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PREFACE

TO THE ORIGINAL 
PAPERBACK EDITION

When I first wrote this book in the early 1990s, I had no idea it would be so well received. I simply put into words my philosophy and the system I believe in. A system I developed and refined from life experience and time spent with fine mentors, both human and horse. My hope was to give back and teach future riders and horses.

Today I continue to have people tell me how much they learn from reading and rereading this book. It has helped them win competitions or overcome particular problems with their horses. Some have told me they keep it by their beds, others in their tack trunks. Several colleges use it as a textbook for their equine studies classes. I am always thankful for this positive feedback.

In 1995, when Riding and Jumping Clinic was first published, I had been on three U.S. Olympic Teams, a Pan American Team, several World Cup Finals and two U.S. World Equestrian Teams. Since the book has been in print, I won another Olympic silver medal in Atlanta in 1996, competed in my third World Equestrian Games, and went to my fifth Olympic Games in Hong Kong 2008 as the alternate rider where the United States won the gold medal. I have had a wonderful career with amazing horses, owners, and adventures!

Throughout my career, all my horses and students have used the exercises in this book. My passion for excellence, discipline, attention to detail, and great horsemanship I continue to share with riders and trainers. My philosophy of learning correct basics, understanding how to communicate with your horse, and always being your best, are timeless concepts. With consistent practice and application I have seen horses and riders change dramatically.

I am still riding, training and competing. I love riding horses! There is nothing like watching and feeling horses learn, develop, and change—physically, mentally and emotionally. I get tremendous pleasure from producing great horses. I found “Avenue Blue” as a green four-year-old in Germany and brought him along to be a circuit champion in Wellington, Florida, and Grand Hunter Champion at Lake Placid. Of course, my most famous partnership has been with Eros. We started together in 1992 when he was a five-year-old from Australia. In 1996 we won an Olympic silver medal together in Atlanta. For years we won international Grands Prix and Nations Cups. Eros retired on my farm in New Jersey. He was an amazing teacher and lifelong friend!

I truly enjoy teaching riding. I give several clinics throughout the year. Riders come and work with me at my farm Market Street when I am home. Having taught for quite a long time, occasionally I have riders tell me they worked with me years ago and still can hear my voice ringing in their ears! I hope what they hear is mostly good!

This summer I had a new experience, traveling to Europe with the U.S. Young Riders Team. This is exciting and new for our U.S. Show Jumping Young Riders to get experience on Nations Cup teams while under 21 years old. These kids are the future of our sport. I enjoy sharing my training and competing experience with these riders in an international setting.

I intend to continue teaching the art of riding, training, and horsemanship to future generations. For me, there are no shortcuts. To be a true winner, there are 110 substitutes for hard work and dedication. They have served me well.

I am extremely thankful to all of the horses in my life. I would not have accomplished so much without them. The horses have been my greatest teachers!

Anne Kursinski

2011


FOREWORD

TO THE ORIGINAL 
HARDCOVER EDITION

Anne Kursinski and I have lives that seem to intertwine. We’ve known each other for almost two decades, and we’re actually almost related. My family’s closest friend in Connecticut married Anne’s uncle in Pennsylvania, where on many weekends I stopped en route to and from Charlottesville, Virginia, while attending the University of Virginia. Of course Anne wasn’t around at that time, but common ground was established.

Anne first came to my attention and impressed me while I was judging on the West Coast. She was not a stylist in the conventional sense of the word at that time; she grew into that. What I particularly noticed was her “hungry” attitude. She was aggressive and positive and didn’t care that she did not come from the cookie-cutting mold. With her bold approach and great “eye” for a distance, I knew, even way back then, that this girl would probably go on to Olympic and professional status. Jimmy Williams, her mentor and teacher, knew it too, I’m sure.

In the very early eighties there was quite a distance between California and the Northeast of the United States, not only in mileage but also in the level of top-class show jumping. Anne was itching to see the world, spread her wings, and go for the “big time.” Kathy Kusner, Melanie Smith, and I all encouraged her. It was the right time for her to leave the nest, hard as it would be to separate herself from family and friends. Coincidentally, just at that time I was in a position to offer Anne both a home base at my New Jersey farm, Hunterdon, and a ride on one of the fanciest Grand Prix jumpers in the United States. A friend and former client of mine, Tom Everhart, owned the horse and had sent it from Rodney Jenkins to Conrad Homfeld. Now this fabulous gray, Third Man, was available again. His new jockey would be Anne Kursinski, and a great partnership it would turn out to be.

From that moment on Anne and I have worked together side by side. I have never taught Anne; she has learned what she has from me mostly by association, a powerful teaching tool. By incorporating my ideology into her already very strong system, Anne has ended up just the way I hoped she would: an Olympic star, a professional, and a most popular, capable teacher and trainer. And what is most important to me is the way she does it all. With class!

