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  dedication


  This book is for every rider who seeks a deeper partnership with his or her horse. Stay on the path and follow your heart.The discoveries you make together may astound you.


  acknowledgments


  Thanks Mom and Dad. Your love and support have made everything possible. On our journey through life, the right teachers appear when the student is ready. Each experience leads concretely to the next steps one needs to take.


  Thank you, Mark Rashid, Wendy Murdoch, and Andrew Blevins, for being my teachers. Your ideas, integrity, lifelong learning, and gifts for teaching have greatly influenced this book, my horsemanship, and my life.


  Mark, thanks for sharing your way of working with horses that transcends horses and applies to all of life. You’ve helped me see that the knowledge in my head isn’t much good until it’s part of my soul and that so many wonderful things happen when I bring all of me to my life. I’m a better person because of you. And eternal thanks for introducing me to Aikido.


  Wendy, thanks for sharing your brilliant and passionate understanding of human and equine biomechanics. You’re helping me and other riders see how everything is possible with the right connections, physical and mental. Thanks for helping me open the door to find presence.


  Blevins Sensei, thank you for sharing your talent, time, and passion in your teaching of Aikido and for being a role model in so many ways. Practicing Aikido under your guidance has blessed me and changed my life in more ways than I ever could have imagined.


  Deep thanks to Crissi McDonald for your friendship and support and for showing me that stature doesn’t matter in working with horses when everything comes from softness; Kathleen Lindley, for your friendship and your insights into so many things; Shannon Brown, for being there in some critical times and sharing your beautiful connection with horses; Wendy Rashid, for all your help over the years; Cherry Hill and Richard Klimesh, for giving me a start and sharing your wisdom; Carole Williams, for being the best mentor ever; Dr. David Siemens, for your perceptive approach to equine anatomy and chiropractic; David Genadek for your ground-breaking ideas in saddle design; the amazing current and past teams at Horse Illustrated—Liz Moyer, Holly Werner, Kimberly Abbott, Moira C. Reeve, Karen Keb, and Toni McAllister—for the opportunities and your valuable suggestions over the years; and everyone at I-5 Press who made this a better book.


  And thanks to Richard Bangs, Essie Becker, Frances Carbonnel, Peggy Cummings, the Douglas County Writer’s Group, Eddie, Joanne Hartmeister, Patricia Hendricks Sensei, Kei and Mariquita Izawa Sensei, John, Sue Littlefield, Mary Mueller, Eva Murphy, Katie Reid, Marion Schneider, James Shaw, Surino, Tasy, Linda Tellington-Jones, Sheila Varian, Suzi Zielinski, and Les-san and John-san and the wonderful students at Kiryu Aikido.


  You’ve all been teachers, role models, guides, and companions on this journey called life. Thanks for sharing this path. I can’t wait to see what lies ahead.


  [image: image]


  Contents


  Introduction 


  CHAPTER 1


  Moving Beyond the Basics


  Keep Riding; Stay in the Moment • Leave Out the Emotions; Assume the Best • Be Consistent • Feel Free to Make Mistakes • Be Confident and Decisive • Practice Being the Person You Want to Be • Have Fun


  CHAPTER 2


  Refine Your Riding


  Developing Better Balance and Seat • Refining Effective Aids and Cues • Timing Cues for Greatest Effectiveness • Moving Beyond Cues and Aids: The Inner Aspects of Riding


  CHAPTER 3


  Advanced Schooling


  Striving for Self-Carriage • Building on the Self-Carriage Foundation • Smooth Transitions • Lateral and Other Work • Keep Things Interesting


  CHAPTER 4


  Equipment


  Basic Saddle Fit Guidelines for Performance • Event-Specific Saddles • Western Bridles and Bits • Transition from Snaffle to Curb


  CHAPTER 5


  Ready to Compete


  General Conditioning Tips • Show Classes • Gaming, Gymkhana, and Speed Events • Cow Events • Other Ways to Have Fun


  CHAPTER 6


  Conclusion


  Resources 


  Glossary


  [image: image]


  Introduction


  Since taking up western riding, you’ve dedicated yourself to learning more of the details of riding well and improving your riding skills and abilities. No longer a beginner, you’re now able to sit confidently at the walk, the jog, and the lope; direct your horse; and influence her speed. But, as you’ve probably discovered, there is more to being a good rider than just staying in the saddle, steering, and stopping.


  Now, you want to be more than a steady passenger; you want to be a partner with your horse. You want to have the type of relationship with your horse that the advanced riders you admire have with their horses. Horse and rider seem to move to the same thoughts, with invisible cues, ease, comfort, and happiness. Talented amateurs and professional trainers make this look easy. For them, riding seems to be a dance. Will you ever ride like that? Can you ever develop such a deep partnership with your horse? The answer is yes! It will take dedication, work, and commitment on your part, but it won’t happen overnight. If you persevere and keep the right mind-set, you will reach your goal.


