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Introduction

August days don’t come any more perfect than this one: warm but not hot, clear skies, a slight breeze. I walked up to the fourth jump on my cross-country course, a green table that looked like it could seat Harry Potter’s giant friend Hagrid and his entire family for Thanksgiving dinner. There were four normal-sized people stretched out across the top of it, chatting happily.

I swallowed—actually, it was more of a gulp. I’d been stressing out about this jump for an entire year, ever since it had debuted on last year’s course when I had started to contemplate a move up to this level. It hadn’t gotten any smaller.

I looked at my coach. “Normal people don’t do this. Normal people bake cookies on the weekends.”

He just grinned at me. “Or they go to the beach,” he suggested helpfully.

“The beach sounds great. Let’s go to the beach.” I wasn’t entirely sure I was kidding.

“Just ride forward and come in straight and strong. It will ride fine.” I wondered briefly if I still even owned a bathing suit.

The next day, my Thoroughbred, Chauncy, hopped over the table as if he barely needed to pick up his feet. “Oh, it’s going to be a good day,” I thought, and pressed on to the next jump. When I crossed the finish line, I was wearing a smile that lasted for the next four days.

I still get a thrill in my chest whenever I think about that day. Nothing in my life compares to the thrill of finishing a challenging cross-country ride, whether it’s an imposing course on my upper-level event horse or taking a green youngster around his first baby novice. And yet, when I walk my next course or ride around the dressage ring waiting to start my test, my stomach will still flip over. I’ll still wake up on a competition morning, fantasizing about going to the beach instead of facing the stress of the day ahead. The stories in my head start spinning: What if we’re not ready? What if I fall off? What if I’m not good enough? What if I don’t belong at this level? Who do I think I am, anyway?

I decided a few years ago that since they wouldn’t just go away and leave me alone, I needed a way to cope with these frustrating, counterproductive thoughts and feelings. My students and my fellow trainers said that they did, too. I started talking with people in other disciplines—dressage, hunter/jumpers, saddle-seat—and sure enough, they all said the same thing: no matter how much experience and success they had accumulated, coping with stress, anxiety, and pressure was a huge challenge. Colleagues who had conquered the most difficult competitions in the country told me that they still have a voice inside that says, “You’re not good enough.” And so the idea for this book was born.


“I’ve spent most of my life riding horses.

The rest I’ve just wasted.” —Unknown



Since you’re reading this book, I suspect that you agree with this sentiment! You undoubtedly love horses and love riding to a degree that seems irrational or even obsessive to a lot of other people. Your non-horsey friends probably roll their eyes when you and a fellow equestrian strike up a conversation, because they know they’re going to be standing around for awhile.

However, like me, you probably also get stressed, nervous, or anxious sometimes, whether in competition or riding at home. It may feel like these emotions overtake the pleasure you get from your riding and you want to change that. You’re tired of the voices in your brain that say, “You can’t do this,” or “You’re too old,” or “Watch out, something terrible is going to happen!” You need strategies that will help you become more confident in the saddle and enjoy your riding more.

You also may feel like your brain plays tricks on you in competition situations: your riding skills are there, but you need to sharpen your focus, or you have difficulty quieting the mental chatter in your mind. There are days when you and your horse are in perfect sync, but there are others when you completely forget everything you know and do every single thing you know you’re not supposed to do. It’s as if your brain completely freezes, like a computer that needs a reboot. Your practice at home is solid, but you aren’t sure how to reproduce that level of confidence and quality in a competitive situation.

Maybe you’re in the midst of a crisis in your riding, caused by a major accident or injury, or by riding a horse that is damaging your confidence. Your brain won’t seem to allow you to get past it; you don’t know how to move beyond your current feelings of fear or frustration. You’re not sure if you need to adjust your outlook, change your goals, or just sell your horse and find a new partner that suits you better. All you know is that you can’t “just get over it.”

This book is a how-to manual for your brain. To paraphrase Yogi Berra, riding is “90 percent mental, and the other half is physical.” I’m going to show you how to train your brain to handle strong emotions such as fear and doubt, to focus and stay calm under pressure, to produce your best performance when it really counts, and to bounce back from inevitable painful experiences. I call this program StressLess Riding.

