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Foreword by

Paul O’Shea

At the Tokyo Olympics, for the first time in history, Ireland will be represented at the Olympic Games by teams in all three equestrian events: eventing, dressage, and show jumping. It will be the first time since Athens 2004 that the Irish Show Jumping Team has qualified.

I was part of the team that won the Longine’s FEI Nations Cup Final in Barcelona in October 2019, qualifying my home country of Ireland to compete in Tokyo. It was our last chance to make it happen. And we clinched it.

Now I could go way back in time to trace all those who have had a hand in developing my career and who ultimately contributed to this particular achievement, but the one I want to mention as recently having a very distinct impact is Jane Savoie.

“All that dressage training appears to be paying off for Ireland’s Paul O’Shea” read one headline last year on the Horse Network. I was on a bit of a streak then, you could say, with clear rounds over a number of weeks on four different horses. And if I had to name the catalyst behind those successes, it would be Jane.

Starting in 2018, while based in Wellington, Florida, I began concentrating on improving my dressage skills and my horses’ flatwork. I was advised I should find someone to help me, and the only dressage person I really knew of was Jane. About 20 years ago I had a copy of her book That Winning Feeling! and I liked her “You can do it!” attitude and creative ideas.

I believe every horse has a “key” so that he really wants to do what I’m asking of him. It is my job to find the “key” to each horse: a nice way to explain to him what I want him to do. As you’ll find in the pages ahead, Jane has a lot of nice ways to find those keys. She has at least five solutions to every problem, and her methods are all very soft and easy, ensuring there’s never a fight between you and your horse. With her exercises and her techniques for tracking down the right key, the horse eventually just seems to do what you want him to do.

For me, working with Jane was a stroke of good fortune—I was lucky enough to know her name and her teaching style, and to have her nearby in Wellington during the season. With her help I have improved my horses’ canters, made them more adjustable, learned to better control their shoulders, improved their connection and collection, and ultimately left the rails in the cups and shaved seconds off our time.

Here’s what’s great, though: You can do all this, too. The “tricks,” techniques, and exercises (otherwise known as “dressage” and “flatwork”!) that Jane used to help improve my riding on course and my horses’ performances over fences are all spelled out here in this book. She makes it truly easy, and even fun, to use dressage fundamentals in ways that develop and enhance the horse’s jumping ability while saving his mind and his legs. There isn’t a trainer in the world with a better solution, for rider or horse.


Paul O’Shea

Team Gold, FEI Nations Cup, Barcelona (2019)

Winner of Over 55 Grands Prix

Member of More Than 30 Nations Cup Teams





“I’ve always attributed much of my jumping success to my flatwork and basic dressage.

That’s the foundation for all that I do, whether it’s training hunters or jumpers. Correct dressage makes the horses better athletes, engages their hind ends, lightens their forehands, and strengthens the muscles in the hind end. All of these benefits are exactly what we need when we’re galloping and jumping.”




ANNE KURSINSKI

Five-Time Olympian,

Two-Time AHSA Horsewoman of the Year,

1995 Equestrian of the Year,

1991 FEI Leading Lady Rider,

1991 USOC Female Equestrian Athlete of the Year,

2017 Show Jumping Hall of Fame Inductee




Introduction

It’s tremendous if your horse already successfully clears courses at events or horse shows, excels at jumper competitions, or willingly leaps over fallen logs on a hack. But would you like to know the secret to improving his performance even more? The information in this book is going to reveal that secret to you. And that secret is dressage.

If the word “dressage” has you screaming, “No, no, no!” take heart. Dressage doesn’t have to be mysterious or complicated. I’m going to keep it very simple for you. It may also help you overcome any resistance you have toward the word “dressage” if you simply think of the exercises I’m going to teach you as “flatwork.”

