialized” by living in close proximity to other foals.


  




  Curious is the fact that these great masters—two native Germans, one Romanian, and one Austrian—live within a small circle of the world; it has a radius of less than a hundred miles. As a successful restaurateur once said, “I always build my restaurants right next to successful restaurants. Together we create a dining district, a place for people to come. The worst scenario is to be in the middle of nowhere, alone.” This small area of the world is rich in equestrian tradition and knowledge. It possesses an unusual mixture of industrial and agricultural areas in close proximity, which provide land and money to support the breeding of quality horses. Perhaps most important, the culture respects and idolizes the horse.




  The fact that the featured masters are all male may seem odd in a sport that is increasingly dominated by females. However, this recent trend started in the 1980s. Before then, the top ranks of the dressage world were predominately men, most likely a result of the military tradition behind dressage. As the current cadre of riders matures, most future great masters will be female, as exemplified by Kyra Kyrkland.




  Of course, a critic could search for and probably find faults with some of the riders pictured in this book. After all, most Grand Prix classes can be won with a 75 percent. In school this would only earn an average grade; the difficult sport of dressage can always be performed better. However, judging by the success of these masters, they must be doing a lot of things right. Therefore, any mistakes of these students or horses must be judged in context to the level of excellence of the masters, the Yin and the Yang of their distinction. Therefore, analyzing faults would not be a good teaching tool, since these mistakes haven’t interfered with success. You can watch any rider if you want to see mistakes. If you ever have the pleasure of watching any of the people in these pictures ride, focus on what they do right. A person who looks solely for mistakes searches for a guiding image in a house of mirrors, a form of solidity in a myriad of refractions and reflections. A person who searches for positive aspects that contributed to a master’s success often discovers a beacon to light the darkness.




  There are many others who could have been included in this book, but time and space are limited, and their omission is not intended as disrespect.




  [image: frn_fig_006.jpg]




  
CHAPTER ONE
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  KLAUS BALKENHOL
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  BRIEF BIO




  Klaus Balkenhol entered the dressage world in 1977, when he made a phone call to the German National Equestrian Center in Warendorf and asked to be included in a training session for Grand Prix riders. At that time he was thirty-eight years old and worked as a mounted police officer in Düsseldorf. He was unknown as a dressage rider. Perhaps out of politeness, the authorities at Warendorf agreed. (Who wants to be on the bad side of a police officer?) They were in for a surprise. At the end of the training session, Willi Schultheis, who was then coach of the German team, said Klaus Balkenhol and his mount Rabauke should be ranked in the top eight horse and rider pairs in Germany. In 1979, Klaus Balkenhol and Rabauke were reserve champions at the German Finals.




  Klaus Balkenhol rode Rabauke to many more victories at the national level in Germany. However, his next Grand Prix horse, Goldstern, would bring Balkenhol international fame. At the 1992 Barcelona Olympics, Klaus Balkenhol received the individual bronze medal and was a part of the gold medal German team. In the 1996 Olympics in Atlanta, he won another team gold. Additionally, Mr. Balkenhol won the individual silver medal and a team gold at the 1994 World Equestrian Games in The Hague.




  After his considerable success as an individual rider, Mr. Balkenhol coached the German Olympic team for the 2000 Olympic Games in Australia. He worked with gold medal team riders Isabell Werth, Nadine Capellmann-Biffar, Ulla Salzgeber, and Alexandra Simmons de Ridder. At the Sydney Games, Isabel won the individual silver medal, and Ulla was the individual bronze medalist. At the World Equestrian Games in 1998, he taught the individual gold medalist and the gold medal winning team.




  In 2001 Klaus Balkenhol was hired by the United States Equestrian Team (USET) as a dressage coach and technical advisor. Under his guidance, the United States achieved unprecedented results, a silver medal for the team at the 2002 World Equestrian Games in Jerez, Spain (where Mr. Balkenhol also coached the individual gold medalist, his long-time student Nadine Capellmann). The United States also won the Olympic team bronze at Athens in 2004 under Mr. Balkenhol’s supervision.




  GENERAL QUESTIONS




  Why do you ride?




  I started to ride before I could walk. My parents put me on horses. I rode both sport horses and work horses, the warmbloods that were used in the fields. I grew up on a farm not far from here. One of my first experiences with passage came with riding these work horses. After being in the fields all day, they were anxious to get home. I would get on them, ride them back to the barn, and they really wanted to go. At the time, I didn’t know what they were doing, but I realized later that they were passaging.




  As a child, I joined a local “Reitverein,” or riding club. I competed at the lower levels in dressage and jumping and eventing. The local economy was depressed for farming so, at the age of twenty, I joined the police force and moved to Düsseldorf. There, I joined that local riding club. At the age of twenty-four, I met Judith at that riding club. We shared a love of horses. About five years later, we married. In Düsseldorf, I worked as a mounted police officer. I have been involved with horses my whole life.