Anne, with Miranda Lorraine, has a lot to tell us and to show us in her riding and jumping clinic. To teach really well one must be able not only to explain but also to demonstrate. A picture is worth a thousand words. And with Anne’s succinct style, in both teaching and riding, she is able to convey through the medium of this book exactly what she wants the reader, her student, to learn.

Being a product of practical jumping horsemanship, classical jumping horsemanship, and dressage, Anne Kursinski really has had it all. Very few people in the hunter/jumper industry can boast such a comprehensive background. There is no question that her system and ideology work for the hunter, jumper, and equitation horse and rider. But the wonderful thing is that she has stuck by the most important element of all: simplicity. Because Anne’s techniques are so natural and correct she is able to convey all to us in a most direct, simple way. To teach something, be it elementary or advanced, in a simple way is what good teaching is all about.

Nowadays most riding enthusiasts appreciate the value of the exercise approach to the sport. Anne utilizes this modern concept to the fullest. She has described and shown us in detail many, many invaluable exercises both on the flat and over jumps, the springboard toward a good show-ring performance. Now if you concentrate on the work at hand, this very instructive book will do its job.

George H. Morris

Pittstown, New Jersey

1995
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INTRODUCTION

As an international-level rider who is also a teacher, I spend a lot of time watching other riders: my regular students at home, those who come to clinics that I give around the United States and abroad, and my fellow competitors at shows in this country and around the world. To further both my students’ education and my own, I’m always looking for the elements that make a particular rider successful—and those that get in the way of success.

What I’ve found consistently is that the one key ingredient for success is a thorough grounding in the basics of riding. Natural talent, no matter how great, can’t make up for a lack of basic knowledge and skills—but solid basics, combined with real desire and commitment, can make any rider a good rider. As I tell my students, if you want to improve and you’re willing to put in the time, patience, and effort to master the basic skills one by one, you can go as far as you want to go.

That’s where this book comes in. Step by step, in pictures as well as words, it gives you the program I’ve developed to teach the basics that are essential to quality riding in every branch of the sport. Whether you are a seasoned competitor or a beginner, naturally gifted or simply eager to learn, by following the program I’ve laid out here you will steadily, week by week, increase both the quality of your riding performance and the pleasure you derive from the time you spend with your horse.

That’s a fairly bold claim, but one I feel confident in making because the program I’m going to give you is a tested one. It’s the same program that carried me to two gold medals at the 1983 Pan American Games and a silver medal at the 1988 Olympics. It’s also the program I have used for many years with riders who have sought my help—from novice amateurs to United States Equestrian Team members, from hunter-jumper riders to three-day-event competitors, and to dressage enthusiasts.

Putting this program together has been a gradual process. At every step in my own development as a rider, I’ve watched and listened to the best and the brightest horsemen I could find, analyzing what they did and sifting out ideas and techniques that I’ve felt would enhance my own performance. (That, by the way, is a practice I recommend to you—because, while I’m sure my program can help you, I would never say that my way is the only way, or that what I do cannot be improved upon. In fact, I’m still watching and listening—I can always learn something that will make me a better rider and horseman.)

My equestrian education has come from a base as broad as the spectrum of interests that my students today pursue. Looking back at all the riders and all the ideas that have influenced me, I owe special thanks to three teachers. First, I am eternally grateful to Jimmy Williams, a California hunter-jumper legend and my first trainer, who frequently embroidered lessons at the Flintridge Riding Club with unconventional but effective ideas from his movie stunt-riding days. He taught me how to think like a horse and to understand “feeling” (a very basic concept to my program, and one that I’ll explain shortly). Along with all he taught me himself, Jimmy introduced me to dressage rider Hilda Gurney, an Olympic bronze medalist who led me to know and understand classical dressage theories and showed me how to apply them in training and competing a horse from first level to Grand Prix. Hunter-jumper coach and rider George Morris gave me encouragement, refined and focused my education as a rider and a horseman, introduced me to giving clinics, and enabled me to become competitive on the international jumper circuit.

Wonderful and invaluable as these three mentors have been for me, the many different horses I’ve had as partners—from babies to Olympic stars—have taught me more than any person could. I got into this sport because of a love of the animal—the horse. He is beautiful and often elegant, athletic and fast, honest and kind. Why does he do all of the crazy things we humans ask of him, and do them so willingly? I have learned that your horse will teach you almost all you need to know, if you will only listen to him and allow him to educate you.

The Basics Behind the Basics

One point that all three of my mentors made increasingly clear to me, and that I want to make equally clear to you, is that there are no magic tricks to good riding. The way a professional makes riding look easy comes from hard work—not secrets or sorcery, but years of disciplined practice. So I do not promise that advancement will be yours overnight if you follow my program. Even with the help of more photographs than most riding books present, some of the techniques I’ll describe will require a good deal of patience and perseverance to master. But I do promise that, if you stick with the program, advancement will come.

From what I’ve said so far, you’ve probably already gathered that your attitude is all-important to your success in my program. Four qualities in particular must underlie all your efforts: positive thinking, honesty, patience, and “feeling.”

