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  Preface




  

    Suppose . . . and suppose that a wild little Horse of Magic


    Came cantering out of the sky;


    With bridle of silver and into the saddle I mounted


    To fly—and to fly.



  




  —Walter de la Mare, “Suppose”




  A Brief History (of Me)




  As a young girl, I couldn’t wait to get to bed at night, for there I transformed myself into a romantic heroine whose dazzling white stallion with a gold star on his forehead carried me (and I believe there was a doughty sidekick) through numerous adventures. Like many women, whose dreams perhaps overlapped with mine, I had a horse-filled childhood. In England, and later, the United States, horses and ponies, real and imaginary, thronged my days. At school, a dissolute ex-cavalry officer gave me my first formal lessons, and when I escaped the formal confines of the drill team and the indoor ring, it was to swim, riding bareback, with an enormous old mare called Black Cat.




  When not actually on a horse, I rode through the pages of books, thrilling to the complex longings of Velvet Brown (forget the Hollywood version with Mickey Rooney and Elizabeth Taylor; Enid Bagnold’s classic book is about rite of passage and the circumscribed dreams of women), the simpler pleasures of various teen heroines and their mounts, and a glimpse of pre- and postwar Vienna in the books and memoirs of Alois Podhajsky, who ran the Spanish Riding School during and after World War II. I was oblivious to the romantic complications in Mary Stewart’s Airs Above the Ground, and its silly spy plot was mere trapping for what I perceived as its principal revelation: the rediscovery of a missing Lipizzaner stallion. This must have had a particular magic for me, for one season I talked myself into one of the Lipizzaner touring companies, befriending a lonely young Austrian and grooming his moon-luminous, gentle mount.




  Later, I joined the Pony Club, and tried foxhunting—and both more danger and more discipline entered my riding life. Tales of Misty of Chincoteague and Man O’ War gave way to the host of arcane facts the Pony Club requires you to remember. Years later, I can still recall the life cycle of the botfly and the length of the small intestine—not the sort of trivia with which to enliven cocktail parties.




  One summer holiday, I took a horsemaster’s degree at the Potomac Riding Center in Maryland. (This six-week course resulted in a certificate that, for dilettantes like me, essentially qualified one to teach riding in summer camps. For some, however, it’s the first step in a professional teaching career.) I began to compete in horse trials and was chosen for my university riding team. I still hunted during the holidays, hours of frustrating chill relieved by regular infusions of port, England’s notorious chipolata sausages, and wild gallops over Salisbury Plain. As of this writing, a heavily protested ban on hunting is in force in England, so these cherished memories are of what may rapidly become a vanishing world.




  Adult life has a way of separating a girl from her horse, as implacably and inevitably as it supplants childhood. As Maxine Kumin has written in “Why Is It That Girls Love Horses?” (Ms., April 1983), “Nothing would compensate for that loss of innocence, of the ability to speak the password and walk into a kingdom of virtue and honor.” After college I got a job in a big city, then another job in another big city. I had little money and no car, and slowly, after a couple of abortive attempts to ride at the humble excuse for a stable that existed in town, horses and riding receded to an anecdotal dot on my horizon. Occasionally I went to the National Horse Show and watched flawless thirteen-year-olds navigate the Maclay and ASPCA Medal equitation courses on flawless syndicated show hunters. What did it all have to do with me?




  And then, life happened. I wound up with a car and a house in the country, and the Chelsea Equestrian Center opened on a revitalized pier in New York City, and suddenly it seemed possible that I might ride again, to learn anew the password. But even then, I thought this would mean genteel circling in the ring. After all, I was middle aged, and my joints were no longer working properly—a conviction amply borne out by my test ride at Chelsea, which left me so stiff that it took me an hour to walk from 11th Avenue to 8th Avenue, and for days I inched down the street like a geriatric crab.




  But a decade later I find myself with a horse of my own, back competing at horse trials, hunting, taking lessons regularly from a variety of instructors, and eagerly attending clinics. And if my outer adult relies a little on analgesics, my inner child is alive and well and eager to get over the next fence—“to fly—and to fly.” And the point of this book is—you can join me.
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  Introduction


  


  






  

    Equestrian art . . . is something else which involves complete harmony between horse and rider, and that makes the rider feel that there have been moments of beauty and greatness which make a flight possible from all that is ordinary and mediocre.