  It’s helpful, though not essential, to take regular lessons with a trainer who encourages you and keeps raising the bar as you progress. A good trainer can spot areas in which you’re struggling, help you work through these issues and push you a little further than you might push yourself if you were riding on your own.


  Don’t rely on your trainer completely, however. A large part of becoming an advanced western rider is honing your abilities and building your confidence and knowledge, so one day you will be able to train a horse yourself. As you continue learning, you’ll want to develop your own style of horsemanship, one that fits with who you are and is based on the type of partnership you want to have with your horse.
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  Working with a trainer can help you progress, but you should also develop your own horsemanship skills.


  In your quest to become an advanced rider, remember that you can’t force the learning process or shorten the length of time it will take to become the rider you seek to be. But you can ensure that you keep improving by putting in the saddle time, not taking shortcuts, getting strong in the basics, and continuing to refine what you know.


  Although there is no substitute for hard, dedicated work, there is one more critical aspect to becoming an advanced rider: your mind-set. At a certain point, you may find that riding becomes less about cues and technique and more about mentally connecting with your horse, riding with her rather than simply on her.


  In this book, we’ll explore some ideas that will help you refine your riding and open the door to a lifetime of improving your skills. The only limitations are your confidence in yourself and the goals you set for yourself and your horse. First, we’ll look at some of the mental aspects of riding that set advanced riders apart; then we’ll discuss ways to refine your riding by developing better balance, aids, and timing, as well as cover areas you may not be as familiar with, such as your breathing, intent, and focus.


  Then, we’ll explore advanced work such as self-carriage in you and your horse, collection, transitions, and lateral movement. You’ll also learn more about tack and the importance of correct saddle fit. And you will get tips for preparing for various types of competitions, from horse shows to cattle work. Finally, you will learn about other ways to have fun with your equine partner.


  So ride all you can and practice seriously but joyfully! Riding is a gift, and it’s meant to be fun. Keep smiling, no matter what and, above all, enjoy the journey.
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  Moving Beyond the Basics


  The best riders never stop learning or seeking new ways to do things. They continually strive to refine what they know, ask with less pressure, and get in better timing with their horses.


  As you advance in your horsemanship, you, too, will find truth in the saying, “The more you know, the more you realize there is to learn.”


  This ongoing challenge of discovery, to deepen your understanding of horses and learn how best to work with them, will help you reach the levels of horsemanship skill you seek to attain. These layers of knowledge are what keep expert riders progressing and learning—and loving every minute in the saddle. As you become more advanced, you’ll more) about mental creativity and control as it is about pure physical technique. In fact, the most successful riders may simply be better than the average rider at harnessing these mental aspects of riding.


  This chapter offers some topics to get you thinking about the mental side of riding that will be helpful in advancing your skills. But don’t stop here. Use these ideas as a springboard to see what else you can come up with.


  Keep Riding; Stay in the Moment


  If you’re driving a car and it starts to skid on a slippery curve, do you immediately throw open the door and bail out? Not likely! Unfortunately, bailing out—physically or mentally—is exactly how some riders react when their horses do something unexpected. In a split second, such riders relinquish their influence on the outcome of the situation.


  For example, your horse might spook at a dog and then stop. If you are caught off guard by the spook, you might be left behind and end up on the ground. But if you stay relaxed and remain physically and mentally connected to your horse during the spook, which will be over in a second or two, your horse is likely to quickly regain his composure because you haven’t lost yours.


  Keep riding through every situation. In other words: Don’t bail out—literally or figuratively. When you only have a few seconds of reaction time, don’t decide you’re going to fall off and start looking for the best place to land. Instead, try to safely help your horse through the situation. (Of course, there are times when dismounting is the best idea, but try to do it as a planned event rather than as an action taken in panic.)


  In addition to maintaining your commitment to continue riding—mentally and physically— no matter what happens, it’s important to stay in the moment. However, there’s a fine line between staying in the moment and creating self-fulfilling prophecies of negative outcomes. Every time you ride, work toward the goal of riding with enough awareness to anticipate a problem and to be able to defuse or avoid it. Do not mentally jump ahead to the worst possible outcome. Unfortunately, this is exactly what some riders do, and they bring it about by expecting the worst to occur. Knowing there is always a loose dog at the blue house up ahead on the left, for example, the rider tenses up, certain the dog will come running out and the horse will spook. Feeling his rider tense up, the horse obliges with an enthusiastic spook and bolts down the road!


  Instead, strive to ride every step; don’t project too far into the future. Horses are creatures of the here and now, and the best riders help their horses every moment. This isn’t accomplished by micromanaging his every move but rather by staying aware and directing him before he has the chance to take his thought completely away from you.


