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Before You Begin




Glossary of Terms


You’ll find the following terms in the pages ahead—here’s a quick primer:

Abduction.  Movement of a body part away from the center of the body.

Adduction. Movement of a body part toward the center of the body.

Anterior. Facing toward or located in the front.

ASIS (Anterior Superior Iliac Spine). The prominent part of your pelvis just below your waist, sometimes referred to as your hip bone.

Balance. A state of bodily equilibrium. Balance is a condition of stability produced by even distribution of weight on each side of a vertical axis.

Bones. Form the rigid structure of the human skeleton. Bones are the levers that muscles move. Bones are connected with ligaments across joints.

Dorsiflexion. Decreasing the angle of your ankle joint. When standing, lifting your toes off the floor dorsiflexes your ankle.

Eversion. Refers to the ankle joint and involves both abduction and dorsiflexion and results in the bottom of the foot facing away from the center of the body.
 
Extension. In general, a movement at a joint that increases joint angle. From the anatomical position (standing, forward facing, arms by your sides, palms facing forward), extension of a limb brings it behind you. Therefore, extension of your spine results in bending backward, and extension of your hip joint brings your leg behind your body. An exception to this terminology is the ankle joint: extension of the ankle, or pointing the toe, is called plantar flexion (flexion of the ankle is called dorsiflexion).

Flexion. In general, a movement at a joint that decreases joint angle. From the anatomical position (standing, forward facing, arms by your sides, palms facing forward), flexing a limb brings it in front of you. Therefore, spine flexion results in bending forward, and flexion of your hip joint brings your leg in front of your body. The exception is the knee: flexion of your knee, while it decreases joint angle, moves your lower leg behind you.

Focus. Keen attention to the job at hand.

Harmony. Cooperation and good communication. This is accomplished on horseback when you have good balance and aid timing so your horse can clearly hear you. Proper training of your horse assures that he responds to the aids. Good communication is then possible.

Inversion. Refers to the ankle joint; involves both adduction and plantar flexion (pointing your toes) and results in the bottom of the foot facing toward the center of the body.

Joint. Links bones together. Some joint configurations include a hinge joint (elbow joint and knee joint), and ball-and-socket joint (hip joint and shoulder joint). Joints are made of fibrous connective tissue and cartilage, and are supported by ligaments.

Loin. Some texts make reference to the rider’s loins. Wikipedia defines this body part as the side of the human body between ribs and pelvis, or refers in general to the area below the ribs, or the general lower part of the body. This word has also been used to refer to genitals (hence the derivation of the term loincloth). Loin is not an anatomical term used in medicine, so I do not use it in this book.

Muscle. The contractile elements that move bones in relationship to each other. Muscles act by getting shorter and pulling—muscles do not push. The movement of bones in many directions results from muscles pulling in different directions. Muscles connect to bones via tendons.

Neutral Spine Alignment. Alignment of the spine such that its normal curves are present. When lying supine, neutral pelvic alignment is defined by the pubic bone and right and left ASIS being in a plane parallel to the floor.

Posterior. Facing toward or located in the back.

Posture. Alignment of the spine.

Relaxation. Mental or physical lack of tension. Relaxation is not a word I apply to riding. The mental component is not a trait I recommend while riding—a rider should be paying attention! Focus is a better word. Physical muscle relaxation is not what we seek while riding, but rather a cooperative tone that supports a stable position in motion. The word “relaxation” is often used when balance and suppleness would be more suitable. Muscle efficiency and organization, not relaxation, creates beautiful and graceful movement.

Rotation. Movement of the body in a horizontal plane. Rotation is either internal (toward the center of the body) or external (away from the center of the body).

Self-Carriage.  Responsible for one’s own balance. For the rider, this means not relying on the reins for balance, and staying steady with the horse without gripping with the legs.

Supple. Just the right amount of muscle tone and effort at the right time, resulting in fluid and controlled movement. Supple movement is graceful movement.

Tension. Mental or physical lack of relaxation. Appropriate tension is needed
to support upright posture on the moving horse. This tension should not be restrictive, but rather a coordinated muscle effort that creates stability.






Introduction




Riding in Balance


I am a medical doctor and I ride dressage. Hence, I call myself a “riding doctor.” I wear this label when I work with riders and evaluate their balance and functional challenges on horseback. I do not diagnose medical disorders, but I use my background in medicine, movement, and riding to identify postural and muscle imbalances that can preclude effective riding, and cause or contribute to injury.

