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    Introduction


  




  As you take up this sport of eventing, brace yourself–you are about to embark on a wonderful journey. This journey will take you to green, open fields that you and your horse can gallop across to your heart’s content, over obstacles that you would never have thought of even approaching a short time ago, and to a complete understanding and trust in your horse that will border on the mystical.




  Eventing is often referred to as the triathlon of the horse world. It is composed of three tests: dressage, cross country, and show jumping. At first glance, these tests may seem to work against each other. The physical fitness required for the cross-country test would increase your horse’s tension, which would reduce your dressage scores, while the speed of cross country would make your horse difficult in the show jumping test. However, just the opposite is the case.




  Once you begin to understand this sport, you start to see the horse not as a series of disconnected parts, but as a whole athlete, and a superbly trained one at that. Each of the three tests, if trained for properly, adds to the horse’s education and well-being. For example, dressage improves your control of the horse, which in turn makes the show-jumping test easier. As your horse’s fitness increases he becomes stronger, which enhances his dressage work. Because your dressage work improves, you are better able to canter to show-jumping obstacles in rhythm and balance, and thus your ability to gallop at cross-country obstacles at a higher rate of speed will grow.




  This eventing journey will not just take you to a better understanding of your horse, but to a deeper understanding of yourself as well. Along the way you will find that you have become physically fitter and mentally more disciplined. Most event riders feel a responsibility to be as fit as their horse and to develop the same work ethic.




  You may learn something about yourself when you have a bad day at the office, but still come to the barn and ride your horse at your scheduled time, maintaining your patience while you work through a training problem.




  Once you start to compete, you will know the joy of feeling a horse that you have trained yourself jump effortlessly over an obstacle that you had been secretly worried about. There are few sensations equal to that of realizing that your horse now understands something you have worked for months to teach him.




  Since most of this journey will take place in a country setting far from concrete and traffic, you will feel a connection with the natural world, which is a difficult thing to find in the twenty-first century.




  You are about to start your journey now, and I wish you success and good luck. I hope this book helps you as you take your first few steps along the way.




  

    I.


  




  Getting Started




  
tip 1. Join Up




  Join your local eventing organization. You can find a list of these groups on the United States Eventing Association Web site at www.useventing.com.




  While you are at it, you should also join the United States Eventing Association (USEA). It is the national organization for eventing enthusiasts and will be an invaluable resource for you. The USEA has lists of grassroots organizations in your area, local coaches, dates of competitions close to you, seminars, clinics, and member activities.




  
tip 2. Look Before You Leap




  Before you compete in an event yourself, go to a local event as a spectator. If you have been participating in other horse sports, you may be a bit confused by the relationship between the three phases of a typical event. One thing you will notice immediately is that events run according to a time schedule. The dressage and cross-country phases have very specific start times for each competitor, while the show-jumping phase is individually scheduled at some events, or simply run according to a posted division start time at other events.




  [image: A good trainer will attend competitions with you to prevent you from making mistakes due to nerves or lack of experience.]




  
tip 3. Find a Trainer




  Choose a good local trainer. You can find the names of nearby trainers on the USEA Web site. Do not necessarily hire the first one you find. You should develop a close working relationship with this person, so a little extra time spent on research will pay off later on.




  Any good trainer is happy to have you audit his or her lessons. While you listen, ask yourself if the trainer seems patient with mistakes. You are going to make a lot of them while you learn to ride, and you do not need a trainer with a short fuse while you go through the process.




  A good trainer can simplify things for you, and explain complicated concepts in an easy-to-understand manner. I think it helps to have a trainer who has ridden at a high level, but it is not completely necessary. Many high-level riders either cannot explain what you should do, or become frustrated when you do not immediately grasp the concept. There is a time and a place for a coach who is a “screamer,” but not yet.




  
tip 4. Curb Your Anxiety




  If you are prone to anxiety attacks when you are performing, get professional advice. Performance anxiety is a common condition, and there are plenty of resources that can help you get over this. Your trainer can probably suggest someone. In addition, you can often find listings in the phone book or through Google.