  I was fortunate when I went to police training. I had the opportunity to train with a real artist, the last of a generation of cavalry officers. My teacher was a man named Otto Hartwich from the old cavalry school. He required that the horses be trained to “L” level in all disciplines. (The “L” level in Germany translates roughly as follows: Dressage, 2nd Level; Jumping, 1.20 meters or 4'; Three-Day Eventing, Training Level). It’s too bad that it is not the same today, but we don’t have teachers like that anymore.




  Otto was an artist. He could put power and technique into a horse and make it beautiful. He understood how to develop a horse’s body and mind. All of the horses just got normal food, and they never seemed to get sick. We rarely called a vet. Yes, we breed better horses today. They are more athletic and easier to ride. They are really bred for the sport. But Otto taught normal horses to levade, to piaffe, to courbette. He was a beautiful jumper rider. He and Georg Wahl, the trainer of the Swiss Olympic gold medalist Christine Stückleberger, were colleagues. Otto didn’t like to compete. He practiced his art quietly and trained the police horses.




  (It is interesting to note that Klaus Balkenhol achieved his first fame on two police horses: Rabauke, a top international Grand Prix horse, and Goldstern, a top Olympic Grand Prix horse. Their purchase prices were 4,000DM and 6,000DM respectively—roughly $2,000 and $3,000. This is an unprecedented achievement in modern dressage. However, horse dealers out there should take heart. The more expensive horse did win more.)




  What makes a good rider?




  One who understands the horse. One who is capable of listening to the horse. You have to speak their language. When you ride, you have to know what this horse will allow or tolerate, and more important, what they won’t tolerate.




  A good rider is one who understands the half halt. The rider has to close the hand and slow the horse, but then immediately release with the hand. If a rider holds too long, he pulls the horse onto the forehand, he blocks the energy from behind, and he creates rhythm faults. This is especially true if the rider holds and drives at the same time. All of the energy that the rider creates pushes the horse onto the forehand. A rider has to activate the hind end of the horse only when the horse is light in the hand; the rider must strive to drive the horse forward only when the horse is not pulling. A rider must explain to the horse that he must work more without running forward against the hand. In this way the horse will relax in its back and maintain a nice, even rhythm.
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  Figure 1.1




  

    Anabel Balkenhol on her eight-year-old horse, Little Big Man, demonstrates the ultimate product of successful half halts, the piaffe. Note the steady and light contact with the horse’s mouth. Her legs drive only as necessary; otherwise they hang loosely at the horse’s sides. The muscles of the horse are working but not tense. The topline muscles show particularly good development. The hind feet are beginning to develop consistent suspension as this young horse gains strength in his back and hindquarters.


  




  What makes a good trainer?




  One who has a good understanding of dressage theory, and one who can execute the theory on a practical level. He has to be able to place himself into the situation in which the student finds himself and successfully solve the problems. He has to be able to do this not only by riding the horse, but he also has to be able to explain to the student so the student understands how to do this on their own. A trainer has to give clear instructions. Above all, he has to think of what is in the best interest of the horse.
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  Figure 1.2




  

    Klaus Balkenhol observes his students in the warm-up at the Bremen Grand Prix.


  




  He has to understand the concept of activating the hind legs and letting go with the hand. The horse has to be activated without wanting to run off, without pulling on the hand. A trainer has to understand how to make a horse strong and powerful in the correct muscles, so the student and horse work in harmony. Power is used to enhance the beauty of the performance.




  A trainer has to understand that when you apply an aid, you have to get an answer; you have to get a reaction, but don’t ask for too much and don’t ask for things that a horse can’t do. If you are not educating a horse properly, it leads to violence. Violence can be known and unknown. Mechanical riding can be violent because horses are broken instead of developed.
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  Figure 1.3




  

    “It lies in the hands of every single rider whether horse and rider feel relaxed. It must be every rider’s supreme aim to create relaxation of mind and body.” Klaus Balkenhol.




    Mr. Balkenhol schools the horse Laredo in the piaffe. Note his relaxed and effective position. His heels are down, and the spurs do not touch the horse. The horse remains quiet and steady in the contact with a closed, foaming mouth. The rider’s weight interacts with the horse’s motion without interfering, because of the lack of tension. Mr. Balkenhol’s shoulders and upper body remain soft as he teaches this horse one of the most difficult lessons in collection. Again, the muscles of the horse work, but are not tight like piano wires. Furthermore, Laredo shows significant topline development, the product of successful training. Mr. Balkenhol achieves this effect through the independence of his aids and by not driving while holding. “Using too much leg and hand at the same time is like driving a car with the brakes and gas applied simultaneously.”
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  Figure 1.4




  

    Klaus Balkenhol designed much of this facility. Note the rubber pavers on the covered aisle from the barn to the indoor so horses don’t slip. Another nice feature is the concrete under the indoor kickboards so the arena drag doesn’t damage the walls. This facilitates daily dragging and removal of the rut formed when horses are ridden along the track. These ruts can cause injuries to horses. The windows provide natural light, but the kickboards are high enough so horses can’t see out; horses can be startled when things which are partially hidden by a low wall suddenly pop into view. Horses don’t like surprises. A computer-controlled watering system keeps the arena dust-free for equines and humans. Daily exposure to large amounts of dust can cause horses (and people) to develop chronic coughs and worse. The water also helps to bind the footing, which is a mixture of sand and shavings.