  




  —Nuno Oliveira, Notes and Reminiscences of a Portuguese Rider (1976)


  


  





  Today’s Adult Rider




  If you read the preface (I won’t be offended if you didn’t), perhaps my story sounds familiar. You may be one of the many people who gave up riding when you went away to college, or got your first job, or had a baby—when it no longer seemed affordable or practical—when, regrettably, it became not a natural part of life, but a luxury.




  Or, more exciting still, you’re someone who has always wanted to ride but never had the chance, and it was one of those things that you were going to get to someday, along with traveling by ocean liner, reading Remembrance of Things Past, and learning to play the piano. Well, you’re not alone. My, are you not alone!




  Approximately twelve million people in the United States are involved in some sort of equestrian pursuit (this of course excludes professional race jockeys and harness drivers). And according to the Sporting Goods Manufacturers Association, the percentage of people who have participated in riding in some form grew by 9.3 percent between 2002 and 2003, while the American Horse Council estimates that the industry has a total impact of $102 billion on the country’s gross domestic product. So the image of riding as the exclusive province—emotional and empirical—of teenagers, especially teenage girls, is erroneous. Knowing that may help to break down any resistance you have to entering or re-entering the barn. If you imagine yourself as the only lumbering baby boomer in a group of limber teens, you will be unnecessarily intimidated, though it is important, as we’ll discuss later, to find an equestrian community into which you fit comfortably.




  So abandon those images of yourself relegated to passive dude-ranch riding. Today’s rider is every bit as likely to be a woman in her forties whose children are now school age, or one in her fifties finally able to prioritize her professional obligations, or a self-employed man whose business has become successful enough for him to take time off or at last be able to distinguish a weekend from a weekday!




  Making Room for Riding in Your Life




  “Making room” may be the very thing that’s been holding you back. According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, over 80 percent of employed persons work more than forty hours per week (as of 2006); Americans also work more hours per day and more days than people in many other countries. And according to a number of polls, people perceive their leisure time as dwindling and their work time as increasing. These figures don’t even reflect family or social obligations. The sense is that there is no way to fit one more activity (especially one that you’re probably secretly defining as selfish) into your over-obligated life. How can you possibly afford to have your day get any fuller and your bank account any emptier?




  Certainly, some commitment in time, money, and travel will be involved. And as with any sort of sport, exercise, or new discipline, consistency will yield more rewards. However, once you begin to look into riding schools (something we’ll address in chapter 14), you’ll discover that, like gyms, many of them are ready and willing to cater to people with nine-to-five jobs and five-to-nine lives. Especially in the warmer, lighter summer months, it’s often possible to get a lesson before work or in the evening. And stables are thronged with riding students on weekends, as this naturally tends to be the most oversubscribed time.




  But of course it isn’t just your work schedule, whatever it may be, that crowds your life. It’s your children, or your grandchildren and their activities, or your committees, or your garden, or your spouse or companion. Qualitative time takes up more room than quantitative time. Bear in mind the old axiom that nature abhors a vacuum. The tasks and obligations in our lives, especially the lives of overachieving Americans, tend to expand to fill the available time and space. But the reverse is also true. You may find that once you have decided to make riding a priority, other activities proportionately recede. Couldn’t that board meeting take an hour instead of an hour and a half? Or couldn’t your report be moved earlier or later? Couldn’t you send an e-mail instead of talking for half an hour? Couldn’t a friend take your child to soccer practice/the skating rink/the dance class? And might your own lessons parallel your children’s afternoon activities?




  And on the home front: could your husband/wife walk the dog, make the coffee, water the roses? Could you rely a little more on the microwave and a little less on Gourmet magazine?




  You get the idea—which is that if it matters, you’ll find a way. And more importantly, the people around you will, too. Some obstacles, especially those involving other people, tend to be chimeras—more about the lack of a focus or passion in their lives than a dearth of time. They may resent that fact that you’ve found a new, energetic pastime. Or they may be totally in awe, but not sure whether the dynamic new you will fit comfortably into your old life (it will).




  I once attended a day-long poetry workshop, attended by adult amateurs hoping to write verse. One woman had an astonishing litany of reasons why she couldn’t take the time to write regularly. The poet leading the workshop, his patience much tried, finally said, “All you’re telling me is that you don’t really want to do this. If you did, you’d get up a half hour earlier, and you’d cope.”




  If this book is in your hands, then you probably already know where your heart is, and you’ll find a way to get the rest of your body to follow.