Riding in balance with a correct position creates the wonderful picture of horse and rider moving as one. I strongly believe that this position is not a gift conferred to just a few. You, too, can learn to ride this way. The journey starts by understanding a bit about how your body is put together and how to access the tools within yourself to support balance and suppleness. Not only will you improve your riding skills, but you will also be doing yourself a favor.

The tools for graceful riding are the same ones we all need to ride in a healthy way: Correct posture and spine alignment creates not only a beautiful position on horseback but also the healthiest position for your body—one that promotes balance and efficient use of your many joints, minimizing unnecessary wear and tear.

My goal with this book is to empower you to understand your body and use it as effectively as possible while riding (or doing any other activity) so you are able to continue for years. But with the challenges of equestrian sport comes the requirement that you take care of yourself. Pay attention to your body. Use it mindfully, efficiently, and effectively. Ride in balance and ride in good health (fig. I.1).
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Here I am riding my 2004 Oldenburg mare Donner Girl (“DG”) at Training Level in 2010. It is my hope that she and I can have a longstanding partnership and progress together through the levels of dressage. To do so requires that I take care of her, and myself.



My Story

I was fortunate as a teenager to have my own horse to love, ride, and care for. I enjoyed hours of riding bareback on the beach, jumping every log I could find on the trail, and growing up in the Pony Club system of rider education. Then, like many, I left riding for a number of years. After college, medical school, and residency training, it was time to have horses in my life again. What a challenge! Not only was it a struggle to balance my academic medicine career with my avocation, riding was really hard. Gone was the natural balance I had as a 12-year-old. Also gone was the complete lack of fear and the steadfast confidence that my horse could not unseat me. I struggled with tension and awkwardness. My back ached after I rode.

My frustration with riding prompted me to put on my “medical hat” and apply my clinical research skills to figure out what creates a harmonious “pretty picture” of horse and rider moving together. A firm believer that knowledge is empowering, I rode with different instructors and clinicians, reread anatomy books, and spent hours analyzing my own riding and that of others—whether proficient or not. I came to some conclusions:

First, learning—or relearning—to ride (or any other physical ability) in middle age is much more challenging than learning to ride as a preteen. As you get older, it is more difficult to learn new motor skills. It takes time, patience, and awareness to overcome ingrained movement habits that interfere with stability, balance, and symmetry. It is not impossible, however, but you need determination and a plan.

Second, I saw that many riders lacked some basic (but not easy) skills of core stability, and shoulder- and leg-muscle control. The rider who looks “one with the horse” moves in the right places—usually subtly at the shoulder girdle and arms and particularly at the hip joints—and is stable where necessary, in the trunk or torso (I use these terms interchangeably) of the body. A balanced rider is so in several aspects: balanced thought, that is, suitable focus without unnecessary stress; balanced spine alignment in correct posture; balanced use of the muscles of the shoulder girdle to accomplish elastic and steady contact; balanced use of the muscles of the hip joint for leg control as well as support to give the horse an aid at the correct time. A great rider’s apparent ease comes from this controlled use of the body.

My study of rider function became more urgent when I ran into back problems. While back pain had plagued me on and off for much of my life, in my late thirties, it screamed at me with herniated lumbar discs. I tried everything to make life comfortable, but in the end, surgeries were necessary to take care of the problem.

I knew that in order to keep riding I needed to place renewed focus on fitness. I religiously did my physical therapy exercises and experimented with different exercise programs. The Pilates system of exercise was my portal into the body awareness I needed in order to improve my posture and change harmful movement habits (fig. I.2). I was fortunate to have patient and perceptive teachers who got me out of the “just do it” model of exercising, and guided me to focus on how I did an exercise.
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DG and I in 2013. DG is a now a bit older and better balanced. I’m a bit older, as well. I work hard to preserve my posture, and hence balance, despite the effects of age. Mindful exercise, as described in this book, has been extremely helpful.



This opened up a whole new dimension of thinking about riding. While fitness is necessary, good riding goes beyond how much weight you can lift or how many sit-ups you can do. Good riding comes from fitness combined with body awareness, respect, and control.

I am a student of posture. Not only is correct posture crucial to minimizing further damage to my back (both while riding and going through life), it is also the basis of a good position in the saddle. I am continually amazed at how small positive changes in posture can markedly improve a rider’s sense of security and balance, as well as the horse’s way of going. Good posture is good for your back health and good for your riding!