  Staying in the moment will also help if you decide to compete with your horse. Whether in reining, western pleasure, or a cow class, if you make a mistake, you can’t go back and fix it. It will only hinder your performance if you dwell on the mistake. However, if you stay in the moment, you can continue to ride every step from there on and make the rest of your ride as good as it can be.


  Leave Out the Emotions; Assume the Best


  Have you ever watched someone severely reprimand a horse for a transgression and thought that the rider or handler actually enjoyed getting angry and correcting his or her horse? This is the behavior of an amateur, and it shouldn’t be emulated or admired.


  Advanced horse riders are able to separate their emotions from their corrections. They can make corrections without anger, embarrassment, frustration, or other negative emotions. It is done in a matter-of-fact “I’m looking for this, not that” sort of mind-set, with the intention of helping the horse understand rather than forcing him to comply.


  When you need to correct your horse, think of it in the same way as correcting a child, which you would do calmly, considerately, and clearly, instead of with escalating anger, a raised voice, and pumping adrenaline. Taking emotions out of corrections can go a long way in training. Your horse stays in a willing mind set, ready to try what you ask, and you are able to evaluate what he is offering and reward him for his efforts.
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  If you make a mistake, don’t dwell on it. Do what this rider is doing: Move on and make the rest of your ride as good as it can be.
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  Here, a rider makes corrections in a helpful, matter-of-fact way, rather than letting her emotions get the best of her.


  You may have noticed that you’d rather spend time with people who assume the best rather than those who assume the worst and with those who have positive outlooks rather than those who whine and complain. Wouldn’t our horses appreciate this, too?


  The next time you’re at the barn, listen to what other riders say and how they say it. How many of them compile long lists of what their horses are doing wrong (and how it’s usually the horses’ faults) and complain about how this or that trick or behavior could be better? You might be surprised at how negative the comments can get!


  The power of positive thinking is a proven approach to many areas of life, so why not apply it to your horsemanship? Instead of looking for everything that’s wrong or bad, start looking for the good that you and your horse are doing, then build on that. Often, the more you concentrate on the good and the less energy you spend on the bad, the more likely it is that, over time, the good outweighs the not-so-good. After a while, you may even look back and realize that the problems you used to have are now gone.


  Perhaps you can’t do a perfect walk-lope departure yet. That’s OK. Do the jog-lope transition you’re really good at and occasionally try a walk-lope transition. If it’s not perfect, don’t make a big deal out of it; just keep going. Over time, it’s highly likely that you will eventually find yourself doing a pretty good departure because you didn’t make such a fuss over the less-than-perfect one.


  If your horse isn’t doing what you think you’re asking, treat him like a friend and assume the best rather than the worst. Assume he doesn’t understand or is confused. Perhaps he’s not able to do what you’re asking because he’s not physically developed or coordinated enough yet. Or he may be trying to tell you that he’s in pain. Doesn’t considering this perspective of what’s happening different from the automatic assumption that he’s being disobedient, willful, or resistant? He may be avoiding doing what you ask but with good reason, according to his thought process.
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  Instead of dwelling on the negatives, this rider is focusing on what her horse is doing well.


  If your horse doesn’t do what you ask, also take a look at how you’re asking. Break the request down into smaller pieces and see if this works.


  There are no limits to the ways in which you can improve as you seek to advance your skills and those of your horse. To do so, it helps to reframe the areas needing improvement, not as bad or negative behaviors but simply as areas you need to work on together.


  Be Consistent


  Many cartoons have depicted horses plotting ways to make us angry, to embarrass us in front of friends, or to make us look incompetent in front of judges. In reality, a horse’s actions usually are not directed toward the rider. He is merely doing what he has found to be correct in similar situations, based on your teachings (or someone else’s). Or he is doing what he thinks is going to help him at that moment.


  Your horse’s actions may be the result of miscommunication. Something he considers correct behavior but which you don’t—such as dragging you along to get to a few sprigs of grass—may be behavior you have inadvertently created and rewarded by inconsistently responding whenever he offered this behavior in the past. We are training our horses every moment we are with them. We just may not be teaching them the behaviors we think we are.


  It’s consistency—having the same expectations and rules every day, all of the time, no matter what—that helps our horses to learn what’s expected of them and to behave the way we would like them. Being consistent with our horses sounds simple and obvious, doesn’t it? However, it’s all too easy to let our consistency waver. Just imagine yourself in the following scenario and see if you find any similarities to your daily interactions with your horse:


  Consider this scenario: As you lead your horse in from the pasture, he crowds you and even scoots ahead, making circles around you. Your mind may be on your upcoming lesson, so you just get out of his way, and the two of you keep up this circular dance all the way to the barn. The next day, you bring your horse in as usual. However, on this day, you are upset. Perhaps your boss blamed you for something that wasn’t your fault, and
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