What You’ll Find Ahead

This book is divided into seven sections. Each part focuses on the most common issues I see when horses jump. The sections include:


	 “WHOA” AND “GO” (P. 12)

	 RHYTHM (P. 28)

	 SUPPLENESS (P. 46)

	 CONTACT AND CONNECTION (P. 78)

	 STRAIGHTNESS (P. 108)

	 COLLECTION (P. 132)

	 FLYING CHANGES (P. 152)



I’ll give you many exercises on the flat to fill your toolbox with simple solutions to nagging problems that prevent you and your horse from doing your best. Once you can do the exercises on the flat, you’ll do them over a pole on the ground. Then you’ll do the same exercises in between low jumps. The reason I keep the jumps low is that I don’t want to stress your horse’s legs and body with high fences; the point is to be able to do the exercises between the jumps, no matter how small or big they are. Good flatwork is going to help your horse perform better, even if you are just trotting over cavalletti at the lowest height.

I do have a few additional housekeeping matters to mention before we get started: For the sake of clarity, I’m going to refer to all horses as “he” and all riders as “she.” I hope my male riders and mare owners won’t be offended by my arbitrary choice of pronouns. I’m not being sexist here! I’m simply trying to avoid cumbersome references to “he and she” and the impersonal sound of calling your horse “it.”

Now, as far as the commonly used terms “hollow” and “stiff” go when it comes to talking about the horse’s “one-sidedness”: I use the words “weak” or “soft” and “strong” or “hard” interchangeably with the words “hollow” and “stiff.” I do this because I also use the word “hollow” when I discuss connection, and I don’t want you to be confused. I also assume that all horses are hollow (soft) to the left with the left hind being the weaker hind leg and stiff (hard) to the right with the right hind being the stronger hind leg. If your horse is stiff to the left and hollow to the right, simply reverse the exercises and aids I provide. (I’ll remind you of this again, later!)

Interspersed throughout the pages ahead, you’ll hear directly from top hunter, jumper, and event riders who share how they’ve used dressage to improve their horses’ jumping ability. In all cases, the riders were happily surprised at how quickly they could make changes simply by applying basic dressage principles.

And, at the beginning of each part of this book (there are seven!), I’ve shared a fictitious scenario to help illustrate the skills to be gained and how they will get you results over fences. All characters are made up—I promise that any resemblance they may have to real riders and horses is entirely coincidence!

The Starting Point

At the beginning of my career as an instructor, I focused solely on teaching dressage riders. But in the last couple of decades, my work has expanded to riders who jump their horses, including hunters, jumpers, eventers, and pleasure riders.

Here’s what I discovered: The problems that any of these riders were having over fences were the exact same problems they were having on the flat.

I realized I could apply the principles that I use with my dressage horses to help improve jumping horses. I think world-renowned Olympic jumper rider Anne Kursinski says it best: “I’ve always attributed much of my jumping success to my flatwork and basic dressage. That’s the foundation for all that I do, whether it’s training hunters or jumpers. Correct dressage makes the horses better athletes, engages their hind ends, lightens their forehands, and strengthens the muscles in the hind end. All of these benefits are exactly what we need when we’re galloping and jumping” (fig. I.1).


[image: ]
I.1 Legendary jumper rider Anne Kursinski says, “What I do is dressage with jumps in the way.”


Like Anne, I believe you’ll be amazed by how much basic dressage can improve your jumping. That’s why the focus of this book is what to do on the flat to improve your jumping performance overall and also what to do in between the jumps themselves so that it’s easier for your horse to jump in good balance.

As a starting point, rather than thinking of dressage as mysterious, complicated, or boring, think of it as physical therapy combined with behavior modification.




Anne Kursinski on Flatwork


“All of my students, whether in my barn or at a clinic, get many hours of correct basic dressage work with me. It improves the horses and the riders on so many levels. Time and time again, focused flat riding improves their jumping performance. Dressage makes them more responsive to the aids. Correct dressage also develops the horse’s muscles. It’s like going to the gym. Dressage develops the muscles in the hind end and back, engages the hindquarters, and as a result, lightens the forehand. That strength and uphill balance is exactly what we need for jumping!