I am now retired from the practice of medicine, and my second career is teaching my own RiderPilates® program that includes off-horse exercise classes as well as position-focused riding lessons. I continue to ride dressage and am diligent about maintaining my fitness. I have been fortunate to have some wonderful horses over the years, and since my back surgeries, I’ve ridden successfully at Grand Prix and have earned my USDF gold, silver, and bronze medals (fig. I.3).
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I enjoy some time at home with Bluette, my semi-retired 1992 Danish Warmblood Grand Prix mare. What an amazing journey I enjoyed with this horse: She was my first horse after my back surgeries. She was my partner as I learned the advanced dressage movements, and we competed successfully at the FEI levels, including Grand Prix. This horse has a huge place in my heart. I wish for everyone this special bond with an equine partner.



I’ve worked with hundreds of riders in dressage and other riding disciplines, from rank beginners to experienced trainers. In both the studio and in riding lessons, I focus on posture and spine alignment, and independent and balanced function of the shoulder girdle, and the muscles of the hip joint and leg. I assess muscle imbalances and alignment issues that add up to dysfunctional balance strategies and inefficiency in the saddle, some of which cause pain. My goal is for you to organize your ride mostly from the center of your body (core), with the rein and leg aids added in. I believe the horse can “hear” the intent of your center—more forward, less forward, for example. Riding from your core improves the clarity of your aids.

I’ve found notable postural issues in over 90 percent of the riders I’ve worked with. Some issues may be subtle: For example, a small change in the balance of the pelvis in an experienced rider improves freedom and expression in a canter pirouette. Other postural issues contribute to harmful and painful misalignments of the spine and threaten your balance; insecure balance causes compensatory tension and dysfunction in the muscles of the shoulder girdle and hip joint, risking joint irritation and pain, and poor balance also increases the risk of a fall. Finally, inefficient balance and poor posture can disrupt the horse to such an extent that his gaits become irregular.

Beautiful riding is not magic. The skills for balanced riding can be learned and harmful movement and riding habits replaced with those that are more productive, not only in terms of training your horse, but also in taking care of yourself. Develop these tools off the horse to spare your horse from enduring your struggles with imperfect symmetry and coordination. Riding is a very busy environment; by improving balance and posture off the horse and focusing just on yourself, you can return to the saddle with a more organized body.

This book presents my system of rider evaluation and correction in what I hope you’ll find to be a systematic, easy-to-follow way to identify and address your posture and balance issues. The body awareness and skills taught in the off-horse exercises will equip you with the needed tools to improve your riding. By helping you understand how your body interfaces with your horse, I hope to help you meet your riding goals and, at the same time, ride in good health and prevent injury.

My approach is based on anatomy and how the human body works. I present the skills you need to ride well and offer specific exercises to teach these skills.

The Five Rider Fundamentals

This book is organized into five chapters, with each chapter focusing on one of the Rider Fundamentals (see list below). Each chapter includes a discussion of the relevant anatomy, and exercises are presented that teach the skills of the Fundamental. In addition, common rider problems and rider’s stories clarify the relevance of the Fundamental to riding.

This list of Rider Fundamentals was inspired by the Dressage Training Scale for horses, which sets priorities and goals for training. I think it makes sense to have a Training Scale for the rider, too. When I teach, I use these Fundamentals to prioritize and organize the issues I see in a student. Use this list to organize your body in the saddle and improve your riding skills—in parallel with training your horse.

The five Rider Fundamentals are:

1 Mental Focus: Consider every step of the ride in terms of you and your horse. Be constantly aware of your position, and how your horse is moving (p. 11).

2 Proper Posture: Stay in a correct posture and balance and maintain this position despite your horse’s movement and the application of your aids (p. 23).

3 Body Control—Legs: and…

4 Body Control—Arms: Control your legs and arms and you’ll have truly independent aids. Your legs and arms can move with and communicate with your horse without upsetting your balance and position, and your aids can be given in a way that enhances, rather than interferes with, your horse’s way of going (pp. 85 and 131).

5 Understanding Movement: Understand the rhythm and basic mechanics of each of your horse’s gaits and translate that into a logical way of moving with your horse at each gait, with appropriately timed aids (p. 157).

The Rider Fundamentals outline the skills you need to be able to ride effectively and with empathy—using your body efficiently and not getting in your horse’s way. This list is a useful “on-the-fly” tool to help sort out how you, the rider, could unknowingly be contributing to difficulties with your horse. For example, if you struggle riding a shoulder-in, ask yourself, “Am I focused on the movement? Am I in balance? Am I gripping against the movement? Am I in rhythm with my horse, giving appropriately timed aids?” With the Rider Fundamentals, you can make sure you are doing your part to contribute to the successful execution of a movement or exercise (fig. I.4).