  The Changing Equestrian Environment




  If you’re returning to riding after a long absence, you’ll find that there have been some fascinating developments in the past fifteen or twenty years, both in the sport and in such related disciplines as veterinary medicine and psychology. Teaching styles have altered, too, absorbing a wide range of methodologies borrowed from other fields and philosophies. And the field is eager to meet us: as Jennifer Meyer observed in Horse and Rider (as early as September 1999), “The generation born in the post–World War II years is turning fifty at the rate of about one every seven seconds, [and] marketers are racing to attract our midlife dollars. The best news for horse lovers is that even equine breed and sport organizations are getting into the act, with brand-new age divisions created to accommodate—and lure—the middle-aged competitor.”




  If you’re new to riding, you may find it more consonant with other lifestyle trends, and other sports, than you imagined, with an emphasis less on obedience and more on communication. As we’ll see, what is known loosely as English riding, which has come down to us from the courts, the countryside, and especially the military, was often taught along rather fixed lines. This generalization doesn’t apply to the really extraordinary teachers, both prominent and private, who’ve always helped to shape and distinguish the equestrian arts. But many in the rank and file were content to mouth the rules and platitudes of the various riding manuals without much regard for nuance. In the main, learning was either rough and tumble—picked up in the hunt field or from the sort of maverick itinerant, for example, who had me jumping four-foot fences at school when I had no real skills to speak of—or sound, but unimaginative, with traces of the military environment and expectations still clinging to it. You kept your head up, your heels down, and willed your horse into polite submission. Or, if you were learning in hunter/jumper circles in the 1960s and ’70s, you might have been an equitation rider strongly influenced by the rising stars of the U.S. Equestrian Team. William Steinkraus, Mary Chapot, Kathy Kusner, and George Morris were as renowned for their elegance as for their effectiveness. And maybe that particular beauty of form is part of your lost youth, but the important principles are merely dormant, just waiting to be reawakened.




  Western riding came to us by way of the Spanish conquistadors and evolved into a practical tool for cattle herding and land maintenance, both here and in similar communities throughout Latin and South America. Because of the (theoretically) more accessible style—saddles have comforting horns to be clutched by the nervous, horses jog and lope instead of trotting and cantering—this form has suffered the most debasement at the amateur level. Many people have experienced at least once the jolting dude ranch–type trail ride, where you’re essentially a passive sack atop a willful automaton being led through the woods by a jaded semiprofessional. (Originally, in the 1870s, the term dude applied to fancy city folk who went out west on vacation, and has not much departed from this meaning today.) But the confluence of a number of factors and developments has given us a whole new terrain to ride through. Today, Western riding is inviting, challenging, and complex.




  Seeing Horses Anew




  The increasing monetary value of horses, especially horses used for leisure pursuits instead of racing, and their gradual transition from unpaid agricultural employee (though this is still how they are classed legally) to companion animal has impelled advances in equine medicine and nutrition. At the same time, larger social and cultural trends such as the aging of articulate, affluent baby boomers, the New Age movement, and increasing cultural diversity has affected the way horses are both regarded and trained. Horse psychology, physiology, communication, and, for want of a better word, spirituality have become prominent subjects. Horse whisperers and animal touch/natural horsemanship and healing experts abound—and if there is a certain amount of hype involved, nevertheless the results really have been salutary, encouraging a kinder, gentler environment in which the aim is to communicate with, rather than subdue, your equine partner. This in turn makes the equestrian community one that makes more psychic sense to a newcomer.




  Ironically, this is what Xenophon (ca. 430–335 BC), the Greek general generally credited with codifying the first principles of riding, recommended over twenty-five hundred years ago in The Art of Horsemanship:




  

    What a horse does under compulsion he does blindly. . . . The performance of horse or man so treated are displays of clumsy gestures rather than of grace and beauty. What we need is that the horse should of his own accord exhibit his finest airs and paces at set signals.


  




  The Natural Rider




  The same types of changes have affected the training of the rider. The advent of sports psychology, kinesthesiology, and studies about learning techniques and the development of the brain, as well as useful and stimulating cross-fertilization among the various sports, has made the teaching of riding more complex and intuitive, relying less on fixed postures and mechanical responses and more on right-brained, kinesthetic memory on the one hand, and a more sophisticated understanding of how both we and our horses think and move on the other.




  Finally, advances in sports psychology, medicine, the various physical therapy disciplines, and nutrition have germinated, producing fitness regimes for riders and a greater awareness of how to allow an aging body to take on an age-old sport intelligently and safely.