  




  The theme of art is difficult. Forcing horses to piaffe on the spot, like you sometimes see today, is wrong; standing behind them and beating them with a whip until they lose all confidence. Soon they will no longer go down the centerline. The end result is a horse with no confidence or with soundness problems. Through correct training you teach horses to piaffe without going forward, by making the horse strong. Horses in earlier times were really worked. People knew how.




  A trainer is one who can preserve and also improve the basic qualities of the gaits. That means that each gait stays pure, that the walk remains in a clear rhythm, that the trot does not become over-sensational, and that the canter remains in three beats. These fundamentals are necessary in a Grand Prix horse. Unfortunately, today you see many Grand Prix horses that are not correct in their gaits. The canter has become four-beat, or it is tense. The trot may look great in front, but the hind legs are not active. The walk is lateral. Many times horses are ridden in an over-sensational way and they lose relaxation in their backs; the horse’s back is very tense. These horses usually end up being seen more often in the vet clinic instead of the show arena.
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  Figure 1.5




  

    Klaus Balkenhol’s barn allows each horse to see many other horses, promoting a herd feeling. The stalls in this barn form a ring around the “tack-island” behind the grooming area on the right. Good natural light and ventilation are provided through large windows on both sides of the barn. Additionally each stall is vented at the base. The stall grills are strong and high enough so horses cannot become entangled by kicking or striking through the bars, a type of injury more common than most believe. The barn features are designed for safety plus physical and mental comfort. Note the use of rubber pavers. Additionally, each horse is either turned out on a grass paddock or hand grazed at least once a day. “The horses need this to promote relaxation and happiness.”


  




  What mental qualities are most important for a rider to develop in order to advance?




  A competition rider should possess a moral maturity. He should be mature enough to be able to form an understanding, a working relationship with the creature, the horse. He should never treat his horse as a mechanical thing, or act like he has a contract with a machine. Instead, he should honor this animal and treat him as an equal partner. Out of this understanding come many great obligations for the rider, and the rider must be able to meet these obligations. He has to be able to maintain his horse in the required environment with all the little and big things attached. He has to make sure that his horse has good ground or good footing to travel upon, not ground that will cause the horse injury and pain. He has to make sure that his horse is shod properly, fed well, cared for, and so on, and so on.




  [image: R R]




  Figure 1.6




  

    Anabel Balkenhol rides Little Big Man, who is trotting nicely and using his topline. Horses learn by doing. Therefore, what the horse is doing is what he is learning. In other words, a rider who always fights with a horse and rides using only strong aids will teach this horse to be a strong fighter. A horse must trot correctly before a rider can develop correct muscles for the trot work. Of course, many mistakes happen along the way so only a patient, educated rider can successfully train a horse.


  




  What physical characteristics does a rider need?




  A rider must be fit. He must keep himself fit. This means that a rider must do something besides riding to stay fit. He must gymnastically develop his muscles, and he must do exercises to remain supple. He must maintain agility. He must train and exercise, which also helps him to understand this process. All of these things are necessary for a rider who wants to ride competitively before he even makes contact with a horse.
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  Figure 1.7




  

    Balkenhol uses many hours of correct riding and many half halts to rebalance Little Big Man onto his haunches while keeping his back up and working. Note that the horse seeks proper contact with the bit.
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  Figure 1.8




  

    Anabel Balkenhol plays the horse between the driving and restraining aids: a little leg to go forward, followed immediately by a little hand to slow down. In the half halts, the movement of her weight goes slightly against the motion of the horse. But she must be careful—too much against the motion and the horse will drop his back; too little and she will have little influence. All of the aids are used in harmony with the horse’s gaits. This brings Little Big Man’s weight back onto his haunches. Horses learn best when riders show them how to do things right rather than only correcting them for doing things wrong. Education builds confidence.
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  Figure 1.9




  

    “It is important for the horse’s mind and body to let him gallop forward. Cantering forward and galloping develop a horse’s hindquarters and build muscles that are needed for piaffe and passage. It is also good for the horse’s mental relaxation and happiness.” Klaus Balkenhol.


  




  How would you define a successful day of training?




  It is important that a training program shows progress. But sometimes this progress is slow; you can’t get results from one day to the next. Sometimes it takes weeks or even months until the student and the horse begin to understand a lesson1 and perform as a team. It is important in the training to always start with easy exercises and also to end with easy exercises that the rider and horse understand. This helps build confidence in both horse and rider. In this way the trainer can develop a program that builds every day on what was learned before. This is very important.
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