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ABOUT THE BOOK



There’s hardly anything more delightful for a horse lover than watching horses move freely and easily—whether they are playing in a pasture or working under a rider. Such movement can be proof of equestrian skill of the highest order: the horse trustingly and joyfully cooperates with his rider and completely accepts the aids. Sadly, in our dressage arenas we often see quite a different picture: misguided ambition or simple ignorance forces young horses into a frame that may cause long-lasting damage to their health. Many of the riders, trainers, and top athletes responsible for this may claim that they train according to “Classical Principles,” but unfortunately, their methods are not always guided by true horse sense and classical training principles. So how can riders and lovers of the sport recognize which training methods damage horses in the long run, and which have the horse’s health and well-being in mind?

This book answers this question and provides arguments for what is actually “right” and “wrong.” The title of the book, Tug of War, is deliberately provocative because author Dr. Gerd Heuschmann, an experienced equine veterinarian, openly confronts developments in dressage—as a sport and a recreational pastime—that he asserts have taken a wrong turn. The book’s purpose, however, is not simply to lament the situation. Drawing on basic anatomical and physiological knowledge, Dr. Heuschmann proves how incorrect riding has a negative effect on the horse’s health. He then clarifies why it’s worthwhile to train your horse according to time-proven, Classical Principles.
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FOREWORD BY THE AUTHOR FOR THE 2015 EDITION



Almost exactly 16 years ago, the first lessons on the subject of “Biomechanics: The Anatomical Functions behind the Classical Teachings” took place as part of a seminar for professional riders at the German Riding School in Warendorf. This teaching content, which later led to this little book, kicked off a longstanding discussion about horse training. The milestones in the development of riding sport since the 1970s and 80s have provided little reason for enthusiasm.

At this point, the last appearance of the “floating” dressage horse Rembrandt was still about two years away. A controversy as to whether this successful horse’s piaffe was truly a piaffe, or perhaps could actually have been a passage executed in place, was already very much in the minds of many experts and riding enthusiasts.

In the end, many equestrian experts could live with this exceptional phenomenon, as that was exactly what it was: an exception. But many others felt a horse that could float across a dressage arena with that type of extravagant trot could not be wrong.

But students of the horse and experienced, sound trainers knew that was not a trot full of impulsion, originating in the horse’s hindquarters; rather, it was a “false float,” which every old master and experienced, sound trainer warned against.

In 1981, towards the end of my apprenticeship, I myself was furiously pulled off a horse by the master instructor, H.D. Donner, just a week before my final exams. He had discovered me “practicing” this passage-type trot movement. I was told that an “outsider” riding apprentice wasn’t needed to ruin the stallions of the state stud of Warendorf. If he wanted to do that, he could do it himself! With this experience, which was dramatic for me, I began to ask myself why my floating trot strides had elicited such a reaction from Herrn Donner, who I idolized (and I believe he actually liked me, too!?). It was frowned upon to do such a thing, exactly as it was a question of honor to never use a draw rein.

But the general development was running in another direction! There came more and more floating, pulled together horses, who—partly controlled by brute force—were successful not only nationally, but also internationally (selling for high prices and winning important competitions). By and by, the “rollkur” discussion  flared up. Eventually, we’d see that one doesn’t necessarily need rollkur to lock up a horse’s back. This can also take place in a more elevated frame, through a merciless squeezing and pushing of the seat against a merciless fixed hand.

In Aachen in 2006, with the grey mare “Blue Hors Matiné,” the horror would be taken to a new, albeit not unprecedented, level. She was named Reserve World Champion and the country, including many officials, rejoiced. At the time, I thought—this can’t get any worse! Prestigious magazines proclaimed the new superstar! Today, we know this was just a sad mid-point that fooled the horse world. Matiné had only just died and been forgotten (she didn’t appear after Aachen in 2006), when the new superstar Totilas was born—appealing to the fetish of “forelegs to underjaw.” The drama and outrageous discussion took their course! Many so-called experts were again mistaken. In the beginning, the horse people looking on totally defended the kicking—today, they’re silent on the subject! Parallel to the unspeakable developments in the sport, the work in the warm-up arena was getting rougher and ghastlier. There were horses who needed to be worked for three hours at dawn, only later to be bullied for two hours again before their test. There didn’t seem to be a limit anymore.

Finally, the FEI entered the scene and tried to deescalate. Opinion-forming meetings on the subject of “rollkur” were held in Lausanne. With terms such as “hyperflexion” and “LDR” (low, deep, and round), one attempted to eliminate the negative taste of this rollkur approach to riding. In 2010, with the introduction of the concept “LDR” (an inconsistent and nonsensical term), the FEI also produced a resolution that rejected aggressive riding, whether the horse’s head is positioned high or pulled low. Unfortunately, later the organization would take the qualitative resolution (no aggressive riding) and make it quantitative. Suddenly, one spoke of ten minutes for which the deep position would now be allowed. The resolution for what would be allowed was watered down. Today, apparently ten minutes of rollkur or aggressive “squeezing” is allowed. Since January 2014, the national guidelines from the German Equestrian Federation have been much stricter about what is allowed in the warm-up arena.

The political willingness to do something for the horses is no longer enough! One needs courage to position himself against the “dressage sport lobby,” if one really wants to accomplish something. Nationally and internationally, the work that takes place openly at competitions has become a bit less agonizing. There, a definite, though small, success is recognizable.