  There have been dramatic changes within the individual disciplines, also. Unquestionably, riding in general has become more expensive, and competition (if you’re a rider returning, as I was, to a field in which you once competed) more rigorous, and sometimes seemingly more dangerous. But there have been many positive changes. Safety regulations for many sports have been tightened, and even now, ever-more-vigilant and proactive safety committees are being formed, new breeds and crossbreeds have been introduced or established, and a much wider range of activities has become available and accessible to many adult riders. If, for example, the fences suddenly seem bigger at your “old” level, you will still find a much wider range of shows friendly to the adult amateur, with such classes as “Fossils over Fences” and “Old Enough to Know Better (Still Too Young to Care)” clearly inviting your younger self to come out to play. With luck, you should be able to get the best out of the good old world and the brave new one.




  The Western disciplines, too, have closed the gap between sensational rodeo riders and passive dudes, offering a wide range of trail and pleasure classes, excursions, and events.




  If you aren’t a rider returning to an old love, I hope that the next part of this book will give you some idea of the range of equestrian sports so that you can decide which type appeals to your temperament and your purse. Most disciplines have seen a dramatic increase in participation levels, and while not all related organizations keep separate figures for adult riders (comprehensive surveys are expensive, and most administrative bodies like to put their resources into programs, training, and competition), the figures that are published are an interesting indicator of popularity and geographic distribution.




  The magazine Equus publishes an annual statistical report on breed registrations and association memberships. According to the most recent report as of this writing (“By the Numbers,” January 2008) seven out of ten of the organizations tracked by the magazine experienced double-digit growth in the past decade (and two of those that didn’t were pro organizations).




  But no one wishes to think of himself or herself as a statistic. Wherever you wind up fitting into the world of riding, the experience will be uniquely your own.




  Organization




  I hope this book will help to make your equestrian experience coherent. In the forthcoming chapters, I review briefly the major disciplines, summarizing techniques and opportunities for the adult rider. The “Resources” appendix at the end of the book also provides information about key equestrian associations—those representing both the various sports and different horse breeds.




  


  





  Part I


  


  


  Choosing a Path The Disciplines
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  The Basics English or Western?


  


  






  

    The one thing that we do, as Americans, is divide ourselves into our own


    departments too easily. How many times have I heard “Well, I’m a


    hunter” or “I ride Western” or “I am a dressage rider.” Well, I think that


    this is a mistake. We are all horse people. The horses are the same.


  




  —David O’Connor, Olympic equestrian




  (Horse Show, February 2000)


  


  





  A Brief History of Horsemanship




  You don’t need to know the history of riding to choose a riding style, just as you don’t need to take a watch apart to find out the time. But if you’re new to riding, you might find it pleasurable to realize what a long and glorious history you’re entering. If you’re a returning rider, you may skip this section (as they say in self-help books). Or possibly you don’t remember all those facts absorbed when you were twelve and would like to be reminded of them.




  The earliest horse may have evolved right under your feet, or as near to under your feet as plate tectonics would allow. The North American continent is credited with the emergence, in about 55 million BC, of Hyracotherium or Eohippus, a dainty creature about the size of a corgi (fifteen inches or so high) with four toes and small teeth. As it evolved into the animal we know today, it migrated from North America to Eurasia.




  The modern horse, a more massive and complex phenomenon by far than its ancestor, still retains some instincts and characteristics from that early period. It is still a migratory animal, still a vegetarian and grazer, and still haunted by atavistic memories of being on the lunch menu of the nastier, carnivorous predators. (Knowledge and understanding of this plays a crucial role in relating to horses today.)




  The earliest history of the domesticated horse is a matter of probabilities rather than certainties. Horses were probably tamed toward the end of the Ice Age and were probably kept for meat before they ever saw service as pack animals.




  They were with us still as the Bronze Age saw the emergence of the first carts and chariots, and as an instrument of war, the horse-drawn chariot was a defining presence for the Hittites, Egyptians, and later, the Romans. The humbler cart helped impel the migrations that redrew the maps of Europe and Asia, so almost all nations can claim the horse as an early part of their cultural identity.




  Who was the first rider? Like other significant achievements, this honor is disputed. The first material evidence dates from a terra-cotta fragment of the second millennium BC, found in what was then Mesopotamia. This may be a record of the earliest act of riding, but horsemanship, or the art of riding, would naturally have evolved a little later.




  The Hittites are credited with the creation of the first manual, written by Kikkuli the Mitannian in about 1360 BC, but the most famous of the early equestrian authors is undoubtedly the Greek cavalry officer Xenophon. He memorably articulated the principles of understanding, caring for, and riding the horse in The Art of Horsemanship. There was also an early Persian text called the Avesta. Issues of war and conquest tended to dominate these early works, but by the Renaissance good riding became synonymous with the conduct of a gentleman, and a number of early published works contributed to the evolving form, including A General System of Horsemanship in All Its Branches, by William Cavendish, Duke of Newcastle (1658). Sidesaddles were invented in medieval times, but women didn’t actively participate in horse sports until the nineteenth century, after which we made up for lost time!