[image: ]
DG and I, in 2013, riding in left shoulder-in. The successful execution of lateral movements requires the rider to use all of the Rider Fundamentals: staying focused on the movement; proper spine alignment; coordinated body control of leg and rein aids; and moving with the horse. I’d like this photo better if I had been looking up more, and my upper back was less rounded.



All these Rider Fundamentals are closely related and interdependent and should be developed at the same time. The Fundamentals will equip you to improve the precision and subtleness of your riding as you and your horse progress in training. For example, the novice rider can start by mastering all elements of the Fundamentals at the walk and begin to feel how she can move with the horse. On the other hand, the advanced rider will benefit from referring to these Fundamentals—the basics of good riding—when she is starting the four-year old prospect, or perfecting a Grand Prix jumper.

Overcoming Challenges

Throughout this book, in stories titled “My Challenge,” you’ll read more about my personal riding struggles and how I solved them. In “The Rider’s Challenge” stories, you’ll find fictionalized accounts of my real students’ riding and health issues and how we worked together to improve their riding effectiveness—and enjoyment.

Exercises

The exercises in this book, some of which are adapted from the Pilates exercise system, can be done on their own or added into your current fitness program. They require very basic equipment, and my instructions focus on how to do the movement for maximum benefit. These exercises are not just about getting stronger: They are about learning where you are and how your body parts move. They are about improving your awareness of your body’s foibles and asymmetries, then finding the tools within your body to override these lifelong bad habits—habits that show up dramatically in the precarious environment of riding. You can find a complete list of the exercises in this book on p. 201. Whenever an exercise is named in the pages ahead, you can locate it easily by referring to the complete list.

Of note: The models shown doing the exercises are not fitness instructors but are dedicated clients of mine who have stuck with this program to improve their health and riding.

Simple Exercise Equipment

You will need these inexpensive items:

Exercise Ball. There are many types and brands of exercise balls available. I have even found some for sale at my local organic grocery store! Purchase a ball that, when fully inflated, enables you to sit with your hip and knee joints level, or with your hip joints slightly higher than your knee joints (fig. I.5). You should neither feel as if you are sitting precariously high nor feel you are sitting too low in an easy chair. I have found that a 65-centimeter ball is a good size for the majority of adults. You can adjust the ball’s inflation to fit you.


[image: ]
The correct exercise ball size: When seated, your thighbone should be parallel to the floor, with your hip joints level with, or slightly above, the level of your knees.



Mat. Almost any kind of mat will do: The goal is for you to feel comfortable lying on your back or on your stomach on the floor. For some, a towel on top of a carpet is enough.

Weights. I usually start out with 2 pounds. For some this might be a bit heavy, especially if you have had a shoulder injury. If you choose a heavier weight, pay very close attention to how you do the exercise so as not to hurt yourself. Never make the exercise so difficult that you can no longer pay attention to form and posture. Start small.

Stretch Bands. I use elastic stretch bands for many of the exercises in this book, and for the Partner Exercises in chapter 4 (see pp. 138 and 140). These bands come in a variety of strengths and degrees of resistance. I use a band of moderate resistance. (For all of the leg stretches, however, a large towel that allows you to hold both ends will suffice.)

More Nuts and Bolts

Before you start a different exercise program, check with your health care provider. I have done my best to provide a written description of the exercises to make them clear—and safe. However, without feedback from a trained instructor, it can be challenging to do them correctly. So, if any exercise causes you pain, stop; that shouldn’t happen. Skip that one, and seek feedback from a qualified instructor before trying it again. My mantra for exercise is, “Mindful, careful, patient, progressive,” not “No pain, no gain!”

I place great emphasis on the rider’s role in the success of the horse-rider pair. By paying attention to her position and balance, the rider is equipped with the tools necessary to direct and manage the horse’s energy and balance. Although I have ridden to Grand Prix, and I certainly recognize the horse has his own issues with body control and function, I will not be addressing these in this book.