1. Think Positively

Positive thinking gives you a head start in any endeavor, athletic or otherwise. Part of the positive thinking you’ll need in my program involves your attitude toward it: I want you to trust what I say. You may be wondering how much you’ll be able to learn from reading a book instead of having me right there to answer your questions—but the fact is that, even if you were one of the students who comes to me every week, instead of answering your questions as they come up I’d tell you to hold them and let the program work for you. If you approach these exercises trusting that what I tell you to do will work if you follow my directions conscientiously, you’ll find that all the pieces will fall into place.

Another part of positive thinking involves your attitude toward your own performance. If you decide ahead of time that your horse is going to spook at a funny-looking jump, he probably will—because you rode yourself into the problem by telling yourself and him that he was going to. If, on the other hand, you decide that he’ll have no need to spook if you ride him confidently to the jump (but you also have a plan for dealing successfully with a problem if it happens), he probably won’t spook—or at least won’t do it anywhere near as badly. Set reasonable goals, expect yourself to meet them, and most of the time you will. And when you assess your progress, compare the performance you’ve just completed with your own earlier performance, not with anybody else’s.

One more hint about expectations: I found early on that whenever I ride with the idea that I have weeks, or even months, to get a particular point across to my horse or myself, I get it across quickly. But if I put myself in a pressure cooker—“I have to accomplish this in the next five minutes!”—I actually lose ground. Know where you’re going in the long term, but break that overall goal down into small, manageable increments (dependably riding round circles, for example), and appreciate yourself when you accomplish one. There’s nothing like recognizing that you’ve achieved one goal to give yourself a head start on the next one.

2. Be Honest

Although you might not expect it to, honesty goes hand in hand with positive thinking. You need to be honest with yourself, right from the start, about your own and your horse’s current level of education and fitness, and about the time, effort, and money you are able to invest in your riding. Don’t ignore shortcomings; identify them as factors you can recognize and deal with—and recognize good qualities, too. (A horse’s good mind and heart can cancel out a lot of minuses in movement and looks.)

Assess yourself as well as your horse. Consider your own fitness, for example. As a rider, you’re an athlete; to ride your best, you have to be in the best physical condition you can be. How fit you are—how trim, how supple, and how strong—affects the length of time you can ride effectively. Don’t push yourself beyond what you can do—exhaustion leads to frustration and bad temper. Instead, do an exercise for five minutes and then walk for five, using the break to think about what you just did and what you need to do differently when you try again. And use some of your out-of-the-saddle time for exercise—regular walking, swimming, or bicycling, for example—to build strength and suppleness and trim any extra weight you may be carrying. (If you’ve been thinking of how heavy and stiff your horse is, think again—you may well be the one who’s heavy and stiff.)

Be aware, too, of the personality you bring to the sport. Are you the laid-back type, passive, even “wimpy”? Or are you a Type A, aggressive about achievement and wanting to see improvement now? Recognizing the kind of person you are will give you a handle on using that personality to your advantage. If you know you have a temper, recognize that you’re going to have to keep it in check; if you find yourself wanting to beat up on your horse, remember that, in some way, you are the one who’s making him ineffective. You won’t progress until you find out how you’re impeding yourself and fix it. You are responsible for you!

Structure your riding time to fit your natural timetable and your horse’s schedule. If you know you’re a morning person, for example, try to find a way that you can ride early in the day, when you’re at your best. Remember that your horse is even more a creature of habit than you; if he’s expecting dinner at four o’clock, don’t arrive at his stall with bridle and saddle at three fifty-five. (If that’s the only time you can ride, arrange to have him given part of his meal a couple of hours ahead of time, so that you aren’t asking him to work on an empty stomach.)

3. Be Patient

Patience can be a hard quality to maintain, but it’s vital to training, and it’s easiest to preserve if it’s supported by understanding. Recognize the difference between your role and your horse’s. You’re the brains of the partnership. His capacity for learning is quite small; like a child, he needs your patient repetition to absorb what you want to teach him. You must learn to think the way he does—enough, at least, to present what you want him to learn in a way that lets him learn it. Take your time.

Recognize, too, that you and your horse each have tolerance levels, physical and mental, beyond which—no matter how much you want to keep going—fatigue and frustration set in and productivity stops. As you advance in the program, you’ll expand your capacity for work, and his, but the limits will never disappear entirely. Get to know the signs that tell you one of you is reaching a limit, and stop before you get there.

If something you’re trying to accomplish isn’t going well, remember something Jimmy Williams used to say: “A smart person changes his mind; a fool never does.” Be smart enough to stop and really think about what’s happening and what you may need to change in what you’re doing—even if that means getting off your horse and finishing for the day. One thing that’s always useful if you’re having trouble with an exercise (and a good way to wind up a difficult session on a positive note) is going back to the previous exercise. Your horse will benefit from the refresher, and so will you.