  As with many things we now take for granted, the distinctions among the various riding techniques are relatively recent, given that the history of horsemanship is several thousand years old. And indeed, many of the older forms, both sporting and practical (i.e., related to farming or conveyance), survive in remote regions around the world. This book deals with the options that are likely to be available to you as a recreational rider on the North American continent, although the holiday section will allow you to contemplate at least a visit to more exotic realms.




  Narrowing It Down




  Somewhere between the images of the residents of Tara galloping over hunt fences and the Marlboro Man surveying a field of cattle lies the actual geography of riding in America. Opportunities to learn both English and Western riding, as these styles are generically known, are available in many areas of the country. But despite what you may have heard, one style isn’t really easier than the other, at least not if you plan to ride well. Good Western riding combines balance and a great deal of poise and delicacy. Some of the better practitioners may make it look easy. It isn’t. An unschooled body can be maintained more readily in the deep, secure Western saddle, with its convenient, clutchable horn, but the interested rider soon discovers there are a lot more issues to contend with.




  So your decision should be based on factors other than ease, and address such issues as your ultimate goals as a rider, the circumstances under which you will ride, geography/locality, the types of horses involved, and two less easily graspable concepts—which equestrian culture you feel suits you, and which style ultimately feels right. One woman of my acquaintance, who started riding in her forties, began learning English on a difficult mare and then found her natural home in Western pleasure as the result of acquiring a seasoned and steady show veteran.




  One of the things that attracts us to a sport is akin to what attracts us to clothes or careers: an image of excellence. We are drawn to practitioners who embody the best the sport has to offer; and sometimes we are drawn to an archetype that isn’t a person at all, but a general embodiment of the myth or ideal.




  Riding offers a number of images of this kind, and if you’re to make an intelligent choice, you should know what images you’re responding to. If you’re returning to riding, your childhood experiences were probably the result of proximity and tradition as much as choice, so here is a chance to re-examine your options.




  When you imagine riding, how do you see yourself? Riding bareback along a beach or in a meadow, your own glamorous mane rivaling that of your mount? Or across the plains with cowboys or a Native American guide? Boldly jumping a stone wall, or a clearing a triple in a show-jumping combination? Executing an elaborate haute école (“high school”) dressage movement on a Lipizzaner stallion or a handsome bay? Or galloping down a racetrack? Don’t be reluctant to embrace the cliché of your choice, because it will lead the way to genuine and viable pleasures.




  Of course, you may not picture yourself astride a horse at all, and I will also be discussing the sport of carriage driving, which is gaining in popularity in many regions of the country, and of showing horses from the ground, “in hand.”




  One way or the other, the picture in your mind’s eye can be made to match up with reality (unless you imagine yourself flying with your horse, as I did as a child).




  The formal distinctions we perceive between English and Western riding did not exist before the nineteenth century; the two styles have common ancestors. Our codification of them was a function of different cultures’ needs and contexts, and were further refined as recreational riding added elements of ritual, regulation, and competition to what had been purely functional forms. In this way, the riding style developed in the courts of Spain could produce Vienna’s famed cadre of Lipizzaner stallions, the pinnacle of classical dressage, on the one hand, and the Western rodeo on the other.




  Four different traditions and environments influenced what we think of as English riding: the court, the military tradition, the hunt field, and flat racing. What emerged after an evolutionary process that included the modification of older, heavier saddles to lightweight, more balanced ones, the creation by the Italian Federico Caprilli (1868–1907) of the “forward seat,” and the maturation of a variety of disciplines, was a position emphasizing lightness, forward motion, and agility.




  Western riding evolved in the Americas by way of the Spanish conquistadors and their followers, who settled California and the western states. The conquistadors brought the first horses to inhabit the North American continent since the Ice Age, and the sedanlike, bedizened saddle to the continent. They also established a cattle-centric herding culture that engendered the relaxed, slightly-behind-the-vertical seat needed for everyday work on the range. The competitive versions of cowboys’ activities—competitive roping, trail riding, reining, and obstacle courses—require the kind of dynamic virtuosity that seems awe inspiring up close.




