I Hate Dressage

A mother called to schedule a riding lesson.  Her daughter had been taking lessons “down the hill” at an establishment never known for serious instruction.  The mother wanted the child, whom I’ll call “Alia”; to attend Centaur Rising’s Intensive Horse Camp.  She felt her daughter was not making sufficient progress at the barn where she was currently taking lessons.  The mother wanted my opinion.

Alia was a bright and pretty nine-year-old girl with a slender long-legged “rider’s body”.  I talked to Alia while I pulled on my riding boots.  Nearby hung pictures of dressage horses, along with framed awards and certificates.  I told Alia that we specialize in teaching “dressage”.

“I hate dressage!” was Alia’s reply.  Somewhat rebuffed, I said, “What do you know about dressage?”  “I’ve seen it, and I don’t like it.”  “Where did you see ‘dressage’?”  I asked, as though there were any way to “see it” really.  “At our stable, and other places.  I’ve seen it and I don’t like it.”  “Well, you’ve come to the wrong place,” I said “because dressage is what we teach here.”  Alia shrugged.  She said she’d give the lesson a try.

Alia demonstrated able skills of catching, haltering, leading, grooming and tacking the horse.  I saw no problems.  Her position on the horse was pretty good too.  Her heels were under her seat, her upper body erect, her heels down.

It was Alia’s hands and arms that first revealed a problem.  In our first riding lessons (regardless of whether the rider is a three-year-old or a seventy-year-old rider) we teach the human to respect, feel and follow the horse’s mouth.  In the beginning, this takes some concerted attention.  It’s a lot harder to feel than it is to just do something!

Alia’s wrists were cocked, her forearms braced.  This resulted in a broken line between elbow and hand.  This tension blocked the rider’s ability to feel the horse’s mouth.  In dressage, I explained, the feel of the horse’s mouth is critical.  One ultimately develops a connection among his three aids.  What one does with his seat and his legs is transmitted to the horse’s mouth.  If the rider has not been given the basics to do this, the whole system breaks down.  Alia had learned to ride like a driver drives a car.  She acted upon the horse to make him respond.  Riding like this is no foundation for melding together and working as one.

I helped Alia with her legs.  Her legs, like her hands, were propped stiffly on Star Duster’s sides.  Where are the subtle, elastic, “breathing” legs that feel the movement and, if necessary, ask for more?  Just as with the hands, stiff legs block communication - both from the rider to the horse and from the horse to the rider.

I was successful in getting Alia to loosen her legs on the horse’s sides.  This enabled her legs to move with the horse, so that her legs gave and received energy rather than blocked it, so that the rider could develop fluidity and suppleness in the horse.  I taught Alia to feel when the horse’s hind leg is lifted off the ground.  “When the horse is about to lift his hind leg is the time to apply one’s corresponding own leg as an aid.”

Alia was fun to teach.  There were so many “light bulb” moments, when her eyes opened and sparkled.  She’d obviously not heard what I was saying before!  It’s so much more fun to ride when you develop the subtle basis for feeling the horse’s mouth, the feel of a horse bent throughout his body as a result of your coordinated aids.  In time Alia would be able to feel through her seat the quality of the movement of the horse’s hind leg swinging under the horse’s body.

There was little time to talk after the lesson.  Yet other students overheard Alia’s exclamations to her mother outside, “I love this place!”  Hmm… loves this place, hates dressage.  It’s a start!
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