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have problems
that occur only
in the show
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backtoa tense
seat or hands
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“Photograph by
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hallenge yourself to develop a

better seat,” urges Michelle
Gibson. Michelle is famous for rid-
ing the charismatic horse Peron to
a Bronze Team Medal as well as a
fifth place individually at the 1996
Olympic Games. The first Ameri-
can in history to receive a special
award from the German dressage
community honoring her multiple
Grand Prix triumphs in Europe, she
continues to live and train in Ger-
many. Michelle’s post-Olympic
plans include a series of clinics in
the United States. If you are for-
tunate enough to attend a Michelle
Gibson clinic, you’re likely to hear
a lot about learning to ride forward,
to give with your hands and to de-

velop a relaxed seat.
Continued on Page 64
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“I believe in
bending the
horse through
the jowlinstead
of over-bending
at the base of
the neck.”
“Photograph by
Cheryl Bender.

Continued from Page 62

Ride From Your Seat

Michelle begins, “I’d like to see riders
at all levels riding more forward from the
seat. So many riders need to sit heavier in
the saddle—they need to put more weight
in the seat. What they’re doing instead is
perching forward and holding on with their
upper thighs. You can’t ride your horse
forward very well that way! Riders should
not be taught to hang on with their legs.
It is much better to teach riders to relax
their legs. Relaxing the legs immediately
puts more weight in the seat. Perching for-
ward is a bad habit—it reveals that the rid-
er has an insecure seat. It also hints that
the horse could be too strong in the rider’s
hands.

“Don’t think that the habit of perching
is limited to riders in the lower levels—
it’s not! But you can see it starting then,
right at the beginning. Riders should be
taught right from the start that an insecure
seat makes it difficult to give the horse the
aids that he needs. A perched rider will
find it difficult to do so many basic things:
to give a half halt, or to shift weight to the
inside in half pass.

“The first step to correcting a perched
seat, or any other position problem, is hav-
ing someone watch you. A mirror can help
too. Then, say at the walk, take your legs
off the saddle and relax them down. This
will immediately pull you back down into
the seat of the saddle. Do this several times
during every ride.

“Lots of riders are aware that they perch
forward. They try not to, but it happens
anyway, especially in tense situations. In
the show arena, or when the horse is re-
sisting, the rider tries harder, applies more
pressure on the saddle with the knees, and
starts to squeeze with the upper thighs . . .
and all of this makes the rider perch that
much more!

“Lower level riders in particular should
challenge themselves to develop a better
seat. I like to see them practice relaxing
their legs down. I also like to see them rid-
ing without stirrups. Another good exer-
cise is to learn sitting trot by going to the

Continued on Page 66
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Continued from Page 64

sitting trot from walk—don’t go through
posting trot. This is an easy start to sit-
ting properly at the sitting trot. It helps
the rider keep a correct seat.

“Working without reins and stirrups
on the lunge line is great for establish-
ing a good seat, but I'd like to stress
something very important before any-
body goes on the lunge line: the instruc-
tor must be knowledgeable about this
kind of work! The instructor must know
the safety rules. Working without reins
and stirrups can be kind of scary; the
rider is relying on a knowledgeable in-
structor to conduct a good lesson on the
lunge line. When it’s done correctly, the
rider learns to trust the horse. It’s won-
derful for building confidence. It’s ex-
cellent for teaching mobility (how to
move the right leg and the left arm inde-
pendently, and so on), and the result is
a better rider with a more secure seat.

“First- to Second-Level riders,” Mi-
chelle continues, “can have a wide va-
riety of position problems. You’ll see
everything from perching forward to
leaning too far back to people that don’t
know how to use a half halt.

“The most important thing to learn at
this level is the beginning of collection
in all three gaits. A basic exercise would
be to collect for about seven steps on
the half circle. You see a lot of horses
that are strung out, and I urge riders not
to wait too long to work on collection.
Collection won’t just happen one day.
You have to work on it! Some simple
shoulder-in work can prepare any horse
for more serious collection later. You
don’t have to wait until your horse is
five years old to start shoulder-in. A
four-year-old that has been ridden for
six months can start working on the be-
ginnings of steering and collection with
shoulder-in. But—and this is important
—the horse must have a rider who is
clear in his aids.