Repeated instances of “not getting through” may mean that you’re doing something wrong and not realizing it—if your basic position is incorrect, for example, you may be giving your horse a very different message from the one you think you’re sending. Seek out a professional trainer to watch you work and tell you where the block is. One or two sessions with a knowledgeable observer should be enough to get you back on track.

If, along with “not getting through,” you find yourself increasingly struggling to control your temper or overcome feelings of frustration or failure, the expert who will probably do you the most good is a sports psychologist. (A nearby university with a strong sports program, or the trainer of a local professional sports team, may be able to give you a reference.) Bring a tape recorder along to your appointment; ask questions, and review the session on tape after you get home. Approach the advice you get with a “try it” attitude. If it works right away, great; if it doesn’t, give it some more time—in a few days you may see its usefulness more clearly. Not every point that a sports psychologist makes, or that I mention in this book, will click immediately, but eventually it will. Most of us get more out of what we hear or read the second or third time around.

4. Develop “Feeling”

When I talk about “feeling,” I’m talking about a very special quality—and one that is the basis of every real success you’ll ever have as a rider. At the most fundamental level, “feeling” is being constantly aware of your horse, of everything he’s telling you—because he’s talking to you all the time—and of everything you’re saying back to him.

The first time somebody put you on a horse in a riding ring, you probably didn’t hear a thing your horse was saying—because your mind was so full of what you were doing and feeling and hearing from your instructor. Some riders, unfortunately, never get past that point; a gifted few bypass it entirely and are aware of the conversation from the first time they sit on a horse.

Fortunately, “feeling” is something you can learn. The first thing to learn—and something I’ll be reminding you of continually—is awareness that there is a conversation going on. Once you know it’s happening, you’ll want to listen to it, and eventually you’ll become a skilled participant.

The language of the conversation, of course, derives from your and your horse’s actions and reactions. The first times you try to converse in any language, there are some stutters, some garbled words, and some odd constructions; with practice, though, you absorb the grammar and syntax and pronunciation and rhythm. In riding, too, some humbling and stumbling are inevitable; you move awkwardly and self-consciously. But the simple fact that you know you are trying to talk to your horse (and listen to him) with your body will help you focus on the “feeling”; eventually the comprehension and the fluency you want will develop. You’ll be communicating with your horse.

Some people are born with more “feeling” than others, but anyone who really wants to can develop it. And to be the best rider you can be, “feeling” is crucial; with it, you and your horse will be on the same wavelength. As Jimmy Williams used to put it (and I can’t think of a more valuable thought to pass on to you): “The sign of a great rider is a happy horse.” With “feeling,” you’ll have the key to a happy horse.


Part I

BASIC FLATWORK
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CHAPTER ONE

BEFORE WE BEGIN

Why Flatwork?

To me, flatwork is something you do for your horse and yourself. For him, flatwork provides the same benefits that an aerobics class does for you: it develops athletic ability and suppleness, making him better able to stretch, bend, lengthen, and shorten. It also makes him more responsive to your aids. For you, flatwork presents an opportunity to develop “feeling”: to become more aware of what your horse is doing and how you influence him, which will enable you to control him better.

The skills you’ll develop in flatwork—straightness, lengthening and shortening, turning—will be useful over fences as well. Remember, though, that my program is a structured one, so resolve to master flatwork now, before you go on to jumping, because if you can’t accomplish a movement on the flat, you won’t be able to do it over fences, where every shortcoming you have becomes magnified, and where speed and continual changes in balance will complicate your efforts.

A “Feeling” Preview

Before you head for the tack room, I’d like you to start working on developing feeling with a very simple exercise from the ground. Watch your horse move at the walk, trot, and canter—as a friend longes him, or as he is just loose in the field. Put one of your hands in the other and squeeze with the rhythm of the gait as you watch what your horse does with his back, his neck, and his head at each gait. Keep watching and squeezing to imprint his rhythm and his motion in your mind; that’s the motion you’re going to want to work in harmony with, like a skater or a dancer with a partner. At first, you’re simply going to want to be aware of that movement and “go with the flow.” As your balance improves, you’ll be able to progress from just following his movement to influencing it—to “leading.”

Assembling Your Equipment

The key words in selecting clothing and equipment for you and your horse are safe, simple, and effective. Your clothing should complement your efforts, not restrict them or burden you.

1. Always wear an approved hunt cap. I use one with the safety harness properly fastened. (Accidents wouldn’t happen if we knew ahead of time they were going to. Since we don’t, we have to be prepared.)

2. Choose a shirt, jacket, and pants that fit well, without billowing (which could cause a spook or binding). I prefer breeches, but jeans and well-fitting chaps will do.

3. Gloves provide a better grip than bare skin and protect hands from blisters and cuts.

4. Boots should have heels and ribbed rubber soles. Again, I prefer polished riding boots (to go with the breeches), but polished paddock boots are fine with chaps.