“Consider this story: A few years ago a girl came to train with me, and she brought her own jumper. We met at a show, so I started to coach her there. The horse was an athletic jumper, but unruly, hot, and difficult to ride around a course. There was no consistency. They had long distances, short distances, and were rarely straight to the jumps. I helped her as much as I could at the show but told her we had to go back to basics.

“After the show, she came to my farm, Market Street, in New Jersey. I told her she was just going to work on the flat for a few days. The first day she worked mostly without stirrups. I tied a knot in the reins to keep the reins short and her hands in front of the withers. She had to feel ‘connected riding’ and that the horse had to accept her aids. Initially the horse protested the contact, and I believe the girl doubted this approach would work. Gradually, as we progressed with transitions and leg-yielding, her horse began to accept her legs, seat, and hands. Not only were the lateral exercises helpful physically for the horse, but mentally my student had to really think about and feel how the horse was responding positively or negatively to her aids. Just watching her and her horse having a clear conversation with each other was fascinating. Both horse and rider were relaxed!

“Starting on day two, the initial connection was better—relaxed and respectful. Part of the beauty of dressage is this deeper connection with your horse. We reviewed the first day’s transitions and leg-yielding. I then added shoulder-in, haunches-in, and counter-canter. So much of the work was not about ‘fixing’ the horse. It was really getting the rider to truly focus on her horse and how he responded to her requests. When she thought more, sat correctly, and used her aids more clearly, her horse relaxed, focused on her, and even seemed to enjoy the flatwork!

“The third day was really more of the same: good repetition, coordinating her aids, and really focusing on doing the lateral work correctly. Both the girl and the horse were starting to get it. It was so interesting to watch their relationship change rather dramatically. As she became aware of her position, application of the aids, balance, lightness, centeredness, and visualization, her unruly horse looked like he could do a dressage test. Her horse had really been looking for direction and consistency. She was feeling him in a completely different way. And she was surprised how well he was going.

“The next day we started with dressage exercises again; then we tested their jumping. For jumping, I like a two-point position. As I say to all my students, I can ride in a two-point because my horses are responsive to my aids. I don’t have to sit and drive and push and pull. The discipline from dressage was not only apparent in the horse’s obedience but also in the rider’s awareness. To simply canter on a straight line over a fence and halt straight afterward was easy for them now. They started over single fences and then progressed to lines. Their connection mentally and physically while jumping was entirely different: For example, it was easy for them to jump a line making the normal strides, canter a reverse turn, and do the line back in the other direction with an added stride. We had done lengthening and shortening on the flat, so now the jumps were just in the way of their gallop!

“It was fun to watch because it didn’t look like the same horse from the show the week before. There was no frustration, anger, or mixed messages! There was clear communication.

“We had two weeks at home before the next horse show, so we went back to our flatwork. The dialogue between girl and horse was more sophisticated. She was more sympathetic and understanding of her horse when he didn’t respond correctly, immediately. We’d repeat our dressage exercises on the flat with no fences.

“When we got to the next show, my student’s warm-up was totally different than three weeks before: Her horse was connected. It wasn’t about stopping him from being wild and crazy. It was about giving him something constructive to do, and asking him to accept the aids and listen to his rider. She, in turn, had to focus on the jumps and the pace, and listen to her horse. They didn’t look like the same horse and rider as before.

“This rider did a few shows with me that summer and continued to improve. She even got a ribbon in a Grand Prix! She’s now an avid believer in how basic dressage changes her jumping horses, both mentally and physically.”




IT’S PHYSICAL THERAPY

Figure out where your horse is weak, stiff, or blocked. Then use a dressage exercise to strengthen, loosen, or unblock him. The thing to keep in mind is that physical therapy exercises and movements like leg-yields, shoulder-in, serpentines, and transitions are not an end in themselves—they’re a means to an end.