“I prefer to see a Second Level rider
mounted on a horse that goes Third or
Fourth Level. This is a very good situa-
tion. You can work on so many things,
like transitions between collection and
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lengthening, or using the seat for half
halts. You can practice really riding into
the corners and using the whole arena.
Lateral movements are great exercises.
At this level, with this horse, you should
be able to feel when the horse is strung
out and know how to use a half halt in
the corner or a shoulder-in to get the
horse back together.”

CGhe Half Halt

“The half halt is a necessity,” Mi-
chelle says. “Most riders are trying to
do it right. But 99 pecent of them don’t
have a true understanding of what a
half halt is. They hear their instructors
say ‘half halt,” but they don’t grasp it!
Well, by the Second Level you need to
grasp this! Once you have a steady, con-
fident seat and some mobility in the
saddle, the first thing to learn is how to
make half halts.

“The half halt can be used to bring
the horse back to slower gait or to bal-
ance him within a gait, but either way,

you don’t want him lagging out behind
your leg. You don’t want him running
through your hands. You want to use
your seat slightly against the movement
of the horse, close your leg, and half
halt with a quiet hand. Don’t expect the
half halt to last six strides, but it should
hold for two or three strides.

“We started out talking about how
riders need to relax in their saddles in
order to ride forward more effectively.
Then we discussed learning to make a
correct half halt. You might think that a
half halt is the opposite of forwardness,
but it’s not! It’s extremely important to
understand how half halt and forward-
ness are related.

“ ‘Forwardness’ does not mean going
faster. You can use the word ‘forward’
to mean an extended trot or canter, but
the idea in those gaits is extension, not
speed.

“ ‘Half halt’ does not mean getting
the horse to stop. It especially does not

COMMENTS ON

Germar

ichelle Gibson is one of a small, elite group of American riders who can

(A'm»efican
RELATIONS

| say they’re as comfortable in the German dressage community as they are in
the American riding scene. Michelle has lived, trained and competed exten-
| sively—and with extraordinary success—in both Germany and America. The
 relationship between the United States and Germany is complex, based on mu-
| tual respect and some pretty intense competitiveness. It’s further complicated
by the fact that the Germans are traditionally heralded as the finest dressage
riders in the world; their reputation is intimidating.

L “The first thing you notice in Germany is how competitive they are. German

riders are extremely competitive,” Michelle says. “I’m acquainted with many
| of the riders in Germany, and I feel they’ve accepted me. Two years ago, when
I came out at the Grand Prix Level, I actually felt that the Germans accepted me
faster than the Americans did! I think I know why. I was riding in Germany
then. The Germans saw me and my horse scoring 75 percent. It’s always easier
to believe scores when you’re there to see them. Maybe riders in the U.S. said
to themselves, ‘Judges must be scoring high over there.” But my point is, it’s
| absolutely not impossible for an American rider to become part of the German
community! The members of the United States Equestrian Team have also
been very supportive. They made me feel very accepted.

“I'm very focussed when I'm competing. All of the top riders are—we have
| to be. Often people misunderstand and take it personally. It's important to un-
derstand this intensity of competitiveness. I think it's also important for Amer-
icans to have good will towards the other competitors. Part of this is to have
fun and enjoy the riding, the horses, and the people with whom we have a lot in
common.”
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mean making the horse tighten up or
stiffen against your hands! These warn-
ing signs definitely tell you that your
horse is resisting the half halt. You want
him to half halt with a relaxed back and
an engaged hind leg. When the half halt
encourages the horse to relax his back
and engage his hind legs underneath
him, it enables him to go forward bet-
ter. If you can balance him slightly with
a half halt and then bring a relaxed back
and engaged hind leg through to your
next movement, you have performed a
good half halt.”

Cg'@lf Halt For Advanced Riders

“1 often see advanced riders with
reins that are too long. Also, holding the
horse’s mouth too long during the half
halt is a common mistake. And many
riders become complacent with their
leg aids, and you see horses that aren’t
trained to be sensitive to the rider’s legs.
To advanced riders, I say: remember to
give the horse the freedom he needs.
Use the half halts to engage and bal-
ance him, then give again! Too many
riders forget to give afterwards.