I created StressLess Riding sort of by accident. For most of my 20-year career as a riding instructor, I was also a psychotherapist, specializing in solution-focused therapy for problems such as Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), depression, and anxiety. I helped people change thought patterns that were getting in their way and helped them develop skills for managing difficult emotions such as anxiety and frustration. These strategies carried over very naturally into my riding instruction, so discussing worries and self-defeating thoughts became just another part of the lesson, right along with “heels down.”

I found that many of my students, especially adults, had tried many sports psychology techniques such as relaxation and visualization exercises, but the techniques hadn’t worked for them or they hadn’t stuck with them. “I have enough trouble trying to ride while also juggling a family and a job—I don’t have another 30 minutes to sit and do visualization exercises,” they told me in frustration.

Frankly, I am in the same boat. I’ve struggled with relaxation and visualization work. I always have good intentions: I settle into a chair and close my eyes, take a few deep breaths. Then I remember that I have to pay the farrier tomorrow, and clean my tack for my lesson. We could have lasagna for dinner; do we have any noodles or do I need to get some? Wow, the dog is snoring really loudly. Should I jump or do flatwork today? Oh, look, there’s a hole in my jeans—oops. I was supposed to have my eyes closed. Damn.

You get the picture—this isn’t exactly working according to plan. While I know I would improve if I practiced, I always seem to find something more important to do, like wash the truck or watch the cross-country video that the Horse Pesterer just posted on YouTube. I need mental techniques that I can do while I’m riding or grooming my horse or driving somewhere in my car. Anything that involves sitting still is likely to fail in my world. And I don’t even have kids; my friends and students who do have children have even less time than I do.

I also have two major problems with the concept of “relaxation” when it pertains to riding. One, it’s an emotion, and emotions are notoriously difficult to produce on demand. If it were easy, we’d all be happy and relaxed all of the time! And two, I don’t actually think relaxation is the ideal performance state for riding. Calm, yes; focused, yes; supple, yes; but these behaviors take effort, and “relaxation” is too casual a feeling to be included in these mental states. Especially as an event rider, where cross-country jumping reigns supreme, “casual” is not part of my ideal performance self. And regardless of your discipline, it takes constant attention to handle a 1200-pound flight animal with a mind of his own. I prefer to save relaxation for after my ride, when I’m hanging out and chatting in the tack room.

Once I decided to let go of “relaxation” as a primary goal, I still needed techniques that would quiet the mental static in my brain, but ones that kept me sharp and focused. I started reading books about other sports that demand highly focused attention: tennis, golf, even football. I borrowed liberally from them and made up a few tricks of my own. I tried things out in my own riding and used my students as guinea pigs (sorry, guys, now you know!). We kept some things, tossed others, tweaking and adjusting to suit different situations and the personalities of horses and riders. We discovered that humor is one of the best tools ever—walk into my barn on any given day and I might be telling someone to ride like Jack Sparrow (yes, Johnny Depp’s Pirates of the Caribbean Jack Sparrow) while our farm’s other instructor, Mary, extols the virtues of her Wonder Woman cape (see the section on talismans in chapter 6)! Nothing is too strange or too funny, because when laughter is present, fear usually doesn’t stick around for very long.

In horse training it’s very important to be systematic, but humans all have unique minds and unique riding experiences, so we need mental strategies that are custom-made to suit these qualities. Throughout the book, you’ll be encouraged to adapt all of the ideas to suit your particular needs as a rider.


HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

Part I, StressLess Riding Fundamentals, covers and explains the following:


	 The most common equestrian conundrum: “If I know what I’m supposed to do, why do I seem to do the exact opposite when I’m nervous?”

	 How stress, fear, and anxiety operate in the brain, which helps make sense of those times when you can’t think straight, or when you get stuck in a rut of negative thoughts and can’t get out.

	 How to handle uncomfortable emotions such as anxiety and embarrassment, to use your self-talk for good instead of evil, and to ride your best regardless of what you’re feeling in any given situation.



If you don’t have particular struggles with nerves or anxiety and you’ve bought this book to learn better competition skills, you may be tempted to skip this section but I recommend you read it anyway. The competitive skills in Part II build on the information in Part I. The first chapter on stress and the brain is essential, so at least read this before diving into Part II.