What’s more, although I’m a licensed physician I do not give medical advice—diagnose or offer treatments—in this book. My goal is to give guidance about rider position and function that I think is logical considering how the human body is put together. These same anatomy considerations apply to riders that struggle with pain while they ride. I have learned a great deal about the anatomy and function of the human body from various educational pursuits (medical school, Pilates, my own injury and rehab programs), but I am not a physiatrist, rehab doctor, orthopedist, or physical therapist. My medical background (and the academic side, for sure) equipped me with analytical tools that help me sort out rider issues. It has inspired what I hope you find to be a straightforward presentation of rider function in clear language that is understandable and consistent with human anatomy and movement.

Some of my ideas about how you can best use your body in the saddle are different from those voiced by other authors and riding experts. I believe that this underscores the challenge of using words to describe how to move, especially when there is the complication of another moving animal involved—your horse!






Fundamental 1




1 Mental Focus


The first Fundamental, Mental Focus, is the foundation for all of the others. Mental Focus means that you come to your ride prepared to fulfill your role as your horse’s leader and are prepared to commit positive and unwavering attention to the job at hand. It means that you recognize the importance of—and practice—continuous awareness of your body position and your horse’s movement. In this chapter, I’ll look at the value of Mental Focus and give you some exercises to help you tune in to your body and stay present every step of your ride.

The skill of Mental Focus will also maximize the benefit of all of the exercises in this book. Use your awareness to feel your body during the movements. Embrace the purpose of the exercises and carry the connections they confer in your body into the saddle. Extensive skills of posture and body control get lost if they are not on your mind when you ride! Your riding will benefit when you constantly consider the organization of your body; you will better perceive how your horse moves and can make subtle corrections to his way of going.

Your horse requires you to be his leader—I like to call this role “benevolent alpha,” that is, you are clearly in charge, and do so in a nice way and a clear way. This optimizes training. Without a commitment to your leadership role it is impossible to communicate clearly with your horse. At best, your vague aids result in a dull horse, disinterested and unaffected by your unfocused attempt at communication. At worst, you fall into an unhealthy posture and repeat ineffective and unbalanced riding habits, or your horse, sensing the lack of a clear leader, becomes dangerous and spooky, taking over and concerning himself with distractions and events unrelated to you or the ride.


[image: ]
A lack of focus on every step of the ride leads to an unfocused and distracted horse.



Finding a clear mindset is not always easy. Work stresses, family needs, and other responsibilities conspire to divide your attention during a ride. When you settle in the saddle, you owe it to your horse and yourself to quiet the chatter in your head and commit all your energy to the ride. From this place you can fill the role of a guide who assesses every step. For this purpose, I have developed the 10-minute pre-ride set of exercises listed at the end of the book (p. 203). I designed this short series of simple exercises to get you out of your head and into your body before you sit in the saddle. These set you up for positive focus on your body position and function, and how you interface and interact with your horse.

Coordinate Your Breathing with Movement

On those days when stress makes it difficult to focus, take some time to settle before you get on your horse. Review your breathing once you are in the saddle (see the Rib Cage Breathing exercises beginning on p. 14). This breathing helps you to get out of your busy, noisy head and into your body. It helps to reduce tension in your shoulders and puts positive energy in your torso to support your balance and posture. When you lose focus during a ride, let this breathing bring you back to your body and your horse’s movement. If this fails to shift you into a good riding mindset, make a note of it. Don’t “flog” yourself; either reduce expectations or go for a trail ride!

Coordinating your breathing with movement promotes mental focus on any physical activity, whether your exercise workout, work around the house, or riding. When stressed for time, or in the electric and tense environment of a horse show, this breathing technique helps me to slow down and make sure my mind and body are on the same task: It is balancing, organizing, settling and it prepares me for the next exercise or movement. Because of my previous back injury, I use it before I get in my car or lift a bag of groceries, my horse’s saddle onto her back, or a bucket of water. The preparatory and organizing feature of this breathing is why I call it the “rider’s half-halt” (I use the same technique when riding a half-halt on the horse).

Rib cage breathing is active, balancing, and energizing. It involves a lateral and outward expansion of the rib cage while breathing in (inhaling), and a drawing in of the deep abdominal muscles toward a stable spine while breathing out (exhaling). It is the exhalation phase of the breathing that promotes balance and support, as it activates and directs your focus to the deep muscles of your lower abdomen and back so they are “on” and ready to support you during movement. Directing the inhale breath to the rib cage allows you to keep this core muscle support while you inhale.

This makes rib cage breathing different from the relaxing “belly breathing,” which involves a release of the abdominal wall as you breathe in. Breathing into the rib cage, rather than releasing your abdominal muscles, allows core muscle support to be maintained during inhalation. In “belly breathing,” the relaxation of your core muscles with the inhale breath reduces support of your body and is therefore less suitable during activity.