  Of course, between and around these two schools are myriad related forms, and from them we can map the field of possible disciplines:




  From English riding derives such activities as English pleasure, saddle seat equitation, show jumping, and dressage, as well as the multi-tasking marathons known as horse trials. There is also foxhunting (either actual or mock, known as drag hunting), which also has its abstract representations in the show ring, manifested in both equitation and hunter classes that focus more on the horse than the rider.




  From Western riding derives Western pleasure, reining, roping, barrel racing, and endurance riding.




  And if all you imagine yourself doing is walking through the woods watching the approach of spring or the turning of the leaves, then either choice will work well for you. Horses don’t read history books, and the right ones will give generously of themselves in any mode.




  Well, you may be thinking, all that is available to me is whatever is up the road. Clearly geography and proximity are going to play some part in where and how you begin, but if you’re serious about your potential commitment to riding, I urge you to do some research; you may have more options than you think. Otherwise, you might make the same kind of costly mistake I did—signing up with an expensive riding club in the city before discovering that there were dozens of much less exorbitant, better-run schools near me in the country.




  Ultimately, the choice can affect your future with horses. The basics from either tradition, Western or English, taught well, will give you a sense of the mature pleasure to come, but if your first experiences leave you feeling disappointed, or worse, frightened, you may miss a forest of opportunity because of one rotten tree.




  All right, then, on to specifics. Mount up and join me. But first, a word about showing.




  Showing versus the Real World




  At the dawn of the equestrian arts, riding was completely an outdoor activity, or at least enclosed in an amphitheater or arena. Horses were ridden in the open for travel, for war, and for sport.




  Men, being men, began playing games on horses almost as soon as they stopped merely eating them and began to see them as a means of locomotion. But as riding developed a more refined component, a parallel universe began to evolve: riding in enclosed spaces, or regulated, designed venues, for training, display, and competition. Today, this parallelism continues in many disciplines, so you might think of the various styles and forms in the show ring as rarified, almost symbolic versions of their real-world counterparts. (Sometimes these counterparts are archaic, as with “park horse” classes and gaited pleasure classes, which replicate nineteenth-century social forms). Hunters, trail and pleasure horses, and driving horses all produce in the show ring the distilled essence of skills they might, theoretically, encounter and need to apply practically. Show jumping, on the other hand, is a purely artificial creation. As in the dog show world, field and breed classes also distinguish practical application from idealized form.




  As an adult rider, depending on your age, inclination, and mettle, you may find you prefer the formal and circumscribed versions of the show ring to the less predictable terrain of outdoor riding. Taking a trained show hunter around a tidy course of precisely measured fences is much less harrowing than plunging through the countryside behind a field of riders prepared to take any obstacle that happens to be in their path. And slowly coaxing your horse through the witty and artificial obstacles in a trail class is rather different from meeting up with swollen streams, whipping branches, and the occasional rattlesnake on an actual trail.




  Sometimes the show ring is reaching back to a real or mythical past, and if part of what appeals to you about riding is a sense of tradition or a sense of timeless romance, there may well be a class for you. Sidesaddle and formal hunt classes require the rider to dress in a semblance of styles established in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, when danger and deportment went hand in hand.




  Most dazzling of all, however, are the costume classes at some other shows (notably for Arabian horses), in which competitors wear dazzling outfits reminiscent of The Thousand and One Nights, with mysterious veils, dazzling silk pantaloons and tunics threaded in silver and gold, and a sheik’s ransom in costume jewelry. It is intoxicatingly beautiful to watch these riders gallop their gleaming horses in the moonlight and feel, for a moment, as if they’ve stepped out of the pages of a romance or our dreams.




  Decisions, Decisions




  In order to make your initial decision a little easier, we’ll take a look at the basic style and social, cultural, and geographical contexts for each discipline and its related activities. Ultimately, however, you will be using this book as a guide and complement to the empirical. No mere printed words, flat on the page, can equal the sensuously rich, exciting, disconcerting effect of being on a horse—first time and every time.
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  English Pleasure


  


  


  






  History and Overview




  Depending on your own background and location, English riding may be as familiar as the riding academy down the road or as picturesquely foreign as a scene from Tom Jones (the movie, not the crooner). While not as iconic a form as Western riding in American culture, it does convey the promise of elegance and daring. Here we deal with riding done “on the flat.” Its jumping, hunting, and hunt seat forms will be addressed separately.




  As you can imagine, “pleasure” is not a riding style. As with many other forms, it is a stylized adaptation of reality. At one time, as we’ve noted, horses were used for transportation, and going from place to place was a necessity, not a pleasure, although riding was a form of social intercourse among the upper classes. With the advent of the automobile and the evolution of recreational riding, working outdoors with horses has become an important training tool and a precious opportunity to see the surrounding world from a unique vantage point.