  You should take the same attitude toward anxiety as you do toward needing to improve your dressage, for example: “Okay, I am strong over jumps, but I get nervous during the show-jumping phase. Due to my nerves, I do not ride as well as I do in my lessons, so I have to get help with my nerves.” Before the phase you find difficult, sit somewhere quiet and make a video in your mind of how you are going to ride. From your lessons, you should have a fair idea of what to do to improve your performance. Rehearse in your mind what that sort of ride feels like. Then imagine how you should change your ride as your horse starts to misbehave. You have already made things better at home by changing how you ride; now mentally practice doing the same thing in the competition arena.




  
tip 5. Assess Your Strengths and Weaknesses




  Once you understand eventing, make a written inventory of your own particular strengths and weaknesses as a rider. For example, if you have extensive experience as a hunter/jumper, you will not need much coaching for the show-jumping phase. However, you will need some expert advice for the dressage and cross-country phases. If you have a great deal of experience fox hunting, the cross-country phase will seem easy to you, but the dressage and show jumping may be strange new worlds. After you have developed this inventory, you will know which phases will need extra work in order for you and your horse to become proficient.




  
tip 6. Everything Is Everything




  Do not be put off by the range of skills you need to develop in order to event safely and successfully. When you first study eventing, the three phases seem mutually exclusive. However, as your understanding increases, you will find that the various phases are all interrelated. For example, if you improve your horse’s dressage, his show jumping will get better. If you get your horse into better physical condition, his dressage paces will become more athletic. If your horse becomes more confident in cross country, his dressage will become more forward. Once you think about eventing a little, you will see that each of the disciplines helps the other two.




  
tip 7. Finding a Horse




  The horse you ride when you are getting started in eventing will be crucial to your enjoyment, so choose the right horse for you right now. You should already have made the list we discussed in Tip 5, and this will help narrow your search. For example, a good dressage rider can be successful with a horse who otherwise jumps well, but has never done a leg-yield. However, it is absolutely necessary that your prospect is a safe ride over fences. You will probably have to make some compromises along the way in terms of age, price, fancy movement, and so on, but you must refuse to compromise on your prospect’s jumping technique and scope. As your skills develop, the time will come when you will be able to ride a wider range of horses, and you will start to be able to substitute your skill and knowledge for your horse’s training, but if you are using this book to get started, that time is not yet.




  
tip 8. Just Say No




  Don’t buy a “project” Projects are for professionals. Don’t buy a horse that runs away. Buy a horse that is easy to speed up, but more important, easy to slow down again. Don’t buy a horse that needs an accurate ride to jump well, or refuses to jump at all. Accurate riding over jumps is for professionals. Don’t buy a horse that kicks, bucks, rears, spins, or refuses to jump, or one who won’t load in a trailer, won’t stand quietly in the cross-ties, or won’t ground-tie while he is being clipped or shod. Don’t do it, even if he has a cute face, or is a grandson of Secretariat. Just say no.




  
tip 9. Try the Horse




  Tip 8 covered the don’ts of buying a horse. What about some dos? Do ride your prospect, if at all possible. When you ride the horse, he should have a smooth, flowing walk, a rhythmical trot that is easy to sit, and a quiet, balanced canter. It will help if he already knows the movements that will be required at his competitive level. Make sure you try the horse over jumps at the height of the competitive level you are aiming for (i.e., 2’11” for Novice, 3’3” for Training, and so on). If you are aiming lower than Novice, it would be a plus if your prospect has successfully competed at a higher level. It will be a great source of comfort to you that your horse has already seen the problems that are new to you.




  Do arrange to have a cross-country school, including jumping banks, ditches, and water obstacles suitable for your level. Your prospect’s attitude should be calm and businesslike, both over show jumps and outdoors. If you have never jumped a natural obstacle, have your trainer jump the horse over the various obstacles that are available before you attempt to jump them, and start over the smallest possible obstacle before progressing to higher obstacles.




  
tip 10. Getting to Know Him




  Once you have purchased a horse, learn about him. What is his appetite like? Does he like a big breakfast, or does he eat better at the evening feed? Does shipping put him off his feed? What about his legs? Be alert for any change in shape or temperature. You should get in the habit of checking all four legs at the same time every day, preferably at rest in his stall. Any unusual swelling or increased warmth is a warning sign, and should be taken seriously. Early detection is your best defense against soft-tissue injury. Study his competitive record if you can obtain it, and make a mental note of which disciplines are strong and which are weak. If he has never had a knockdown in the show-jumping phase, and you have some hunter/jumper experience, then you will not have to practice this phase as much as the other two.




  
tip 11. Are You Good to Go?




  Lameness is a constant concern for the event-horse owner, so continuously evaluate your horse’s condition and soundness. Once a week, have a friend jog your horse in hand, and watch carefully for signs of irregularity in his paces. If you cannot organize this, put your horse on a longe line and ask him to walk, trot, and canter briefly in both directions.
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