Select workmanlike tack and make its condition your responsibility. (In too many clinics, I’ve found riders who don’t realize their stirrup leathers or girths are so cracked, or the stitching around the buckles is so rotted, that they’re about to break.) And remember that if you regularly school in very mild tack you can move up just a notch when you show (though don’t make show day the first time your horse has had that new bit in his mouth!) and obtain extra control without being severe.

1. Use a plain snaffle and no martingale for schooling, if possible. If you school in minimal equipment, you’ll learn to apply your aids both more subtly and more effectively.

I prefer a drop cavesson for schooling because it helps to keep the horse’s mouth closed and his mind on his job (fig. 1.1). It gives me the feeling that I have a good connection to his mouth. A regular hunter cavesson or a figure eight is fine, too.
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2. For showing, you can move up to a slow-twist snaffle, or a stronger bit, and add a martingale, if necessary.

Choose a jumping saddle that’s comfortable for you and your horse. Use the following checks for fit (you’ll need a friend’s help with a few of them):

1. Place the saddle farther forward on his back than normal, with the pommel just behind the peak of the withers. Then move it back by firmly pressing the pommel down and back until his conformation stops the progress.

2. Standing at the girth, look at the relationship of pommel to cantle; the cantle should be an inch or two higher than the pommel. If the cantle is even with or lower than the pommel, the tree of the saddle is probably too narrow in front for the horse. (If the horse has high, narrow withers and a very downhill topline, move to Step 4. If there’s adequate clearance, you may just need extra flocking inside the rear panels.)

3. From the same spot, look for the deepest point on the saddle. It should be in the center; farther back, it will cause soreness.

4. With the girth done up and someone in the saddle, check for clearance under the pommel; you should be able to insert at least two but no more than three fingers in the gullet. More, and the tree is too narrow; less, and it’s too wide.

5. Move to the rear of your horse and try to look forward under the saddle; if you can’t see all the way to the front, the tree is either too narrow or too wide.

6. Stand by the shoulder and look at how the panels fit the sides of his withers and his shoulders. They should lie close, with no gaps just below the withers and no jutting out.

7. To check whether the saddle fits you, sit in the deepest part just behind the pommel. Place your hand behind your seat; there should be about 2 inches between you and the cantle. If there’s less, the saddle is too small; if much more, it’s probably too big.

8. With your leg correctly positioned (more about that in a moment), your knee shouldn’t extend much, if at all, beyond the flap of the saddle (fig. 1.2).
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9. Make sure your stirrup irons leave a little space between your foot and the outside branch—I see a lot of riders using irons they could easily get stuck in. My feet are average width, and I use size 5½-inch irons.

When all your equipment is safe and fits you and your horse properly, you’ll be ready to feel what flatwork has to teach you. You’ll develop a sense of straightness, of balance, and of lengthening and shortening. Above all, you’ll come to know your horse and yourself better—before you go on to jumping.


CHAPTER TWO

THE BASICS

Mounting

While you may normally use a mounting block or get a leg up, you should learn to mount unassisted for two very practical reasons. First, in both adult and junior equitation classes, you may be required to mount from the ground. Second, someday you may need to be able to mount without help—out on a cross-country ride, or in any number of other situations. It may be a little challenging at first, but with practice you’ll become supple enough to manage without much trouble. By all means lengthen the stirrup leather to mount a very big horse.

Put both reins into your left hand, the left rein lying normally and the right one lying flat over it (fig. 2.1). Your reins should be short enough to give a light contact with the mouth: not so short that you risk pulling your horse backward as you mount, but not so long that he can walk off.
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Stand alongside his shoulder (always facing toward the rear so as not to be kicked). Use your left hand, on the reins, to keep him still and your right hand to hold the left stirrup perpendicular to his side (fig. 2.2).
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As you put your left foot into the stirrup, push your toe into the girth—so that you don’t poke him in the ribs. When your foot is securely in the iron, move your right hand up to the cantle of the saddle. Grab the mane with your left hand so that you don’t pull on his mouth (fig. 2.3).
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Then push off with your right foot and pull yourself up with your right arm; at the same time, step down in the left stirrup and straighten your knee. Bring yourself up in one smooth motion, swinging your right leg up and over the back of your horse, clearing the cantle (fig. 2.4). Keep your left hand resting on his neck or in the mane throughout. As you swing your right leg down, feel for the right stirrup and lower your seat gently into the saddle—don’t just flop onto his back like a sack of potatoes.
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Dismounting

To dismount, first take both feet out of your stirrup irons. As when you mounted, have your reins short enough to give yourself a light contact with your horse’s mouth.

Put both reins in your left hand and—again in one fluid motion—swing your right leg back and up to clear the cantle of the saddle. At the same time, shift your right hand to the pommel and hop straight down (fig. 2.5). Your left hand on the mane and right on the pommel will help balance and guide you down.
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Position at the Halt

Your position is a key ingredient of the “feeling” relationship between you and your horse. The more of you there is in contact with him, the greater the influence you’ll have over him. Think about the positions of a dressage rider and a jockey and you’ll see what I mean. With a deep seat and long, long legs, the dressage rider controls every part of the horse’s body throughout a test. The jockey, almost perched on top of the horse, controls direction and urges speed but can’t do much else (nor does he need to).