EXERCISES to Coordinate Breathing with Movement 

Rib Cage Breathing 1

Learn rib cage breathing while you are lying on the floor. This position helps you feel whether or not the bones of your spine move while you breathe. The alignment of your spine should not change.

1 Lie on your back on a mat or towel, knees bent, feet flat on the floor hip-joint width apart.

2 Take in a normal breath. As you exhale, let your rib cage drop slightly toward the pelvis, and gently and carefully pull in your abdominal muscles. This movement should feel fluid, not braced (this takes practice). Place your hands on your lower abdomen to feel that the muscles scoop inward. Avoid pressing your abdominal muscles outward, causing a braced feeling in your lower abdomen. This inward movement of the abdominal muscles should not move bones: Your lower back should not press into the floor. Your rib cage should not push off the floor. Your spine and pelvis bones should not move.

3 With each inhale breath, work to expand the lower, posterior part of your rib cage, but don’t let your upper chest rise up. Keep your abdominals scooped in.

4 With each exhale breath, feel your focus and energy concentrate in the lower abdomen—in your center.

If you are having trouble keeping your abdominals scooped in as you breathe in, place your hands on the sides of your ribs. As you inhale, imagine your ribs swinging outward, or laterally, toward your hands. In fact, this is the way ribs are intended to move: like a bucket handle swinging out to the side as you breathe in. When done correctly, rib cage breathing should feel as if you are creating your own elastic corset of torso support. The engagement of your deep abdominal and back muscles should create a feeling of the rib cage and pelvis being elastically connected and knitted together.

Rib Cage Breathing 2

Having mastered rib cage breathing lying down, you’ll now review it in a much more practical position—sitting upright!

1 Sit upright in a chair or on an exercise ball, feet flat on the floor, hip-joint width apart. Align your body so that your shoulders are over your pelvis (see more on this in chapter 2).

2 Wrap a towel or a stretch resistance band around your midsection, cross it in front of your body, and hold one end in each hand (fig. 1.1). (If you don’t have a stretch band, you can use your hands instead: Place one hand on your abdomen and one hand on your back.)
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3Take an easy breath in. As you exhale, gently pull on the ends of the band or towel so it squeezes around your middle. (Or, imagine your hand on your abdomen pressing toward your hand on your back.) As in Rib Cage Breathing 1, pull your abdominal muscles inward as you breathe out, and allow your ribs to drop down and in slightly (but don’t round your body forward). It should feel as if you are making the space inside the towel or stretch band smaller.

4As you breathe in again, keep muscle tone in your lower torso, expanding your ribs out to the side.

If you practice this breathing technique many times a day, it will gradually become more natural. Learning the breathing while sitting upright makes the exercise more relevant to riding. Begin each ride by taking a few breaths in the saddle to help you feel connected to the middle of your body.

Breathe when you are stressed and harried, and before you need to lift something. Practice in your car and use it to divert your mind from frustrating traffic: Breathe and center and take satisfaction that you are learning to organize your body and keep your brain quiet and focused. Soon it will become a positive habit of preparing and balancing your body.




A Pretty Picture

[image: ]
Karen O’Neal guides her 2006 Hanoverian/Shagya gelding Cowboy Casanova (aka “Hugo”) over a very narrow cross-country fence. Here is an example of focus promoting safety. Karen notes that Hugo can be spooky and quick to duck to one side before a fence. While approaching this tricky jump, Karen must be very sure she is centered and on task. A rider who backs off of “riding every stride” while jumping risks poor preparation for a change in footing or a difficult approach to a fence. Things happen quickly at high speeds. Focus and pay attention!




RIDER’S CHALLENGE

Lack of Focus

I arrive at Pines Farm as Rachel is warming up her 12-year-old Arab gelding, Mucho, in the arena. “I’m concerned about our lesson today,” Rachel says, bringing Mucho to a walk. “The hay truck is supposed to arrive soon, and I’m sure he’ll be upset and spooked by it.”

Rachel looks nervously down the driveway. She cautiously moves Mucho back to the track in a posting trot, occasionally glancing at the road. Mucho, meanwhile, trots hastily with a hollow frame and pricked ears out to the environs. When he looks to the outside of the arena, Rachel snatches at the reins. Mucho hollows more and quickens his already tense trot.

“I hate it when Mucho is so distracted—it is just not fun,” Rachel comments.

