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Introduction
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The aids are a system of signals, used by the rider to communicate with the horse and tell him what to do.

The aids are mostly a silent language of touch and feel.

As the horse progresses in his training the signals given by the rider become more complex and subtle. The basic aids should be straightforward and simple.

As the art of riding has developed over the centuries, so different systems of aids have evolved.

All classical systems have developed in the great cavalry schools of Europe and have stood the test of time. They are all proven, effective ways of communicating with a horse.

As long as the rider is consistent it is irrelevant which classical system he uses.

Those advocated in this book are the most commonly taught and used.

The riding scholar should understand all the systems for he may be called upon to ride a variety of horses trained in different ways.

The novice rider who wishes to convey the simplest of messages need not concern himself with such complexities, but should stick to the most basic aids.

It is only when classical systems become integrated that problems and confusion result.

The rider should at all times be clear in his own mind as to exactly how he wishes to convey a message to his horse. If he is consistently clear his horse will soon learn to understand.
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Understanding the horse
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For thousands of years the horse was a wild, free animal who ran in herds. He relied on his swiftness and his senses of smell, hearing and sight to protect him from the dangers of predatory carnivorous animals.

By nature he is not an aggressive animal and any action that appears so is purely defensive.

Modern horsemen have learned that, through kindness, it is easy to gain a horse’s confidence. Once a horse learns that he can trust his rider he will do anything he is asked. If that trust is destroyed by, for example, asking him to jump obstacles that are too big and that frighten him, it will take a considerable time to re-establish his confidence.

Despite his looks, a horse is not a highly intelligent animal. He does, however, have a remarkable memory that recalls situations and actions and associates them with pleasure and rewards, fear and pain. It is through our knowledge and understanding of the horse’s memory that we have learned how to train him.

Riders often forget that the horse has to learn to understand their aids. It is not natural for him to stop when the reins are pulled or go forward when he is kicked. Quite the contrary, in fact.

Although he is capable of being lazy and disobedient, he also learns to respect and obey the rider who firmly insists that he does as he is told and then rewards him.

Quick, correct responses from the horse must immediately be rewarded with a kind word or a pat. A lack of response must equally quickly be corrected.
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Sensitive areas of the horse



There are certain areas of the horse’s body that are particularly sensitive and can easily be touched by the rider as he sits in the saddle.

Perhaps the most important of these is the area just beside the rider’s heel. This area extends under the horse’s belly and behind the rider’s leg.

The flank is also sensitive, but of course can only be reached by the rider’s whip.

The area beneath the saddle can feel the slightest change of pressure, and any shift of the rider’s weight can influence the horse.

The whole area of the mouth and muzzle is highly sensitive and pain can easily be inflicted through rough use of the reins and the bit.

The ears listen to the rider’s voice and, in their movement, express how the horse is thinking.

It gives horses great pleasure to be scratched or caressed just in front of the withers. You will often see two horses in the field scratching each other with their teeth for their mutual enjoyment.

Just as horses quickly learn to accept the uncomfortable burden of a rider on their back so, equally, they will learn to ignore the rider who constantly pulls at the reins or kicks with his legs.

Although many riders complain that their horse is insensitive, watch the way a horse responds to a fly landing on him!

It is riders who train horses to be insensitive with their incessantly and inaccurately applied aids. Horses quickly learn to tolerate a remarkable degree of discomfort.
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These are the sensitive areas of the horse that are important to the rider and involve feel, hearing and sight.
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Too many signals quickly confuse the horse to the point when he thinks it is better to ignore them.














The rider’s position



The rider gives signals (applies aids) to the horse, principally with his lower legs, his hands and his body weight. He also uses his voice and, at times, a whip and spurs.

It is difficult for the beginner to give clear signals if he is out of balance. The first priority in learning to ride is to establish a balanced seat.

This is achieved when the rider sits centrally in the deepest part of the saddle, his body upright and his weight equally distributed on his two seat bones.

Seen from behind at the halt, an imaginery vertical line should run down the rider’s spine, in line with the horse’s spine and tail. His feet, hips, and shoulders should be level.

From the side, a vertical line should pass through the rider’s ear, shoulder, hip and heel.

As the horse moves so the rider’s body flows with the horse in a reciprocal way. If he tries to hold on with his legs or becomes stiff and rigid the horse will receive many unintended signals, mostly to his mouth.

The rider absorbs the movements of the horse through his spine and hips. If he stiffens them he will bump uncomfortably in the saddle.

It is easy to understand why horses that carry many beginners on their backs learn to ignore odd kicks, bumps and pulls.

Riders need to develop control over certain muscles. Strength is seldom required.

A rider who is comfortably in balance with his horse will find riding relatively effortless.
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The rider should settle himself in the deepest part of the saddle with his weight distributed equally on both his seat bones.

His upper body should be upright and not collapsed at the waist. His ear, shoulder, hip and heel should form a vertical line.

His thigh should lie softly against the saddle, allowing the weight of the leg to drop towards the ball of the foot and rest on the stirrup in a natural, unforced way.

The lower leg should rest against the horse’s sides. The heel should be lower than the ball of the foot.

In walk the rider moves in harmony with the horse by pushing his tummy forwards and back.

In trot the rider may either remain sitting in the saddle, absorbing the movement of the trot with a similar movement to the walk, or he may rise.

In rising trot the rider takes his seat out of the saddle on the first beat of the trot, by half standing in his stirrups, then lowers his seat again on the second beat of the trot. This is considered more comfortable for both horse and rider. The sitting trot, however, allows the rider’s seat to influence the horse more powerfully.

In canter the rider keeps his seat in the saddle and moves his upper body forwards and backwards without collapsing at the waist. If he locks his hip joint he will bump about uncontrollably.

When jumping and galloping the rider leans forward so that he is balanced over his feet with the weight of his seat out of the saddle.
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The rider is taking the weight, through his knees, on the balls of his feet. He is balanced and able to keep an unvarying contact on the reins.
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A novice rider, out of balance and behind the movement, is unable to control his hands because he has lost control of his body.





At all times the rider’s hands should be carried so that there is a straight line from his elbow, down the back of his hand to the horse’s mouth.

As the horse moves his head to and fro, the rider should keep the contact of the reins without variation. To do this he must move his elbow and shoulder joints. He applies rein aids by squeezing his fingers. Small finger aids will only be effective if a good rein contact is kept.

The rider’s lower leg should be in contact with the horse’s sides with a light; equal contact.

Leg aids are applied where the leg normally lies and also well behind the girth, approximately two to three hands’ breadth further back. The toe remains pointing forwards.


[image: ]
The lower leg, either ‘behind the girth’ or in its normal position, can be applied with a sustained inwards pressure or a quick nudge. The reins pass between the fourth and little finger, over the index finger and under the thumb. The nails
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