  There are several types of English pleasure—an odd term, when we come to think about it, because of course all riding is theoretically pleasurable. However, the term has come to mean a specific range of activities and an accompanying technique especially executed in particular contexts.




  Basic Technique




  Basically, English pleasure riding is English riding. The pleasure part refers to expectations about the demeanor of the horse and, in the show ring, exercises to demonstrate that he has that demeanor. (This is also true of Western pleasure, as we’ll see.)




  At its loosest, pleasure riding is exactly what is sounds like: a stroll, an amble, even a gallop or a chase, taken for no other purpose than itself. In England, and in English riding circles, this is also called hacking. The word dates back to the nineteenth century and derives from the term for a type of light (meaning elegant and light-boned) riding horse and, by extension, what you did on him. Today, organized trails all over the country allow even the most urbanized of us to see the dwindling countryside, while in the show ring pleasure riders are demonstrating that their mounts would be good companions on such excursions.




  Pros and Cons




  At its best, pleasure riding is the simplest and most quietly enjoyable thing you can do on a horse. The basics of the English (or Western, as we’ll see later) technique will teach you balance, control, and confidence at the walk, trot, canter, and gallop. This will allow you the independence and autonomy to make riding outside a regular part of your life.




  It is worth taking the time to get yourself to this level because at its worst, trail riding—as it is also called—is the reductive, tiring, boring, and sometimes even dangerous occupation we associate with dude ranches, spas, and resorts in the Poconos. Lest I invite ire, I hasten to add that, when responsibly managed, these are all very good in their way, but they have no more relation to horsemanship than cruise ships have to sailing.




  Typically, such rides involve being led by a staff person in a kind of equestrian conga line, usually on horses that are jaded or tired enough to be thought safe for amateurs. School horses are rarely the most thrilling introduction to horsemanship, of course, but at least if you’re taking lessons, you know that this stolid character will eventually be succeeded by a more challenging mount, and that you’re learning skills that will eventually allow you to develop an independent relationship with the horse.




  Commercial trail rides have no such wish for you—essentially you’re a horse tourist, never a potential horseman. So, tempting as it might be to try the great outdoors before the circumscribed world of the riding ring, I urge you to try some lessons first, or your trail ride will leave you feeling cramped, disappointed, and exploited.




  Leisure and Competitive Opportunities




  No matter what branch of riding you ultimately choose to pursue, vigorous outdoor riding can, and in many cases should, continue to be part of your life. However, if you wish to pursue trail and pleasure riding in an orchestrated way, much as you might hiking, there is a parallel structure in place.




  In addition to trails attached to such private facilities as resorts and country clubs, trail-riding groups all over the country maintain trails, sometimes through a combination of private and government lands, and for a modest membership fee allow you access to them. In addition, they organize formal trail rides, orienteering, and camping rides and expeditions throughout the year, so your membership gains you entry to a society of like-minded riders. (See appendix B, “Resources.”)




  As with many aspects of equestrian competition, pleasure classes in the show ring are stylized versions of riding done outside. A horse on the trail should be responsive, comfortable at all gaits (these vary a little by discipline—for English pleasure they would be walk, trot, canter, and hand gallop), well mannered, and nimble. Pleasure classes ask for movements and exercises that are designed to demonstrate in the ring important attributes for the trail or hack. At their simplest, they ask for horses to be shown at three or four gaits in both directions and to halt—perhaps the most important gait of all. More advanced classes include obstacle courses that simulate actual trail conditions. There may be a gate to unlatch, little artificial streams to ford, and potentially disconcerting confrontations with billowing plastic or rubbish bins. The most unflappable horse, with the smoothest gaits, wins.




  Other types of pleasure classes include pairs, park—a simulation of nineteenth-century leisure riding, usually with three- or five-gaited horses whose way of going harks back to the first great age of pleasure riding—and those fabulous costume classes.




  While breed-specific shows do have pleasure classes, pleasure is also one of the most inclusive forms of competition, as almost any type of horse may be suitable for pleasure riding. These classes are also welcoming to riders who like the idea of a little fanfare and competition but do not imagine themselves in the company of the showier, more aggressive hunter or jumper riders. And shows of all sorts, from big national competition to small local show, offer them.




