





[image: Images]


[image: Images]


First published in 2012 by

Trafalgar Square Books

North Pomfret, Vermont 05053

Printed in China

Copyright  2012 Douglas Puterbaugh

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, by any means, without written permission of the publisher, except by a reviewer quoting brief excerpts for a review in a magazine, newspaper, or website.

Disclaimer of Liability

The author and publisher shall have neither liability nor responsibility to any person or entity with respect to any loss or damage caused or alleged to be caused directly or indirectly by the information contained in this book. While the book is as accurate as the author can make it, there may be errors, omissions, and inaccuracies.

Trafalgar Square Books encourages the use of approved safety helmets in all equestrian sports.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Puterbaugh, Douglas.

The seven deadly sins of dressage : how to overcome human nature and become a more just, generous riding partner for your horse / Douglas Puterbaugh with Lance Wills.

   p. cm.

Includes index.

   ISBN 978-1-57076-485-1 (hardback)

1. Dressage. 2. Horsemanship. I. Wills, Lance. II. Title.

SF309.5.P88 2012

798.23--dc23

2011037905

All photographs by Lance Wills except pp. 21, 54, 121, 124, 148 (courtesy of Menzendorf, Leihgabe Niederschsische Sparkassenstiftung und Kreissparkasse Verden im Deutschen Pferdemuseum), pp. xiv, 156 (by Suzanne LeonardArtist/Photographer), and p. 93 (courtesy of the author).

Book design by Carrie Fradkin

Cover design by RM Didier

Typefaces: Minion, Myriad, Trade Gothic

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1


I would like to dedicate this book to my lovely Tamara, whose kindness, inspiration, and goodness has made me happy for years.


[image: Image]

Contents

Acknowledgments

Introduction

ONE Ignorance

TWO Timidity

THREE Pride

FOUR Fear

FIVE Impatience

SIX Anger

SEVEN Immoderation

Recommended Reading & Selected Bibliography

Index


I have a great emotional respect for the background peoplefor the folks who are not generally includedfor the absentees, the forgotten: the shy nobodies who in the end are best of all.

WALT WHITMAN


Acknowledgments

The swan throughout history has inspired poets and composers to praise its beauty, but few take notice of the little webbed feet that transport his silhouette. It is below, underneath, and behind-the-scenes efforts that make all dreams possible. And it is always the behind-the-scenes efforts of those rarely given credit that deserve most to be recognized.

I would like to express my gratitude to Lance Wills, my long-time friend, for his beautiful photographs and tireless effort throughout this project. To Trafalgar Square Books publisher Caroline Robbins for finding value in this book. To Senior Editor Rebecca Didier for her kindness and enthusiasm, as well as her expertise.

Also, a special thanks to Sonja Vracko, my friend and mentor. Bill Biggs for his magnanimous spirit and friendship. Joanie Freeman for her friendship and support. My brother Kenny for his experience and contributions from his music teaching career of many years.

Thank you to the riders who allowed their lovely images to be placed in this book, and the too many to mention who already know they are dear to me.


Introduction

During my more than 20 years of observing students and horses, Ive encountered many riders who think of dressage mainly in terms of technique. When they ask, What am I doing wrong? they expect an answer like, You need to have more angle in the shoulder-in, or more bend in the corner. In other words, they expect an answer similar to comments they might receive from a judge at a show.

However, while proper technique is critical, its not the sole determinate for ones development in riding. The character traits you bring to training are as importantor even more soas what you do using this or that approach to training. Not surprisingly, many students tend to overlook the mental aspects of dressage. When given an answer like, Try not to be impatient there, or Give your horse a chance to understand what you want, they often look perplexed, as if the thought had never occurred to them. Sometimes they dismiss the advice outright.

In The Seven Deadly Sins of Dressage I look at the character traits Ignorance, Timidity, Pride, Fear, Impatience, Anger, and Immoderation. The book explores the roles that emotion and attitude play in a riders education and development. It doesnt dwell extensively on techniquethat subject has been written about many times throughout history, and I encourage riders to study their books. In homage, Ive included quotes from many of them throughout the pages ahead.

My seven sins differ from the classic deadly sins of antiquity. The gluttony of the classic deadly sins, for example, refers to an overindulgence of food and drink. But in this reconstitution, gluttony and sloth reside within the sin of Immoderationa mistake that refers to excesses or deficiencies that detract from ones development. In other cases Ive invented sinsIgnorance, Timidity, Impatience, and Fearthat refer specifically to mistakes common to students of dressage.

All of the seven deadly sins of dressage are interconnected. Anger is intimately connected to Impatience. Timidity is related to Fear. And they all arise from Ignorancea lack of knowledge or experience. Its difficult to realize your true potential if you dont know that youre unwittingly sabotaging your own abilities. You cant properly respond to a horses idiosyncrasies without knowing how to read the horse, how to divine the workings of a horses mind and understand his instincts.