My challenge today is to help Rachel focus on the job at hand—riding. My goal is to quiet her active imagination and help her ride with a positive mindset to keep Mucho with her rather than passively waiting for him to spook.

Remedy

I ask Rachel to work at the end of the arena, away from potential distractions, and ride some walk-trot transitions. She works on a 20-meter circle, but her transitions are abrupt and disconnected, with Mucho displaying displeasure, tossing his head, and bracing against the bridle. I am convinced that by Rachel anticipating that Mucho is going to become distracted, she is almost guaranteeing that it will happen! I urge her to focus positively on herself, her body, and the rhythm of Mucho’s gaits. This helps her to think about what is actually happening now (not what might happen) and to ride Mucho in the way she wants him to go.

I coach Rachel through the Rib Cage Breathing exercises (pp. 14 and 15) while at the walk, guiding her to inhale (breathe in) into the lower ribs, and with each exhale breath to draw her core postural muscles in around her midsection. Each breath releases tension in her arms and shoulder girdle, and her contact with Mucho becomes more elastic. Her body settles into the saddle. I ask Rachel to count the steps of Mucho’s hind legs as he lands them while walking, which will help her to focus on his movement and connect the two of them together. She carries this into walk-trot and trot-walk transitions: first counting the steps in walk, then the quicker steps in trot.

When the hay truck pulls up the driveway, Mucho stops and looks up; Rachel reacts by leaning forward and grabbing the reins with tense shoulders. She quickly recognizes her tension, so takes a breath, and gets back to riding. By taking control of her mind and body, she gains better control of Mucho and handles the distracting situation.

Exercises for Rachel: Rib Cage Breathing 1 and 2; Bounce in Rhythm 1.




Listen to Your Body

When you are already struggling with pain in your back, shoulders, hip joints, or other places, this can be aggravated by your automatic responses to the horse’s sudden movement, and lead to negative tension. Many who experience pain while riding can find some comfort in an improved and stable posture (see chapter 2, p. 23). It takes a huge commitment and a great deal of focus to override your body’s habits, but I know of no other more effective positive reinforcement than reducing your pain. Stay with it. You will be rewarded with more pleasurable riding, and very likely, improved performance from your horse.



Ride Every Step

Most of us bring less-than-ideal position habits to the saddle. I want to help you gain awareness of these bad habits and to learn ways to correct them. But, all the work you do learning the necessary skills for improved body function and balance is for naught if you don’t commit yourself to focusing on the needed changes in your body while riding.

The riding environment is very challenging: You are on a moving animal! Your body’s protective responses to sudden and unpredictable movement are on high alert. Unfortunately, most of these protective responses are counter to good balance and a secure position. However, through diligent practice and focus, you can make the needed changes.

A simple tool for focusing on your horse every step of the ride is to keep a metronome-like ticking in your head to match the rhythm of your horse’s gait. At the walk, it is easiest to just count the hind legs’ steps—otherwise the counting is too fast; at trot, count the diagonal pairs of hind leg and foreleg; at canter, count the swing of horse’s hind legs as they go underneath his body as the main beat of the gait (more on this in chapter 5, p. 157). Your horse will not necessarily have the ability to keep to the steadiness of a metronome, but if you focus on keeping the horse’s tempo (steps per minute) as regular as possible, three things will happen: First, your focus (as it did with Rachel on p. 16) turns keenly to the present moment-by-moment movement of your horse. Second, you become much more aware that your horse’s steps vary slightly but that you can also guide him to a steadier tempo. Third, by moving closely with his tempo, you become better able to influence your horse’s gait in a positive way.


A Pretty Picture

[image: ]
Paula Helm rides the 2005 Hungarian Warmblood gelding H.S. Whrapsody with focus and a positive “Here I am!” attitude. Paula needs to be vigilant that Whrapsody stays active and balanced in his trot. You can imagine her proactively counting his trot steps, “One-Two-One-Two” to keep them steady. As a result, she presents herself with pride and confidence—a mindset for success! Bounce in Rhythm 1 is a great exercise to perfect riding in a steady tempo.




The “Fear” Roadblock

Past riding experiences can profoundly affect your ability to commit positive focus to your ride. Memories of falls or frightening spooks can result in fear and anxiety entering your riding mindset, challenging confidence and impairing your ability to be a clear leader for your horse. Fear is a real and frustrating emotional roadblock for many riders. The psychology and treatment of fear is beyond my expertise. However, I do know that gaining confidence in your own body, through fitness and body awareness, is a positive step toward conquering anxiety. Use Rib Cage Breathing (see exercises on pp. 14 and 15) to find your center when your horse is tense. Count your horse’s steps in every gait to stay in the moment of your ride, focusing on what is happening, rather than letting your imagination run wild, creating stories of what might happen.