  Riding already seems to many of us to partake of the past as much as the present, but this is deliberately the case in one of the most eye-catching—and increasingly popular—components of pleasure riding: sidesaddle. Originally, of course, the seat was developed because a woman riding astride would have been scandalous. As leisure riding among the upper classes increased in the nineteenth century, these saddles—which have two pommels between which the rider places one of her legs—were carefully crafted to allow women maximum security and independence; it was even possible to hunt on them. Today the classes judge both horsemanship and the riders’ lavishly-detailed re-creations of period costumes.




  If you think you might be interested in pleasure classes, attend one or two shows (indeed this is true for all competitive fields—spectating gives you a visceral feel for a sport that even the best written description can’t match). And be sure to tell your instructor of your interest, once you have found a stable that suits you. (This is discussed in detail in part II.) You will never be offered an opportunity you haven’t expressed an interest in. There are also competitive trail rides, but these are addressed in the section on endurance riding.




  Opportunities




  Pleasure is one of the most hospitable fields for the older rider, in part—let’s be candid—because it’s less potentially bone jarring than show jumping or horse trials. (This doesn’t mean, however, that you can be unfit. If you’re really out of shape, you can’t ride effectively, safely, or pleasurably. You need to experience only once the rictuslike seizure of limbs that comes after prolonged riding with untoned muscles to realize this.) And perhaps because pleasure is not a class at the international level, training and opportunities seem less skewed to younger riders who are viable national team prospects.




  Finally, pleasure riding grew out of—well—pleasure. It offers the prospect of group excursions, rides to see friends and family, and the kind of undemanding outdoor exercise that suits almost all horse and rider combinations. There’s no better way to stop and smell the roses, and because of this the ranks have never seemed closed, and entry and re-entry are easier.




  Clothing and Equipment




  I always feel that the look of pleasure riding has been subverted by advertising. When featured in television commercials, on billboards, or in magazine campaigns, riders are either leathery cowboys or luscious long-haired women wreathed in gauze. (The photographer Robert Vavra is almost singlehandedly responsible for the contemporary soft-focus, feminine image of the horse—the animal always looks like it’s been poached from the corner of a romance novel or a greeting card.) Or a jolly pair or group has been magically transported from their backyard barbecues to the saddle, still clad in designer jeans and polos or shorts and halter tops (Ralph Lauren has a lot to answer for, too).




  The plain fact is that riding does require some investment in clothing, not for the sake of esthetics, protocol, or pretension (though the former two do come into play in the show ring), but for the sake of comfort. Horsehide and saddles are abrasive and can rub away skin, especially in the novice rider, whose leg may not be steady. Unsecured trouser legs tend to ride up with motion, and unprotected backs, necks, or arms (assuming casual riding outdoors) may be flayed by branches or nipped by insects. Riding in shorts, except bareback (don’t try this at home, kids) is excruciating anyway—stirrup leathers will pinch your calves unmercifully. In this age of Lyme disease and other insect-borne ailments, always follow the guidelines of local health authorities and park services when deciding how much to cover up.




  Speaking of protection, feet may be the most neglected part of the body—after all, any shoe will fit in a stirrup, right? This blithe assumption does not, however, take into account the punishment riding metes out to unaccustomed arches. At the very least, you need a sturdy shoe with a hard, nonslippery sole and some resistance. This is also much safer on the ground—the foot is vulnerable to barn debris, large hooves, and the one thousand pounds (on average) attached to them. In fact, there is an ankle-length boot known as a paddock boot especially designed for work around the barn.




  Eventually, you’ll want to invest in a good pair of riding boots—either ankle height (known as jodhpur boots) or knee length (know as dress boots, or field boots if laced). However, if you’re just returning to riding, you may be wise to wait a little, tempting as it is to reinforce your resolve with glamorous new clothes. First of all, give yourself time to be sure you’re committed—boots are an expensive impulse buy. And if you are committed, you may find that the shape of your—newly muscled!—leg changes. Go instead for the quite attractive (and not cheap, either) rubber versions or jodhpur boots. Jodhpur boots can be worn with jodhpurs (naturally) or with breeches, which don’t cover the ankle but will do in a pinch. Pinch, by the way, is the operative word in buying legwear for riding. The definitive ways to avoid it without shelling out for tall boots are to wear suede chaps, which give great protection but are devilishly hot in summer, or the new “half-chaps,” an abbreviated take on the cowboy garment. Half-chaps are knee-high zip-on sheathes (suede or smooth leather) that give a secure grip and prevent rubbing and wear to clothing. The more expensive examples, paired with jodhpur boots the same make, look very much like dress boots and are considered a respectable alternative at small shows.
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