Part II, Focus, Confidence, and StressLess Performance, is about more than showing or competing, it’s about honing your mental game at home to get the most out of your daily riding. It addresses several important topics from several points of view, including current research and the experience of high-performance athletes in a variety of sports:


	 It explains the amazing research going on that delves into what makes elite athletes so much better than everybody else. It turns out that you and I have access to many of the same tools that the greatest riders in the world possess, regardless of the balances in our checkbooks (often low) or the number of world-classes horses in our barns (even lower). Money and excellent horses help, of course, but the real power is in the way the best riders practice on a daily basis—and that is a skill set that anyone can tap into.

	 It will demonstrate how to focus your riding time to squeeze out every possible drop of improvement, allowing you to make greater progress even if you can’t ride every day.



For competitors, Part II offers in-the-moment strategies for building the best performance possible. I’ll show you how to:


	 Arrange your environment and manage your thinking.

	 Produce a state of “Focused Calm.”

	 Tap into your skills, regardless of your emotional state, to produce an outstanding ride.



Part III, Battling the Big Demons, is for riders who are coping with particularly challenging situations.


	 Chapter 7 addresses that situation we all wish we could avoid: recovering from a bad fall or other traumatic riding event.

	 I show you how to care for your emotional injuries in the same way you would care for your injured horse.

	
 Chapter 8 looks directly at an issue that many of us have trouble facing: deciding whether we are riding the right horse. Sometimes all the love and good intentions in the world aren’t enough to turn the wrong match into a happy marriage, and this chapter will help you decide whether to persevere or move on.



Part IV, StressLess Techniques for Trainers demonstrates:


	 How to harness the brain’s natural tendencies to help students progress efficiently and effectively.

	 Solutions to common struggles we face every day with our students.



As you read this book, take what works and leave the rest: everyone has different riding and learning styles, and what works for one person might not work for another. All of the exercises can be used in any riding discipline. I’m an event rider, so I look at things from the point of view of dressage and jumping, but everything in this book is designed to be useful whether you’re in the show ring, on a trail ride, doing team penning, or just strolling bareback down the driveway.

One final but critical point: in order to decide what works, you must do the exercises. Don’t just read them and think, “That’s not my thing.” Time and again I’ve had students tell me, “When you suggested I do X, I thought it was completely stupid and it would never work. But then I went ahead and tried it, and it actually helped!” I’ve had the same experience—I’ve been convinced that something is ridiculous, but it works beautifully, while something else makes perfect sense in theory but is an epic fail in practice.

In addition, remember that training your brain is the same as training your body: you need to practice regularly. No skill or technique in the world will work properly if you only try to use it in high-pressure situations. Brain training needs to become an integral part of your riding practice in order to be effective. I’ve made most of the exercises in this book very simple, short, and portable, so that you can incorporate them into your daily riding routine without adding a lot of extra time and effort. Feel free to tweak, twist, and corrupt any or all of these ideas so that they suit your own needs. Even better, share the new permutations on the StressLess Riding Facebook page so the rest of us can learn from your ideas!

Now, get ready for a tour of your brain and a meeting with a certain reptile that has a huge influence on your riding and your life!


PART I

StressLess Riding Fundamentals:

Brain Basics or How to

Train Your Inner Lizard
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Your Brain on Stress:

Meet Your Inner Lizard


Another lovely summer day, another cross-country course walk. I stood in front of the cordwood jump, the first sizable fence on my cross-country course, and felt my stomach flip over. Just like that green table I told you about in the Introduction, it looked bigger than anything I’d ever jumped before. (Bet you’re sensing a theme here.) I swear it got bigger as I stood there.

As usual, the Committee in my head started yammering: “Can you really handle that? It’s huge. What if you miss your takeoff spot? What if you mess up your horse? She’s green, remember, and if you scare her, you’re going to screw her up for life. You could have a rotational fall and get really hurt—it just happened to a Big Name Rider, it could happen to you—and your family will be watching and your friends will be watching and….” I took a deep breath and slowly blew it out.

“Time to practice what I preach,” I thought, and reminded myself, “My horse doesn’t care. We jumped bigger on Tuesday.” Standing back from the jump again, I repeated my mantra for the course: “Sit up and kick, sit up and kick.” It started to look a little less gigantic. I ran my hand across the top of the jump and walked past it. A friend of mine was walking by at that moment. I rolled my eyes at her and said, “Hours and hours of wanting to throw up, all for six minutes of adrenaline rush. We are a sick, twisted bunch of individuals.” She laughed and answered, “Yeah, but we can’t not do it, can we?” The next morning, as I crossed the finish line grinning, I was reminded of how right she was.