“Try this exercise. Trot on a circle.
Collect the trot with a half halt, then
give with your hands and try to keep
the horse collected by using only your
seat for two or three strides. If the horse
immediately lunges forward, that means
you have been riding him with way too
much pressure in front. If the horse im-
mediately loses his bend, then he’s been
using your hand too much. You can cor-
rect this by suppling and bending the
horse around your inside leg. I believe
in bending the horse through the jowl
instead of over-bending at the base of
the neck.

“Practice riding forward from the
seat, keeping the impulsion foward,
then give with your hands again. You
have to be able to give with your hand,
or all you and the horse have is a pull-
ing contest. So whenever he relaxes and
goes forward, you should reward him
by giving!”

In The Show Arena

“I have the opposite problem from
perching forward; I lean back too far. I
lean my upper body behind my hips and

Continued on Page 68
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Wmlle Qibscm,

Continued from Page 67

then my reins get too long. I don’t know
where I came up with this habit. (May-
be it is compensation for trying not to
get too far forward.) In general, you see
a lot of riders with their reins too long—
not just at home, but in the show arena
as well! Long reins make lots of things
more difficult—your steering ability is
less, you may have a hard time riding
corners accurately, and it’s more diffi-
cult to get a correct half pass or to keep
a straight line. Even a simple circle is
harder if your reins are too long! Short-
en your reins and try again. When I let
my reins get long, I have problems keep-
ing my horse balanced through the neck.
I can’t get the horse more together in
front until I shorten my reins. I try to
be aware of this problem so I can fix it!

“If you have problems that occur only
in the show arena, check to see if they
go back to a tense seat or hands that
don’t give. Engagement of the hind leg
affects everything you do in your test,
and your horse can’t engage if he’s stiff
against your hand, and you’re perched
up on your thighs. Soften your seat and

give with your hands to encourage your
horse to be more on the aids. Getting
him on the aids will improve everything
in your test! Ride deep into the corners
and use that time to prepare for the next
movement. Be aware of any stiffening
because resistance takes away your ac-
curacy. If your half halt isn’t coming
through the way you want it to, you will
not be able to make the transition where
you wanted it to be.

“Advanced riders are used to dealing
with pressure in the show arena. They
learn to keep their nerves from translat-
ing into rigid hands. If you have a tend-
ency to go rigid when you show, the
first step is to be aware of when it’s hap-
pening. Maybe your horse has been do-
ing very nice half halts at home. Then
you go to a show . . . and all of a sud-
den your horse does things in the mid-
dle of the test that he would never do at
home. He’s very resistant, or he’s way
too strong in your hand. You're prob-
ably holding on to him too much. He
wishes yow’d give a little, but you are
afraid to let go!

“Try to work on this in the warm up.
Know that you’re nervous and make a

Continued on Page 71
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Continued from Page 68

conscious effort to give with your hands.
As soon as your horse stiffens or won’t
bend, ask for a half halt and then ask
for the bend again. Do not be afraid to
give with your hand and let the horse
go forward.

“I do not mean riders should throw
the horse away just because I said to
give. It’s different for every horse and
rider. Upper level riders might want to
give one inch. Or three inches. The reins
don’t have to go slack; the horse just
has to have the freedom to go forward.”

(y‘ldvice For New Riders

Michelle has an important message
for newcomers to the sport of dressage.
“You’ll want to buy a horse once you
get past the point of riding school hors-
es. Get a horse that is more advanced
than you are. It’s much, much easier to
learn on a horse that knows the move-
ments. A green rider who is trying to
ride a green horse usually has big prob-
lems with position and resistance.

“Also, find a good instructor! You
can’t read a book, watch a video, and
then go train your horse to Grand Prix.
It does not work that way! Get an in-
structor. An instructor can improve your
riding more quickly, and can teach you
more, and can help you understand what
your horse needs. A beginner on a Third
Level horse can learn the basic move-
ments from the horse and eventually go
on to teach the horse even more.

