“Correct” Horseback Riding?

When I first started taking riding lessons, I was told that I was being taught “the correct way” to ride.  As a former bareback and backyard rider, I chafed at this description.  How can one call one type of riding more correct than another?

I was learning “classical riding”.  Synonyms for “classical” are “balance, symmetry, harmony, emotional restraint and rhythm”.  This is how a human can best communicate with a horse!

A correctly ridden horse is connected “back to front”.  This means that whatever energy is produced by the rider’s legs is transmitted to the rider’s hands.  This is not just a “push the horse to the hands” feeling.  With correct riding it becomes an interactive dynamic.  The rider asks.  The horse obliges.  The rider modulates energy through the use of his hands and recycles it to the horse’s hind legs.

In result, the horse’s back is softer.  His mouth is responsive.  His hind legs swing under his body in a graceful arc.  Maximum suspension, the time that all four legs are off the ground, is enabled.  This way of riding promotes the most intimate communication between rider and horse, and between horse and rider.

In dressage, the rider does not force a horse into a frame.  Rather the rider invites the horse to come to his hand.  It is only then that the cycle of energy can be preserved and utilized.

Clearly, correct training makes any horse more balanced, handy, responsive and joyful to ride.  There is a dynamic interaction between the rider’s body and all parts of the horse’s body.  The horse is supremely obedient to each aid of the rider.

A horse that is trained “correctly” is almost perfectly the same going to the left as going to the right.  There is very little difference, for example, between the horse's taking up his right canter lead versus the left lead.  Novice riders who attempt to teach a horse his canter leads often get stuck for a long time at this stage – only because straightness (in both horse and rider) were not observed from the beginning.

So what is incorrect riding?

The unenlightened rider relies too much upon his hands to influence his horse.  An unbalanced rider supports himself on his horse’s mouth.  These two acts produce stiffness in the horse’s body.  I often try to demonstrate in my own body what the horse feels when a rider pulls on a horse’s mouth.  The horse stiffens his jaw, his neck and his back.  All hope of recycling energy is lost.  The balance is upset.  Too much weight goes on the horse’s front legs.  The power of the hind legs is compromised.

How does one become a more correct rider?  Learn the purpose of each aid (your seat, legs and hands).  Learn the interrelationships between these aids.  Work to overcome imbalance in your own body.  

What’s the result?  A horse that stays sound.  A happy, willing, supremely attentive partner.  A human being  “one with his horse”. 
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