The purpose of this book is to help aspiring riders recognize and avoid the pitfalls Ive observed over my riding career. The themes within The Seven Deadly Sins of Dressage begin and continue through the training process, and they end with an ideal that we all aspire to: a better understanding of this old and fascinating subject.

While on this journey, we must remember that when identified and examined in this careful way, every sin can be transformed, and in the end lead to something good:


	Ignorance can lead to knowledge.

	Timidity can become courage.

	Pride can become humility.

	Fear can lead to wisdom.

	Impatience can lead to persistence.

	Anger can become passion (especially with regard to injustice).

	Immoderation can lead to consistency.



Thus, hope springs eternal.

Note to Readers

Ive tried to make this book as gender neutral as possible. When gender-specific pronouns were necessary for the sake of clarity, I refer to riders as she and to trainers and all horses as he. Obviously, this is not because I feel that all riders are women, or that all trainers and horses are male. Neither do I mean to imply that only women fall victim to the sins described in the book, but following my good editors advice, I have adopted her recommendation.
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ONE Ignorance

To be conscious that you are ignorant is a great step to knowledge.

BENJAMIN DISRAELI

Ignorance hinders any endeavor and dressage is no exception. Success hinges on mastering the subjects many intricacies, so its vital that riders are well-schooled in the techniques and motivations of dressage. What you dont know will hinder your development.

Proficiency in dressage begins by learning the basics. Movements, timing and techniquenot to mention the unspoken language between horse and riderdevelop gradually over time. Intuition is important, but theres no substitute for structured education and regular practice. Without knowing what to do, when to do it, and eventually understanding why to do it,* riders thrash about wasting time and effort in the hopes of conveying their wishes to the horse.

Ignorance is a lack of knowledge, and its the most fundamental of the deadly sins of dressage. Its the seed from which all the other riding sins sprout. Ignorance affects every aspect of a riders development, and all riding problems stem from it. What makes ignorance so insidious is that riders often dont know that they dont know something. Thats the essence of ignorance.

For the purposes of this book, ignorance is defined not in the pejorative sense of, That was really ignorant of you, but rather as a gap in your knowledge; a lack of information. It doesnt mean a lack of intelligence or common sense. Given the intricacies of dressage, and the sometimes cryptic nature of horses, we all have gaps in our knowledge. It takes a lifetime to master dressage; it takes a long time to be good at it, and its not surprising that all riders struggle at times. Its inevitable.

Beginners, of course, struggle most. They are the least experienced and the most uninformed. Novice riders may have attained a level of proficiency in the saddle, but they may, nevertheless, still be unfamiliar with equine behavior. They may not know much about their horse: his nature, instinct, needs, or fears. These riders may assume, but they dont know. Without the benefit of more knowledge they can only imitate the actions of a learned rider (which is not so bad if you are working with a trainer).

If you dont understand why your horse behaves as he does, then any progress, not to mention any real achievement, is greatly diminished. Youll just make the same mistakes over and over. This is why many experienced riders, some of whom have ridden for 20 years or more, still ride at the level of a beginner. Not only do they fail to correct their mistakes, they often fail to recognize that they have even made mistakes. To admit ignorance, the saying goes, you reveal it only once. To conceal it is to reveal it again and again.

The essence of ignorance is unawareness. How can you solve a problem you dont know exists? By contrast, the essence of dressage is technique grounded in knowledge, triggered by awareness, and executed by feel. Its the truth that frees you. Its little things, like knowing that using your fingers and wrists for small directions results in a better feel for the horses mouth, and big things, like knowing that the secret to developing a good seat is a horse that swings well over his back. Knowledge, both intellectual and physical, determines a riders potential. Riders that fail to achieve their potential often do so because they misunderstand the meaning of their horses behaviors: they miss subtle clues and fail to recognize telltale signs because they dont know what to feel or what to look for. Thus, they fail to react at the appropriate time and in the appropriate manner, which leads to confusion and frustration rather than confidence and achievement.
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So long as the horse is not a soulless machine; so long as he enjoys mental faculties permitting him to receive impressions in all parts of his being more quickly than we can apply the aids deduced from our calculations, his training by the hard and fast rules of mathematics will ever remain the idle dream of a utopian. -French cavalry officer Captain tienne Beudant (1863-1949).

Signs of Ignorance

Its said that the ignorant person aware of his ignorance is for that reason a wise man, but the fool who thinks himself wise is the greatest fool of all. So how can you tell if youre committing the sin of ignorance? Committed riders constantly measure their progress. Like all disciplines, dressage is demanding and challenging to master. But self-awareness coupled with knowledge yields results that improve over time. For riders at a loss to explain their lack of progress, there are several key signs that point to deficits caused by lack of knowledge.