The position I’m going to show you is the safest and most effective one I know. It will work for you no matter what your own conformation.

Seat

The easiest place for your horse to carry you is in the deepest part of the saddle, which should be right behind the pommel. Sitting here, you’ll be able to feel and follow the motion of your horse.

Take your feet out of the stirrups and let your legs hang, and your seat will automatically find the right spot. Your knees will drop down, your legs will be as long as they can, and your position will be classically correct (fig. 2.6). In this picture, you see a little room between my back and the cantle. The skirt is just long enough to carry my thigh and knee. I am sitting evenly on both seat bones and have pushed my knees down, as well as my heels, to lengthen my legs.
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Take your legs off and the position should stay the same; if you’re in that deep spot, you won’t need leg to stay on—just balance.

Without stirrups, you’ll find it easier to be sure that you’re sitting evenly over both seat bones. If you aren’t even, you’ll feel precarious; if you are, you’ll feel centered and secure.

Exhale to relax your muscles; feel your legs getting longer as you do. Think “down and around”—you want to wrap your legs around your horse so that you’re sitting in and around him, not just on top of him.

Legs

With your foot hanging loose out of the stirrup, the iron should hit your anklebone (see fig. 2.6). At this height, you should he able to keep weight in your heel comfortably. The length may feel a little long at first, but you’ll find it becoming comfortable if you persevere. The more advanced you become on the flat, the longer your leg will become—and the longer the stirrup that will be comfortable for you.

The stirrup leather should be parallel to the girth and your weight in your heel so your leg is under you—not behind or in front of you. Your knee, leg, and ankle should be relaxed and resting against your horse’s side.

With the stirrup leather parallel to the girth and your weight in your heel, place the iron on the ball of your foot, the inside branch against the inside of your foot (fig. 2.7). (Riding with just your toe in the iron makes the stirrup too easy to lose; riding with it all the way “home”—back on your instep—robs you of flexibility.) Put just enough weight on the stirrup itself to “carry” it, but no more or you’ll force your leg away from your horse’s side. If you push down too hard in the irons, your legs and ankles become stiff and rigid.
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Now sink weight into your heel (fig. 2.8). The heel should be your deepest point—deeper than your toe, because it acts as an anchor, stretching down your Achilles tendon. If you let it get higher, your leg will swing around. As you deepen your heel, you’ll feel your calf muscle automatically becoming stronger and tighter.
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My leg in fig. 2.8 is truly around my horse; it’s secure, but without driving him crazy.

Your ankle acts as a shock absorber. Push down into your heel—but not so far that your ankle looks almost broken, as some equitation riders do. The ankle needs to be flexible. Think of your ankle, your knee, and all your joints as being “oily,” ready to adjust to absorb concussion and let you move in rhythm with your horse.

Turn your toes out slightly. This position helps with flexibility and gives you contact with the inside and back of your calf. (Toes turned in would encourage you to pinch with your knees and take your lower leg off.)

To get an idea of the amount of pressure your calf should exert at any time when you’re not closing it for a specific purpose, rest your hand on your thigh (fig. 2.9). Just the weight of the hand keeps it on the leg; that’s the pressure you want—no more. If you grip harder without any particular reason, you’ll push yourself up out of the saddle and send your horse a signal that will confuse him. Feel your horse breathing, and let your calf pressure breathe with him, in and out; he should accept the contact.
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If you’re stiff, your lower leg will come away from his side—which will make him nervous, because he won’t know when that leg is going to grab him. Just as bad, clamping him tightly will drive him crazy. Your position is a conversation, remember. All you need to tell him now is “I’m here, friend.”

Think “push down” in your knee as well as in your heel—oily joints!—to help your leg stay down and around your horse. Remember, the more of you there is in contact with him, the more influence you have. Pushing down with the knee will also help you to keep the knee from gripping. Your contact should be just below the knee, in the top of your calf; your boots should develop a worn spot there.

Upper Body

“Tall in the saddle” was perhaps the greatest compliment one character ever paid another in the old cowboy movies in which my trainer Jimmy Williams worked as a stunt rider. It’s a phrase worth remembering—because it’s how you should be sitting, too. Just as you want your leg long, you want your body straight and stretching up to influence your horse as much as possible; picture yourself “growing” every time you sit in the saddle.

1. Stretch up through your middle, so that your body is straight. Imagine that you’re suspended by a string tied to the top of your head, like a puppet; every part of your upper body hangs there, straight but relaxed (fig. 2.10). Exhale and you’ll feel your muscles letting go of tenseness; keep breathing normally and you’ll help them stay relaxed.
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2. To get rid of any stiffness in your back, push your stomach forward just a little; that makes your back a little concave but supples your back muscles and counters any tendency toward a sloppy roached back.