“People who are serious about riding
take at least two lessons per week. Put
your horse in training (or at least have
your instructor tune him). Clinics are
good if you select one or two clinicians
who have similar approaches to your
own, but clinics are not a replacement
for weekly lessons with your instructor.
Don’t take every clinic that comes down
the line; pick and choose a few people
based on what works for you. It takes a
very advanced rider to go to lots of dif-
ferent clinics, taught by people with op-
posite techniques, and sort out all that
conflicting information. I don’t think
beginners should try it.”

Balance and Harmony
From the Inside, Out.

The art of dressage is mastered through years of training and hard
work. Nutrient-poor feed, vaccination, worming, illness, injury or
joint deterioration caused by regular training can stress your horse’s
body, which means he can’t perform at his best.

The all-natural, toxic-free ingredients found in every Pro-Formula
Laboratories’ product ensures that your horse gets the essential
nutrients he needs to achieve balance and harmony from within.

Give your horse what he needs to achieve maximum health, training
and performance. Give him Pro-Formula. For a dealer near you, call
1-800-525-3007. Ask for Dr. Cohn.

Steffen Peters
1996 Olympic Bronze Medalist
“Winners Daily™, Lyte Now™, Enflmx™, Equi-Flex™ and other Pro-Formula
products helped Udon maintain his fitness during the Olympics, when many horses
dulled from stress. [ won't train or compete without them ever again”

Pro-Foringla
I.nbo'n'ﬂ'or H

EnflmxeEqui-FlexeLyte NowsWinners Dailyeand more!

iBuilding Horse/Rider Rapport
“You and the horse must respect each
other. If the horse can bully you to get
his own way, he’s going to! You must be
able to stand your ground if you want
his respect. If you’re fair so he can trust
you, and firm so he can respect you, you
have made a good start on building a
rapport. The best training methods are
based very much on trust and respect.

“A rider who trusts and respects the
horse can relax in the saddle and be-
lieve that the right things will happen

Hunter & Sport Horse m March/April 1997

when she asks him to do something. The
rider who does not believe in her horse
has a difficult time riding a relaxed and
confident test. If you ask for a passage-
piaffe transition, but you don’t believe
your horse will actually do it, he prob-
ably won’t do it! A rider who believes
is thinking, ‘I know he’s going to do it.
He feels a little lazy, but we can correct
that, and our transition will happen.’

“The relaxed, confident ride is softer.
It gives the horse the freedom to perform

Continued on Page 72
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Continued from Page 71

the movment. You don’t want to have
the horse 100 percent under control—he
needs some freedom!

“Often I think people are too strict
with their horses. The horse might give
a little feel-good buck. As long as it’s
not nasty, let him do it! He might shake
his head when he’s really fresh. Let him
do it. The horse might kick out as you’re
working on something difficult and you
touch him with the spur or whip. Most
riders would respond with an immedi-
ate, harsh reprimand. But when I'm
teaching a horse to piaffe and he kicks
out, I think it’s no big deal. He’s releas-
ing tension. I wait, and I try again. If
he kicks out the second time, I get after
him. (I use the spur or whip to get after
him, not my hands.) Then I go back to
the aids like before. Always deal with
problems in a positive manner and then
go back to riding forward. This gives the
horse confidence to try again. It’s fine
to punish a naughty horse, but you have
to know how to take the punishment just
far enough. A horse has to get pretty
nasty before I really get after him.

“Every rider has to learn the border-
line between being too strict and letting
the horse run all over you. Remember,
if you’re too strict the horse won’t have
the freedom he needs to perform.”

One of Michelle’s competitive ad-
vantages is her gift for building a strong
rapport with her mounts. She explains,
“Part of building a good rapport is work-
ing with your horse on a daily basis. I
muck, I groom—I'm around my horses
every day. When [ say riders should
work with their horses daily, I do not
mean they should baby their horses all
day long. Part of respect is understand-
ing that all animals, especially horses,
need their own space. Your horse needs
some time alone.

“T have a great respect for my hors-
es. The horse is not a toy. He is much
more than a toy! If you can develop a
confident, trusting, mutually respectful
relationship, you’ll be halfway to ac-
complishing whatever you want to do
with the horse.” B
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