Low Test Scores

Consistently low dressage test scores is one indication that there is something wrong in your approach. Its not easy to be objective about your own riding. Often, a riders first reaction to a low score is incredulity. However, after reflection (and looking at the video), many will admit that the judge might have been right. If you are convinced of your abilities and yet consistently receive low scores, you may want to consider reassessing your own understanding of the directive ideas. Directive ideas found in the United States Dressage Foundations (USDF) Glossary of Judging Terms are the purpose and essence of a movement. For example, the directive ideas for the Free Walk on the diagonal are complete freedom to stretch the neck forward and downward; a clear walk rhythm; straightness on the diagonal; ground covering stride. If your fundamental understanding of the subject is missing or limited, you may be fooling yourself. Dressage at the highest level must be built on the fundamentals. If you cant pull the double bridle off and produce the lower level requirements, then your basics arent there.

The Way Your Horse Reacts

Listen to your horse. He is another indicator of your understanding of the subject. He is your report card. You may have reason to believe that you need more knowledge to become a capable dressage partner when your horse displays the following:

Unreliability

The goal of trainingand the constant aim of the traineris to develop through practice, study, and repetition a horse thats reliable. This horse responds to the riders correctly given aids, whether hes ridden at home, during practice, or in competition. Such a horse is said to be confirmed. Signs of unreliability are a horse that is stiff, not supple in the poll, unbalanced, and irregular. If your horse is unreliable or contrary, it may mean that he needs more training, or that you need more knowledge and understanding. Experienced riders know that reliability results not from endless hours of going around in circles but from targeting specific areas and by thoroughly understanding the dressage Training Scale. In the best of circumstances reliability can occur only as fast as is possible, proceeding, as it does, as slowly as is necessary. Unsurprisingly, the most reliable horses have been the most thoroughly trained.

Unwanted Behaviors

More often than not you unwittingly provoke your horses unwanted behaviors. A rider with an insufficient seat, for example, or with hard or clumsy hands, can put even a well-trained horse immediately out of balance. Similarly, a tense or out-of-balance rider can make even a mild-mannered horse feel uneasy and suspicious: a horse seems to be able to sense the mental state of a human.

Body language and mannerisms influence the horses perceptions of the rider, too. Spoiling, mollycoddling, and other expressions of affection may be heartfelt and extended in all sincerity, but from a horses perspective its permissiveness they interpret as weakness. The giving of carrots, lumps of sugar, or other treats may be viewed as harmless, but it can lead to a spoiled horse that bites if no treat is forthcoming. The treat is the most powerful tool you have. Far more powerful than the spur, it should be held as the most convincing way to express to the horse your satisfaction with him. Therefore it should be saved, because down the road you will want to give the treat, but you are wasting this tool by randomly feeding treats by hand.

Im referring here primarily to the education and training of young horses. This is why many riding books and cavalry manuals state that the giving of treats in an untimely way spoils the young colt. It can lead to biting, striking, and other vices that would otherwise not have occurred. Most riders run into problems because both they and the horse theyre trying to train are inexperienced. This is why knowledgeable horsemen say that the experienced horse goes to the green rider, and the green horse goes to the experienced rider.

Similarly, the passive body language of riders unwilling or unable to assert their leadership can make a horse uneasy. As herd animals, horses look to the leadership of the dominant horse. In the herd, weak leadership is an invitation to the strong to challenge that leader. These same instincts are at play throughout the entire education of the horse. (I talk more about herd leadership in the chapter on Timidity, see p. 27.)

Frustration

Many riders sometimes feel frustrated by their riding. Stubborn problems can persist despite hours of practice. The seeming inability to overcome them can deepen self-doubt and fuel the fires of frustration. Most riders can gradually overcome such obstacles with the help of their trainer. But for the self-taught rider, the obstacles all too frequently prove to be insurmountable.

To be fair, the self-taught may be unaware of their riding faults. Without the help of someone to point out these things, they miss what a trainer would see. For a variety of reasons, they prefer to learn on their own. Theyre often good students, conscientious and hard-working, and theyve made progress, but at some point they find themselves at a stalemate.

While self-education has its merits, it also has its limits. I feel deeply for the rider who is left to sort things out alone, because a rider without a trainer is at a distinct disadvantage. The self-taught dont have the benefit of a trainers insights and experience. They cant see themselves as others do, and theyre prone to overlooking important things for too longand little by little problems creep into their riding. Most riders are less experienced than a trainer, and although they may believe otherwisenot without justification is it said that the self-taught has a fool for a mastertheyre less able to diagnose their riding problems.