Since you’re still reading, I assume that you love to ride; in fact, I’m willing to bet that riding for you is probably equivalent to breathing, or at least to really living life. It’s not a hobby; it’s a way of life. You may have given it up for periods of your life to go to college, start a family, or build your career, only to pick it up again because you couldn’t stay away. At least once a day there is a post on my Facebook feed referring to riding as an addiction, an obsession, an all-consuming passion.

And yet you probably have moments like my course-walk experience when you think, “You know, I could just go home and clean the garage like a normal person.” Riding may be your greatest joy, but it also stresses you out at times. You may get nervous at shows, or in lessons, or when you jump, or ride outside of the ring. You may be absolutely terrified of cantering across a field. You may be scared of your horse because you feel overwhelmed by his powerful stride, or because you’ve been tossed by his athletic buck. The feelings may be so intense that your mother, your best friend, or your significant other asks, “Why are you even riding? It just makes you miserable.” And yet you keep coming back. You can’t not keep coming back.

This first chapter explores why riding, this sport we love so much, can also stress us, worry us, even scare us. You’ll learn how and why your brain reacts with fear, and why your body and mind respond in certain ways. You’ll come to understand that anxiety is not the enemy, and I’ll suggest more useful ways of seeing your fearful emotions that will set the stage for increasing your confidence in the saddle and your deep enjoyment of the sport.


WHY DO YOU RIDE?


Whether you ride for pleasure or competition, relaxation or exhilaration, your reasons for riding are uniquely yours. There are no right or wrong reasons, as long as your riding brings you joy. However, when you run into obstacles in riding and become frustrated or discouraged, it’s easy to lose sight of what you love about the sport in the first place. The following exercise can help you reconnect with the things that you love about riding and horses. This is the only time I’ll ask you to do a visualization exercise! Read all the way through it before beginning the exercise, because it’s easier to do with your eyes closed.



[image: ] Exercise: Visualization



	 Find a place where you can be alone for at least 10 minutes.

	 Sit comfortably, close your eyes, and take a few deep, slow breaths. As you breathe, allow your outside thoughts to fall away and let yourself settle.

	 Now call to mind one of your favorite memories of riding. Play it through your mind as if it is happening to you now, as if you are inside a movie of the memory.

	 In your mind’s eye, look around and notice what you see. Where are you? What color is your horse’s coat? His mane? What are you wearing? What season is it, and what is going on around you? Notice all of your surroundings, whether they are passing by quickly or slowly, if you are alone or with others.

	 Feel the sensations of your body: How fast are you traveling? What gait are you in? Is the air warm or cool? Feel your horse moving underneath you, the reins in your fingers, your seat in the saddle or on his bare back.

	
 Hear the sounds around you: hoofbeats, your horse’s snorts, the creak of your tack, your breathing, the wind in your ears. Are there voices nearby, or sounds of birds or other animals?

	 Breathe in and smell your horse’s scent, the air around you, the scent of your tack.

	 Notice your emotions: Are you exhilarated, excited, peaceful? Allow yourself to enjoy the memory all the way until its end, then gently blink your eyes open.



While it’s still fresh in your mind, take a notebook, journal, or in notes on your tablet or computer, write down what you experienced and felt inside your memory.



Ultimately, this is why we do this: it’s because we want to have these experiences and feel these emotions.

When I lead this exercise in workshops, I watch all kinds of emotions play across people’s faces: joy, peace, excitement. There are also people who say that the memory makes them sad because they have lost these joyful feelings and are afraid they won’t be able to ever get them back again. If this describes you, the rest of this book will help you regain these emotions and help you love your riding again.

Before we move on, I want you to notice one more thing about this exercise: absolutely nothing happened just now, and yet you felt the emotions of that memory as if it were actually occurring. You weren’t riding, your horse wasn’t here, but your emotions reacted as if you were actually having that experience. This is extremely important, and we’ll focus on it in detail throughout the book.


WHY DO I DO THAT WHEN I’M NERVOUS?