It is still very sad that the trends that began to develop in the 1970s and 80s have manifested in the last 30 to 40 years. There are hardly any internationally successful horses that don’t tramp around with a tightly held back and floating trot. A passage-type trot has long been socially acceptable at this point. No one, almost no one, is ashamed of it today. Hardly a judge appears to see that as a problem (or do many judges not recognize this?). These horses move without throughness, positioning, or bend. They execute with tension and offer a series of exercises, which obviously has become an end-goal in and of itself. A dressage horse should “allow” with a swinging back in expressive but natural gaits. The corners, circles, lateral movements, etc. should bend the croup and thereby demonstrate collection. Soft and supple transitions should happen without resistance in the poll and back. The horse’s mouth should be closed because the yielding poll and swinging back create a correct contact and not because the noseband of the bridle has been cranked closed using brute force.

We pay the price in the form of many horses who have been mentally and physically destroyed. The floating trot (with a tightly held back) in modern dressage horse with strong movement is highly likely to destroy this horse’s suspensory ligament. Not to mention all the other damage it does.

When will the brave leaders step forward to stop these horrible developments? I believe a little “Better Riding” is not enough. We need a drumbeat, a clear announcement from our organizations, nationally as well as internationally, that judges will no longer place horses that don’t have a recognizable, correct basic training. The technical quality of a performance must follow the quality of the training and the basic gaits. A pacing walk, a trot that is broken diagonally or a canter with a distorted rhythm or without impulsion, which are proof of pressured or forced training, must make it impossible to place. A good rider must see that, or else he’s in the wrong sport. If the FEI cannot or will not move forward in this way for political reasons, then the German Equestrian Federation must withdraw. We owe it to the horses and our culture!

FOREWORD BY THE AUTHOR FOR THE 2007 EDITION

For the most part the biomechanics of the classical training system according to the German military riding manual HDV 12 have not been scientifically analyzed or proven. To this day, the understanding of biomechanics in classical teaching is still based on empirical knowledge. Experienced riders and trainers with in-depth anatomical knowledge first discussed this in the 1939 work The Rider Forms the Horse by Bürger and Zeitschmann.

However, the first scientific studies failed due to the researchers’ lack of riding experience. There were many attempts to measure how the head and neck position of the horse affects the quality of movement of the back but they were incorrectly evaluated. In my opinion, scientific study of this subject is a very difficult undertaking. The only way to find meaningful, objective results is to balance competent knowledge of riding with correct research methods. I would hope that future scientific efforts would be conducted under these conditions.

This revision of my book became necessary in order to address areas of contention. Additionally, I have subsequently broadened and changed my own knowledge of biomechanics based on the teachings of the classical École de Légèreté (school of lightness), founded by Philippe Karl in 2004. As my own skill on horseback develops, my understanding of biomechanics increases as a result. I would surmise that in addition to the HDV 12, there should be an equivalent manual on the teachings of the Légèreté. I have found it extremely valuable to think differently and to try to understand another philosophy—that of the École de Légèreté. This effort has brought me considerably further in my studies.

Gerd Heuschmann
Warendorf, Germany
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I first came upon Gerd Heuschmann about five years ago, by reading Tug of War. One might call the book revolutionary, because it goes against the grain of lots of modern riding. And when one speaks the truth and threatens current trends (and often threatens competitive success in doing so), one is often ridiculed, put down, and even despised. Being an outspoken person myself, I am used to it, and it doesn’t bother me one bit.

Dr. Heuschmann is not only a highly regarded veterinarian, he is also an accomplished practicing rider and teacher. We worked together in both those capacities as recently as May of 2014, at the US Equestrian Team Headquarters in Gladstone, New Jersey. And, as it turns out, we are kindred spirits and think almost identically about riding and training a horse: shorter stirrups; lighter, more forward seat; hands higher in line with the horse’s mouth; mobilizing the horse’s haunch as well as his shoulders; and placing the horse well in hand with the poll always the highest point.

“Modern” riding is often counter to “classical” riding. Luckily, I am now old and had the advantage of being friends with and often the student of many classical icons: Richard Watjen, Fritz Stecken, Jessica Newberry Ransehousen, Gordon Wright, Bertalan de Némethy, Gunnar Andersen, Liselott Linsenhoff, Harry Boldt, Dr. Josef Neckermann, Willi Schultheis, Chammi Chammartin, Jean Paillard, Reiner Klimke, Jack Le Goff, “Pubi” Guenther, Herbert Rehbein, and others. These were notable horseman and horsewomen of the old guard. They took their time, their horses stayed sounder for longer, and they worked to put their horses “on the bit,” not on all the gadgets. As world champion Franke Sloothaak said to me recently: “George, classical dressage is important—for all horses! If for no other reason than soundness.”

And this is why every horseman who has any desire to be serious should quickly read Tug of War (and Balancing Act, or anything else Dr. Heuschmann should happen to write). They will develop a better understanding for the physical, mental, and emotional make-up of the horse, and the riding and training of the horse. The German Training Scale—rhythm, suppleness, contact, impulsion, straightness, and collection—will take on a whole new meaning.

Forcing a horse’s head down with artificial aids has no place in future riding. It is horse abuse, puts the horse on his front legs, and eventually renders the horse unsound. I see this unfortunate trend around the world in all disciplines of riding—the dressage horse, the jumper, the eventer, and the Western horse are all subject to this unnecessary and usually unintentional abuse.

Gerd Heuschmann and I have become good friends. Trust me. Listen to him and your horses will smile. I always advise people to go back to the future.

George H. Morris
November 2014
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