3. Breathe naturally. If you’re holding your breath, you’re stiff, and vice versa.

4. Your shoulders, elbows, and wrists must be supple and elastic (more oily joints!) so that you can follow the movement of your horse’s head and neck (and not hit him in the mouth or otherwise restrict his movement). The ideal is a straight line from your elbow to his mouth, letting your arm function as a continuation of the rein.

5. Your elbow should be just in front of your hip bone. If it’s behind your upper body, your reins are too long; if your arm is straight—no bend at the elbow—the reins are too short (fig. 2.11).
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6. Keep your fingers firmly closed around the reins to keep the connection with your horse’s mouth consistent (fig. 2.12). Open fingers make the feeling inconsistent since you’re grabbing intermittently instead of maintaining a constant presence and as you open and close your fingers, your elbows and shoulders become stiff. Your thumbs belong on top of the reins, and your hands at about a 45-degree angle (the same angle as your horse’s shoulder), with just enough roundness in your wrists to be supple. If you weren’t wearing gloves, you’d just barely see the side of the nail on your index finger.
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7. Your hands should be over and just in front of the withers (if they’re over the pommel, your reins are too long), and close enough that you could stretch your thumb tips sideways and touch one to the other—about 5 inches apart, the same width as the average horse’s mouth (fig. 2.13). This gives you a sort of rectangle of control, with the reins as the long sides, the bit and your hands as the short sides. Check your hands by simply touching your thumbs together.
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8. Carry your head right above your shoulders, with chin up, and eyes always looking where you want to go. Your horse will go there automatically. If you have to check what your horse is doing, glance down without tipping your head and look up again.

9. Your head weighs about 20 pounds, so the minute you drop your chin, you unbalance yourself: shifting your center of gravity forward, roaching your back, and sending your horse onto his forehand.

Position in Motion

What I’ve just described is the classical position, the one you’ll sit in most of the time. As you ride, you may have to do something very different for a moment, like turning your toe way out to use a spur, but you’ll always come back to this position, which will feel increasingly relaxed and natural as you practice it.

Now, how do you accommodate your position to your horse’s motion? Largely by “feeling” and following.

1. For your legs, the key word is “breathe.” You’ll increase and decrease pressure to send him messages, but most of the time your legs just breathe with his sides.

2. Your seat follows his back, almost as if you were on a swing, your hips supple and moving, your joints elastic and shock-absorbing. You’re part of his movement, neither “sack-of-potatoes” loose nor stiff and resistant. (Remember what you saw when you watched his movement from the ground? He is graceful and elastic, like a dancer. That’s the movement you want to be part of.)

3. For the sake of balance, your center of gravity moves with your horse’s—and in general, the faster he’s going, the farther forward his center of gravity is.

Thus, your upper body should be right on the vertical at the halt, so that you and your horse are in perfect harmony (fig. 2.14). At the walk you need to be a degree or so ahead of the vertical, so that your centers of gravity remain aligned.
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You should be about 30 degrees ahead at the posting trot (fig. 2.15). In the canter you are fairly close to the vertical again (where you don’t want to send the horse on his forehand, so that he has to speed up to stay balanced) but more forward as the canter speed increases (figs. 2.16 & 2.17). However, as you lift your weight off your horse’s back, keep your seat close to the saddle so that your center of gravity remains close to his.
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Your elbows open and close, letting your hands move forward and back with the motion of your horse’s head and neck, so that your contact stays constant and your body moves with his. Your arms change position in relation to the movement of his head and neck and to his balance; the rest of your position stays the same (figs. 2.18 & 2.19). In fig. 2.18, the phase of the stride where the horse’s neck is up and back, my hands are in their normal position; a moment later, in fig. 2.19—the downward phase of the stride—they follow his head and neck forward. (In both phases, the contact and the straight line from elbow to mouth remain the same.)
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If you find yourself bouncing, at any gait, there’s stiffness somewhere in your joints—and where you’re stiff, you’re blocking out whatever message your horse is sending to you. Remind yourself to breathe, relax, follow, and “feel.”


CHAPTER THREE

THE AIDS

Using Your Aids with Feeling

When you’re riding, the relationship between you and your horse should be one of “best friends” who respect each other, want the best for each other, and do everything they can to work together. Like a pair of figure skaters, you should act as one, with lightness and harmony—which is only possible when you understand each other.

Every time you ride, you talk and your horse talks. In some cases a real conversation goes on, while in others horse and rider talk past each other. The more feeling you achieve as a rider—the more you make yourself aware of and open to your horse’s messages—the more there will be a real exchange of information, and the happier the two of you will be.