	 “When I’m in the warm-up, there’s so much static in my head that I can’t even hear my trainer.”

	 “No matter how many times I practice my dressage test, my mind goes blank when the judge rings the bell.”

	 “At home I’m pretty good at finding my distances to the jumps, but at the show I pick at my horse and my rounds become all herky-jerky. It drives my trainer crazy!”

	 “I know I should sit up if my horse bucks, but in the moment I lean forward, pinch, and grab his mouth anyway. It’s so frustrating!”



Do any of these statements sound familiar? I hear dozens of complaints just like them in my lessons and clinics, and I’ve voiced many of those same complaints myself. Our behavior when we’re stressed, nervous, or scared is often the opposite of what we know we should do. Why does this happen? In order to understand this maddening phenomenon, we need to understand how the brain works when we’re afraid; to understand the brain, we need to go back to Darwin.

A QUICK TOUR OF THE BRAIN

The human brain has evolved over millions of years. It’s now a complex, intricate structure capable of processing staggering amounts of information in the blink of an eye. But at the beginning, it was a much simpler organ. As vertebrates (any creature with a spinal cord) evolved, they developed a brain stem, now located at the base of our brain at the back of our head, just above the spinal cord. The brain stem controls the body’s “housekeeping” functions: breathing, heartbeat, digestion, and other ongoing processes that keep the body alive.

As evolution continued, we developed the capacity for emotions. The amygdala, which sits very near the brain stem, is the part of the brain responsible for these basic emotions: happy, sad, mad, and scared. Nearby is the hippocampus, which has a large role in memory.

The area that includes the brain stem and the amygdala is often referred to as the “Lizard Brain” or the “Reptile Brain,” because reptiles seem to have been the first animals to possess this area.

Much, much later, we evolved our prefrontal cortex, a very large section located just behind the forehead. This is your “Rational Brain,” the part of the brain that controls logical thought: it allows you to plan that after you read this chapter, you need to pick up your son from soccer, buy grain, and remind your spouse that tomorrow is recycling day. It also allows you to do cool things like think in the abstract and come up with great inventions like saddles and Velcro and duct tape. We tend to rely on the prefrontal cortex to get us through the day. Twenty-first century Western culture places a heavy value on things like logical thinking, planning, and verbal abilities, so it’s usually steering the ship under normal circumstances.

There are many other structures within the brain, but the Lizard Brain and the Rational Brain are the ones that are the most important for our discussion here.

Your Brain on Stress: The Fight or Flight Response

We humans like to view ourselves as rational creatures who make reasoned, logical decisions and choices. Ideally, we want our choices to support our long term goals. But as much as we know that an apple is better than a cookie and that paying the electric bill is more important than the tack shop’s clearance sale, our Lizard Brain couldn’t care less about “long term health” or “financial stability.” It thinks only about the immediate moment, and it cares about only one thing in this moment: survival.

Winning the evolution game is about surviving long enough to reproduce and pass on your DNA to the next generation. Up until very recently, humans lived in an environment with lethal threats all around: saber-toothed tigers, poisonous snakes, enemy tribes. Our ancestors that survived long enough to reproduce didn’t survive because they avoided fast food and gluten and balanced their checkbooks every week; they survived because their brains developed a mechanism to get them out of danger as fast as possible. This mechanism is known as the Fight or Flight Response (FOFR). Here’s how it works:

Imagine you’re grooming your horse and you’re leaning over to brush mud off his belly. Suddenly he kicks up at a fly and you jump out of the way just in time to avoid being kicked yourself. You realize he came dangerously close to nailing you right in the head! Now imagine how you feel: your stomach is quivering, your heart is pounding, your hands are shaking a little, and every muscle is tense. You’ve just been protected by your FOFR.

Remember the amygdala? Think of it as your body’s alarm system. When your brain perceives a threat in the environment, the amygdala signals the brain to engage the FOFR. A surge of stress hormones, primarily adrenaline and cortisol, are released into your bloodstream and trigger a rapid series of physiological changes. Your heart beats faster to get more blood to the major muscle groups in your arms and legs, which tense up to prepare to fight or run. You breathe faster to get more oxygen into your bloodstream. You start to perspire. Blood is channeled away from your extremities and momentarily unnecessary organs such as your stomach.

