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Preface

Since my earliest years with horses, I have been intrigued by the role fitness plays in their health and performance. As a youngster, I competed in long distance trail riding aboard a spunky Welsh Cob mare who carried me to three undefeated seasons. That tough little mare planted a seed: a well-prepared body can do incredible things!

That seed later bloomed into a full-blown profession. I have made my living helping horses reach their athletic potential. As the author of multiple books related to exercising and conditioning horses, I have been blessed to hear positive feedback, over and over, from riders who have been able to improve their horses’ well-being with the strategies I’ve shared.

Along the way, this work with horses inspired my own fitness journey. I fell in love with ultramarathon trail running, mountain bike racing, and summiting peaks. Becoming the best student I could be, I have managed to set course records, push past boundaries, and be in awe of what is possible. Again, I am reminded that a well-prepared body can do incredible things.

In the pages ahead I share some of what I know to help you give your horse the best chance at a sound, healthy, long-performing life.

Jec Aristotle Ballou

Soquel, California


 

PART ONE:

BEFORE YOU BEGIN


CHAPTER 1

Does Your Horse

Need This Book?
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Most riders possess an arsenal of useful exercises to perform with their horses. But when it comes to improving equine fitness, exercises rely not only on weekly relevance but on dosage—how intensely an exercise is applied, the duration and frequency of execution, and the weekly schedule within which workouts exist determines its impact on fitness. This book takes the guesswork out of fitness gains for your horse. It clarifies how long and how frequently to do given exercises, and in which combinations they are best performed. It will help you maximize your horse’s athleticism.

The workouts in these pages help accomplish the performance goals that many riders strive for within their disciplines but often fall short of reaching—stronger, more agile, and more balanced horses. They do this by circumventing the tension, both physical and mental, that often spoils conditioning attempts made within a discipline-specific or skill-based session. By providing the right amount of stimulus while avoiding the boredom/laxity, fatigue, and habituated neuromuscular patterns that can be typical of a schooling session, these routines lead to physiological gains.

Performance Erodes without Fitness

The importance of equine fitness cannot be overstated. In terms of health, good behavior, and overall well-being, it is a critical tool in your toolbox. While it can be tempting to assume that horses make daily conditioning gains by practicing the skill sets within your chosen discipline, this fails to be the case over the long term. When performing at a similar power output, metabolic state, and duration, a horse’s physiological state reaches a point of diminishing returns. Eventually, the body becomes so efficient at performing habituated routines that fitness begins to erase. Becoming more efficient means the body has practiced movement patterns so frequently that it recruits fewer muscle fibers to execute the same muscle contractions and accomplish the same gymnastic task. Without varied stimulus, previously engaged muscles become less active. Therefore, targeted bouts of stimulus that are not tied to skills within their discipline are what can help most horses continue gaining, or maintaining, fitness.

A useful parallel here is the human runner or hiker or cyclist whose performance begins to erode unless supportive workouts are incorporated—that is, strength work, core and posture workouts, stretching routines, and cross-training. The body needs novelty and challenges to stay attuned.

Successful workouts deliver these challenges. Their entire purpose is physical and athletic improvement. I make this simple point because many riders have a hard time letting go of their sport-specific ideals to momentarily prioritize physical conditioning. For example, your dressage horse is not going to be “on the bit” during a gallop set; your arena-only horse might initially become distracted during hill workouts and trail hikes; your trail horse might trip over his own feet during groundwork routines. This is all perfectly okay. Do not get lost in these details. Remember: you are not being judged; the purpose is to deliver conditioning stimulus as opposed to perfecting a performance.
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1.1 “Less than perfect” is okay during conditioning workouts



Fitness Has a Protective Function











How to Use This Book









Determining a Horse’s Level of Fitness
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What If Your Horse Lives at Pasture?






Neuromuscular Coordination


Muscle Contractions



Cell Metabolism


Different Fitness Types
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Value and Vigor
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