Everyone is self-taught to some extent. Since no one is going to be there to solve all your problems, by necessity you have to be able to overcome them yourself. There is nothing wrong with being self-taught, but problems arise when riders are unwilling to listen to the experience of others. Believing that you know more than experienced riders is prideful ignorance. (Ill talk more about this in the chapter on Pride, p. 49.)

Without the aid of another person, rider mistakes frequently go unnoticed, and nothing ingrains mistakes so thoroughly as practicing them. And despite their efforts, their horse may become even more difficult, while their riding may languishrough and superficial. It is too bad that some riders enlist the help of a professional only after a bad experience, an accident, or when their horse demonstrates some deeply rooted behavioral problems.

Overcoming Ignorance

Ask for Help

This is the first step in overcoming a lack of knowledge. Reaching out for help with riding problems is a demonstration of strength and an unambiguous affirmation of the desire to learn and to overcome. It shows signs of weakness when a person is unwilling to embrace the humble mantle of the student. You would be surprised how many people have a difficult time taking a lesson. As Winston Churchill said: Personally Im always ready to learn, although I do not always like being taught. And yet overcoming this ego block is the best regimen for overcoming a lack of knowledge.

Develop Your Self-Awareness

Riders sometimes mistake promising improvement with burgeoning mastery. This happens to many riders. They can become overconfident, blind to their deficits, and thus set the stage for a setback. This is prideful ignorance, and the only way to escape it is to be frank with yourself. In other words, you have to gauge your ability truthfully. You can do this more easily by using all the props available to you: an arena outfitted with mirrors; a friend to video you so you can evaluate your riding as though you were watching someone else. Be your own constructive critic. Its curious how critical we are when watching a friend or fellow competitor ride, but how we make excuses when we watch ourselves. There seems to be a human tendency almost to a fault to criticize others and to forgive ourselves. I recall a story about the great conductor Arturo Toscanini listening to a radio broadcast: the maestro was berating the conductors handling of a certain tempo, only to find out at the end that it was a recording of himself and the NBC Orchestra. The maestro sunk into despair!

Its a great advantage to see the good in others and be somewhat critical of yourself. Gradually, as you learn, youll begin to think and feel more. Youll become more conscious of things, and youll recognize connections that previously escaped you. And in time, youll come to understand that everything in dressage is connected and interrelated. Colonel Alois Podhajsky, Olympic medalist in dressage and former director of the renowned Spanish Riding School, noted the fundamental importance of this cause-and-effect relationship as key to understanding the training process:
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Building a horse is a two-person job.

the effect will be easily recognized, but the cause must be discovered so that the fault may be attacked at the root. This is the motif that directs the line to be traveled throughout the whole training. The rider wont eliminate faults by repeating exercises unsuccessfully executed, but only by going back to the basic training. On the other hand, every exercise correctly performed will not only be good for training, but also a test of the stage the horse has reached.

Find a Good Trainer

For the Rider

Good people are always in short supply, so this is not an easy thing to do, but you only have to look to professional athletes to believe in the value of help: good trainers and coaches make the difference between mediocrity and excellence. These athletes rely on the direction and guidance from trainers because they know that their own raw talent isnt enough. In any endeavor, let alone one as exacting as dressage, a good trainer can hone skill and improve technique, and one you are comfortable with can also become a source of inspiration, helping you discover innate skills and uncover talent you may be unaware you possessed.

The best dressage trainers possess skills beyond the average rider, and its no wonder: theyve spent years working with horses and thousands of hours perfecting their skills. They understand the intricacies of the sport and have learned how to overcome the problems. Theyve







For the Horse







Seek Refuge in the Old Masters



Attend Dressage Clinics



Attend Riding Camps




Qualities of a Good Trainer



	Being able to improve diminished gaits or correct spoiled horses.

	Treating you as an individual and recognizing that different personality types require different approaches. He should tailor his teaching style accordingly.

	Evaluating your training goals.

	Being well-rounded himself. A good trainer is constantly trying to improve himself. He studies, practicesand improves.

	Helping you improve. A committed student taught by a good trainer should experience skills that improve steadily over timethat is, if the trainer is given enough time and the student is giving enough effort.

	Working well with you. A comfortable relationship will yield more results than a difficult one. Better to look forward to training than to dread it.

	Being able to improve diminished gaits or correct spoiled horses. This is a skill, beyond the abilities of many otherwise capable trainers.

	Not bullying you. A trainer should encourage your potential, not discourage your efforts.

	Displaying infinite patience with both horse and pupil.

	Never growing tired of repeating things that need to be repeated.

	Being inspiring and kind, for even the most talented trainer will find it difficult to instill confidence in his students when he is prickly or unapproachable.





Watch Riding Videos


Practice




Tune in to Your Horse






Ask Someone


Apprenticeships



Anthropomorphism










Find a Schoolmaster




Knowledge is the Basis of Excellence
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