RIDER’S CHALLENGE

Focusing on Your Posture Reduces Pain

Lana is a novice rider who, like many others, struggles to balance her busy work schedule with quality time with her Morgan gelding Shapiro. Her trainer rides Shapiro three times a week and Lana another three days, with one of those being a lesson. Her riding life has been further challenged by nagging back pain that her doctor ascribes to arthritis. Since her pain started, she has been limited to only riding Shapiro at the walk. Anything more causes her pain. She completed a course of physical therapy, which helped, but it has been hard for her to continue doing the prescribed exercises. Her doctor, physical therapist, trainer, and her friends all urge Lana to find a program to improve her fitness. It wasn’t until she had a particularly painful ride that she realized she needed to take some time away from riding to take care of herself.

Lana starts working with me in private studio Pilates sessions. I immediately note her tendency to hold her spine in an arch. It is particularly difficult to keep her spine stable during leg exercises: The weight of her legs overwhelms her core strength and causes strain in the joints of her lower back. For several months we sort out these difficulties: She diligently does her regular exercises and, as a result, becomes much stronger and stable through her spine.

Lana returns to riding but finds it exceedingly difficult to keep herself focused on postural changes; her challenge is not a lack of strength but rather keeping her body position on her “radar” during each step of the ride. “As soon as I sit in the saddle,” she says, “it is all about the horse.”

Remedy

I work with Lana a few times on horseback to find ways to help her maintain her stability. As soon as she gathers up her reins, however, her spine arches forward, and her knees pull upward in the saddle, adding strain to her back. We work at the halt and review Rib Cage Breathing to allow her abdominal muscles to support her pelvis in the saddle. As expected, this shifts her weight in the saddle toward her tailbone. I urge her to keep that feeling and not let it change—no matter what. Repeated rib cage breaths support her spine and help her to lock in the feeling.

But back at walk—and again, as she gathers her reins—her spine alignment changes. “Where is your weight?” I ask.

“Oh!” she says, “it is too far forward!”

“That’s right,” I say, “Engage your abdominal muscles and change where you feel your weight in the saddle. Then stay there! This position of your pelvis and spine is so important for you. Of all the things you have to think about while you are riding, this is one detail you must not forget. You need to do this to prevent more pain.”

After 30 minutes at the walk with a few walk-and-trot transitions, Lana is completely exhausted. Not physically, but mentally. Her back, however, feels fine.

Lana is an example of a fairly common phenomenon. Although you get stronger to improve your riding, that is the relatively easy part; changing your body’s habits is much more difficult: It is a mental challenge and requires you to focus on your body position every step.

Exercises for Lana: Rib Cage Breathing 1 and 2; Pelvic Rocking on Ball: Front to Back; Abdominal Curls.





EXERCISE to Keep a Steady Tempo

The following exercise, Bounce in Rhythm, allows you to practice keeping a steady tempo in your body. You might find it remarkably challenging to keep your body in a steady beat. But practicing this skill and gaining the awareness of how easily the tempo of your body’s bouncing changes will improve both your ability to focus and the steadiness of your horse’s gaits.

Bounce in Rhythm 1

To bring precision to your perception of tempo; it is a great warm-up exercise.

1 Set a metronome to 96 beats per minute.

2 Sit on an exercise ball in an upright posture and bounce on the ball in time with the metronome (figs. 1.4 A & B).


[image: ]
[image: ]


3 Work to control your tempo so that you stay precisely with the beat. You’ll find it is not as easy to do as it sounds: It is challenging to keep absolutely steady. This practice on the ball will help you guide your horse to a steady tempo.

4 Work to land the same way on the ball each time. This is also harder than it sounds, but it will help you develop skills to keep a steady position on your moving horse.




A Pretty Picture

[image: ]
Jessica Rattner rides the 2002 Dutch Warmblood gelding Vaantje Pompen (aka “V,” owned by Tamy Ryan) with focus and correct posture. Jessica describes this horse as “sensitive but opinionated.” So for her to be successful, she must be clear and tactful. She does this with a stable body position that allows control of her aids. This good posture helps her feel his every move so she can respond with tact. Exercises Bounce in Rhythm 1–4 will help your ability to stay organized and in balance while moving with your horse.
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