Your horse is constantly trying to talk to you with his eyes, ears, and body language, telling you he’s happy or unhappy, relaxed or tense, confident or confused. A naturally gifted rider is instinctively aware of this communication, but any rider can learn awareness. What such learning requires is commitment: a resolve to concentrate on everything your horse does. With practice, you’ll master the ABCs of communication. Your awareness of your horse’s body language—and of how to respond—will become a natural part of riding.

Besides being aware of what your horse is telling you, you need to be conscious of everything you’re communicating to him (and in what tone: just as in human conversation, it should be pleasant and middle-volume unless you have a really serious reason to yell). If you’re telling him to turn left with a direct rein but maintaining strong contact on the right at the same time, for example, you’re going to confuse him. (Put a finger in each corner of your mouth and pull back on both at the same time that you try to turn your head left, and you’ll see what I mean!) If you’re not getting the reactions you’re looking for, check back over everything you’re doing, and you’ll probably find the fault there. If you can’t identify it yourself, ask an expert to help you out. And be especially careful if you feel your temper heating up. If you can’t control your own feelings, you can’t control your horse.

The Language of the Conversation

The basic language in which you speak to your horse is a range of pressures. An increase of pressure tells him he’s doing something incorrect or something you want him to change; a decrease of the same pressure tells him he’s got it right now. Of course, if you don’t decrease the pressure when he does what you want, all he can figure is that he’s still not right. So you must always be clear, consistent (the same degree of pressure to ask for the same change every time), and timely with what you tell him. And listen to his responses; if he’s getting quick or laying his ears back, it might be because he doesn’t want to work as hard as you’re telling him to but it also might be because your mixed messages are driving him crazy. Look for what you might be doing wrong first; don’t assume it’s always his fault.

At the most basic level, your seat and legs are your driving aids, and your seat and reins are your retarding aids. Your horse’s “engine” is in the rear—his propulsion comes from his powerful hindquarters—so you always ride him from back to front. In general, your legs control what he does with his body from the saddle on back; your hands control the forehand. Your seat acts as a mediator between your hands and legs, modifying or accentuating what they tell him.

1. To get a feel for leg and seat pressure, once again place your hand on your thigh. That’s your basic “I’m here” message.

2. Now leave your hand where it is but gradually straighten your elbow as I’m doing in fig. 3.1, until you bring your arm up to the vertical and press down with force (the degree you’d use to push your seat into the saddle). At every “level” along the way, hold the pressure for a moment to absorb the feeling into your body language “vocabulary.” You’ll see almost no difference, but you’ll feel one.


[image: ]


3. Come back to the “resting” pressure and absorb that for a moment more; then transfer that feeling to the contact between your calves and your horse’s sides.

4. When you want to go forward, you’ll simply increase the pressure in both calves.

5. To move over, you’ll increase pressure in just one calf.

6. In your hands, as in your legs, you want to feel, not hang. Have a friend grasp your hand and increase pressure from fingers just closed …

7. … to what he imagines 30 pounds would feel like and back again. As with your hand on your thigh, you’ll hardly see a change, but you’ll feel the difference. In most cases, the pressure you put on your horse’s mouth should just equal the pressure he puts on your hands; increase only to tell him you want a change. Make the increase equal to the change you want, and decrease as soon as you get a response.

Transitions

Now that you have your basic position down and some understanding of the aids, the next area we’re going to work on is transitions from one gait to another, which will allow you to put the basic aids into practice.

Halt to Walk to Halt

1. At the halt, make sure your seat is in the saddle and your heels are down before you ask for anything new (fig. 3.2). Every time you return to the halt, use the opportunity of a moment when you’re not asking for anything else to check your position: Are your seat, heels, and hands where they should be? Are your eyes looking straight ahead? Go all through your body-position checklist, asking yourself, “Am I in the right place?”
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2. To prepare to go forward, make sure that your legs are against your horse’s sides and “breathing” with them (the hand-resting-on-thigh pressure), and that your eyes are looking where you are about to go.

3. To move into the walk, increase the pressure against his sides slightly. As soon as he steps forward, lighten again, maintaining just enough pressure to keep him moving forward at a relaxed walk (which translates into about 4 miles per hour). Let your hands follow the forward-back motion of his head to maintain your quiet “handshake” on the reins. In fig. 3.3 my horse is obedient and happy in his expression, but his switching tail and the tight look over his ribs show that I’ve had to use some strength. As he continues, I’m letting him carry me, maintaining my correct position—sitting up, light hands, long legs, eyes straight ahead—and going with him (fig. 3.4).
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4. To come back to the halt, first stop any driving aid you may have been using with your legs. Then increase the feel on the reins the same amount that you increased leg pressure to get the walk (just closing your fingers more firmly should apply sufficient backward contact). As your horse slows and begins to stop, decrease your hand pressure to tell him he’s doing the right thing. Repeat the increasing and lightening until he halts
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Walk to Trot to Walk
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Walk to Canter
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Canter to Trot
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Canter to Halt
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Combining Aids—The Basic Half-Halt
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Canter to Walk with Half-Halts
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Walk to Canter with a Half-Halt
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