This is why you may get cold hands and butterflies in your stomach when you’re nervous, and why you have such a hard time relaxing your muscles enough to deepen your seat and stay tall in the saddle.

An important point to note here is that the FOFR can activate when it perceives any threat. It responds whether that threat is physical, such as a kick from a horse, or psychological, such as the worry that you’ll forget your reining pattern. It also gets activated whether the perceived threat is real or imagined. This is why you can feel jittery just picturing your horse bucking you off.

Remember how you felt those wonderful emotions in response to your favorite memory of your horse? Your brain responded to the memory by creating real emotions, experienced in the present moment, even though they were triggered by your imagination, and not by an actual present-moment experience. The Lizard Brain can’t tell the difference between something you imagine vividly and something that’s actually happening.

On the positive side, you can feel great when you imagine something wonderful; on the down side, you can panic your Lizard Brain by picturing something terrible happening. You can also make your Lizard Brain angry (the fight in Fight or Flight) by imagining a conflict. (Ever re-live an argument with your significant other in your mind and find yourself angry all over again? Hello, Lizard Brain!)

One more interesting thing happens during the FOFR. The prefrontal cortex­—the Rational Brain that thinks things through logically—shuts down. It’s never even consulted in the Fight or Flight process. It’s as if you were flying over southern California at night, and all of a sudden, Los Angeles went totally dark. The FOFR flips a switch, and off goes your Rational Brain.

At first glance, this may seem like an evolutionary design flaw. Why on earth would you want your logical thinking capacity disconnected? However, it makes sense when you look at it from a survival perspective: Imagine you’re a caveman a hundred thousand years ago. One morning, you stroll out of your cave and spy a saber-toothed tiger stalking in the bushes. Your Rational prefrontal cortex might say something like this: “Oh, hey, a tiger. Or is it a lion? Nope, it has saber teeth, definitely a tiger. What should I do? I could hit it with my club—no, that’s in the cave. I could climb that tree or hide behind that rock, but it might find me. I guess I’d better run—” CHOMP!

By now, the tiger has finished his delightful lunch of cave-human. In life-or-death situations, reasoning and logic simply take too much time. Instead, the amygdala hollers, “TIGER! RUN!” and you live to see another day.

This, dear rider, is why you can’t think straight when you’re extremely nervous: your amygdala has hijacked your Rational Brain. You’re not stupid or inept; you’ve just allowed your Lizard Brain to run the show. It thinks you’re being attacked by a tiger, so it tries to get you to safety.

I mentioned earlier that the Lizard Brain can’t distinguish between a psychological threat and a physical one; it uses the same response for both. This is why a dressage judge can send your heart pounding and wipe your brain clean of everything you knew five minutes ago.

My Lizard Brain is why my stomach started doing acrobatics when I simply thought about jumping that big cordwood on my cross-country course. To the Lizard Brain, a threat is a threat, and you either need to kill it or run away from it as fast as possible. It doesn’t see any other alternatives. This in an unfortunate reality of evolution: it moves much, much more slowly than our cultural development has done.

In the last 200 years or so we have eliminated nearly all of the daily physical threats that plagued our ancestors. In their place, psychological stressors such as financial concerns and fear of emotional rejection have grown instead. However, the human brain has not evolved to keep up with this rapid shift, so we’re stuck with the FOFR as our instinctive reaction to stress of any kind. Fortunately, there are ways of managing the FOFR and regaining control of your thinking, and I’ll discuss them throughout the remainder of this book.

Instinctive Reactions vs. Effective Responses

Another physical response to anxiety needs to be mentioned here: the tendency to tense up and lean forward, especially when you feel like you’re going to fall off your horse. We all know it’s wrong, but we all do it at least some of the time. Why would we do something that’s the complete opposite of what we know to be right? Again, the answer is survival. Babies are born with very few fears, but one of them is the fear of falling. Humans are born with a reflex to protect ourselves during a fall: we curl up into the fetal position. We literally spend nine months practicing before we even join the outside world! The fetal position does a brilliant job of protecting our inner organs once we are already falling; it just doesn’t help us when we want to prevent the fall in the first place. In order to ride well, then, we actually have to override our most ancient instinct. It’s pretty amazing that we’re actually successful most of the time!
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