For example, let’s say your horse is too much on the forehand in the canter. Here’s the process you’d go through:

1.First, canter on a circle, and take note of his current balance. How long is he from tail to poll? How much weight does he carry on his hind legs, and how much weight is on his forehand? Is his croup down and are his withers up, or does it feel like his balance is the other way around—high hips and low withers? Once you evaluate his balance in the canter, you have a starting point so you can recognize when you’re making progress with your chosen exercise.

2.Next, pick a collecting exercise, like riding five strides of canter to five strides of walk and back to five strides of canter. Ride these transitions several times, making sure there aren’t any trot steps during either the upward or downward transition. Use a firmly closed outside hand to prevent those trot steps.

3.Finally, go back to the canter on a circle, and ask yourself three questions:

• Is the length of my horse from tail to poll shorter (figs. I.2 A & B)?


[image: ]
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I.2 A & B Compare the length of the horse in the first picture (A) to his “shortened” length in the second (B).



• Does he carry more weight on his hind legs (figs. I.3 A & B)?
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I.3 A & B Compare how much weight the horse has on the forehand in the first picture (A) to how much lighter the forehand is in the second (B).


• Is his croup lower than his shoulders (figs. I.4 A & B)?
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I.4 A & B Compare the height of the croup to the height of the withers in the first picture (A) to their height in the second (B).


If the answer is no, pick a different collecting exercise or movement, like shoulder-fore. Ride the canter in shoulder-fore for a minute or two. Then just ride the canter, and ask yourself the same three questions you did before.

You see, not only will you learn to use standard dressage movements to solve problems, but you’ll also fill your toolbox with physical therapy exercises like this one, and if one exercise or movement doesn’t help, you’ll have a wealth of others to pick from.

IT’S BEHAVIOR MODIFICATION

Use positive reinforcement to build a new history for your horse. For example, if he habitually bends or flexes to the left when you go to the right, ride him with “extra” bend (I show you how on p. 123) when you go to the right. Ignore the behavior or make the appropriate correction when he’s wrong, but praise lavishly when he makes any change that’s in the direction you want. (It doesn’t have to be perfect—just better.) As you build a new history of bending right when tracking right, this becomes his new normal.

A NEW LANGUAGE

Finally, as Anne noted in her story on p. 6, she’s delighted by the development of cooperation and communication that occurs between horse and rider when the rider uses basic dressage—and so am I. I like to think of it as learning a foreign language so you can clearly communicate. When you learn a new language, you first have to learn the letters of the alphabet. For example: “Inside leg” means “activity within the gait.” “Both legs” means “transition,” either from gait to gait or within the gait (like working trot to a trot lengthening). “Outside rein” means “slow down.”

By using one letter of the alphabet to mean only one thing, your horse doesn’t have to play multiple choice like he does when you close both legs to mean more activity within a gait instead of a transition from walk to trot. When you do that, your horse only has a 50/50 chance of being right. If he guesses wrong because the aids can mean two different things, you might think he’s being disobedient. He’s not. You aren’t being clear. You haven’t taught him the difference between


THE REIN EFFECTS
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Yes…It’s the Training Scale!



[image: ]




EPUB2/images/img_I.2b.jpg





EPUB2/images/img_I.3a.jpg





EPUB2/images/img_I.3b.jpg





EPUB2/images/cover.jpg
-

" DRESSAGE

BETWEEN THE





EPUB2/images/img_I.4a.jpg





EPUB2/images/img_I.6.jpg
Collection

Straightness

Impulsion

Contact/Connection

Suppleness

Rhythm





EPUB2/images/img_I.1.jpg





EPUB2/images/img_I.2a.jpg





EPUB2/images/logo.jpg
i)

TRAFALGAR SQUARE






EPUB2/images/img_I.4b.jpg





EPUB2/images/img_I.5.jpg





