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Totilas 
Or: Mr. Gal’s Big Appearance 

By Karin Schweiger 

Gold, silver, bronze – in 2009, the Dutch riders 
decided the European championship dressage 
freestyle titles among themselves. Edward Gal 
made history by achieving an all-time high of 
90.70 points and opening the door to new 
spheres of grading. The audience – and not 
just the Dutch spectators – was beyond itself 
watching the battle between the three top 
contestants from the Netherlands. This was 
the first time the stadium had ever been sold 
out; tension could not have been built up in a 
more dramatic way: First, current winners of 
the Classic Tour Adelinde Cornelissen and 
Parzival had to set the pace. Their 
performance included highstepping passages, 
a wonderfully impulsive extended trot and 
rhythmic double pirouettes. The music 
Cornelissen chose was not overpowering as 
can be seen and heard in many freestyle 
performances. The horse seemed convincingly 
loose and content despite the difficulty of the 
exercises that night. The judges rewarded 
Cornelissen a score of 87.35 points. After 
Cornelissen, Edward Gal presented his 
spectacular stallion Totilas, who flung up his 
front legs to reach out far forward in tune 
with the extended trot he was showing. In 
addition to this, impulsive passages and 
expressive piaffes gave an indication as to 
which place the couple were going to win at 
the end of the night. Without overdoing it, Gal 

took risks during his performance. Even 
though he could not prevent mistakes within 
the flying changes at every stride, the entire 
audience was enchanted by jet-black Totilas 
and his prodigious movements. 

His victory was a given and at no point in 
danger. Totilas had earned it. 90.70 points! No 
one had believed this sound barrier could ever 
be breached – it has been done, however. Gal 
won gold which represents his first ever major 
title. Dressage fans may decide for themselves 
if Erik Lette, president of the judges present, is 
right by saying the following: “This was the 
best competition we have ever seen. So many 
great horses – and from various nations at 
that. It will prove beneficial for the future of 
our sport.” All of the above is based on the 
eye-witness report of Thomas Borgmann who 
is an experienced journalist and a known 
dressage expert living in Stuttgart, Germany. 
He attended the respective European 
championship in Windsor. 

All equestrian journalists agreed that in the 
garden of Windsor Castle a new era of 
dressage history had begun after the Dutch 
team had won gold and Edward Gal had 
broken the world record by receiving 84.08 
points. However, during the Grand Prix 
Special, Gal was not doing quite as well 
despite 83.04 points which were enough to 
win him the European championship. 
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Not only Thomas Borgmann, but other 
attentive dressage specialists as well rightfully 
found his performance to be inferior. Gal 
admitted: “Totilas had already been nervous 
and tensed up in the warm-up ring. When we 
started our performance, he lost balance for 
just a second because he was overeager. Little 
irregularities added up. This stallion usually 
shows a spectacular trot and breathtakingly 
high piaffes and passages – this time, 
however, there was no sign of looseness or 
ease. Instead, there were phases dominated 
by tense steps, in which Gal was really 
struggling – you had to be afraid 
he could be catapulted out of 
his saddle any minute.” (Source: 
Thomas Borgmann) Gabriele 
Pochhammer, editor in chief of 
one of Germany’s leading horse 
magazines, St. Georg, expressed 
her worries and predicted that 
the record scores given in 
Windsor might signify the end of 
classical dressage. The letters to 
the editor subsequently 
published in St. Georg and other 
horse magazines showed mixed 
impressions among the readers 
who sometimes went a little 
overboard in expressing their 
emotions. The topic kept riders 
and horse people at the edge of 
their seats for weeks – even 
though the noise of the media 
oftentimes overpowers the 
truth. After Windsor, Edward 
Gal’s and “Toto’s” next 
performance was at a show at 
the Schleyerhalle in Stuttgart, 
Germany, in November. Thomas Borgmann 
was sitting in the audience once again 
watching. Here is how he describes the 
jetblack Royal Dutch Warmblood stallion’s 
performance: “In comparison to Windsor, I 
could see a great difference in Stuttgart. In 
London, Gal did not quite know where his 
position among other top riders was and how 
his first championship was going to be. This is 
why he overdid it and got the stallion 
overexcited during warm-up. At the 
Schleyerhalle, he had started in a Grand Prix in 
front of 2,000 spectators on Friday morning. 
During warm-up, Gal was already playing a 

waiting game, included lots of walk phases 
and was basically riding with the “handbrake 
pulled”. You could see that his performance 
here was a trial run; since his victories were 
not in danger anyway. During freestyle on 
Saturday night, Gal and Totilas were put to the 
test when the 7,000 spectators started 
applauding. Gal later said: ‘Totilas had never 
experienced anything like this before, which is 
why I was a little worried and got slightly 
confused. But Totilas coped very well. It was 
fun to receive so much support especially here 
in Stuttgart. I am aware of the criticism about 

my riding style – particularly 
from Germany. It is a pity as 
everyone in Stuttgart was able 
to see how I work with my 
horse. If I may, I would love to 
come back here in 2010.’ No 
doubt, Gal took things easier in 
Stuttgart. You can see that the 
two of them lack experience in 
some exercises. Extended trot is 
indeed their weakness as the 
stallion tends to get overeager 
and free himself from Gal’s 
control. Other than that, the 
stallion shows a relaxed walk, 
excellent canter pirouettes and 
a perfect halt at the end. 
Afterwards, he walks out of the 
arena at a long rein. Totilas still 
sweats a lot during his 
performance, but he tries to do 
his best. Gal knows that riding 
this horse has turned him into a 
student again who has a lot to 
learn.” In Stuttgart, the two of 
them showed a marvelous 

performance. Edward Gal has become aware 
of Totilas’ prodigious quality with regard to 
movement: “Totilas has everything a rider 
could wish for.” What Is the Genetic 
Explanation of the Totilas-Phenomenon? 

Every person interested in horses must have 
asked themselves the question: What is the 
secret behind this admirably natural talent? 
What did the dressage prodigy’s breeder do 
differently? Maybe it is his Gelderland (long-
standing Dutch Warmblood breed) ancestors? 
Karin Schweiger, who has extensive 
knowledge about various breeds, has a close 
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look at Totilas’ descent. What are the 
ingredients for the “golden recipe” Anna and 
Jan Schuil seem to have discovered? Many 
people suspect it is the genes of the Dutch 
Groningen breed, which contributed the 
ability to fling up their forelegs. It may also be 
an old line of Oldenburg mares famous for 
producing many successful sports horses. 
Could Jan Schuil’s uncompromising 
linebreeding with a focus on proven 
performance be the reason? According to 
Schuil, he does not care much about a horse’s 
breeding value or similar achievements. Does 
the secret lie within the customary method of 
every once in a while crossing dressage horses 
with show jumpers to improve strength and 
hindquarter impulsion? Maybe it is the 
Trakehner breed that united the will to 
achieve and easy handling in perfect 
combination because here an extraordinary 
amount of genes from horses that were 
especially easy to ride has accumulated. First 
of all, we need to talk about Totilas’ sire 
Gribaldi, whose admirable achievements in 
sports the son has already surpassed. A 
striking appearance already as a young horse, 
Gribaldi started his unprecedented career by 
winning the Trakehner stallion licensing in 
Neumünster, Germany, in 1995. 

Afterwards, he was purchased by Dutch 
stallion owner Joop van Uytert, who paid a 
record price for him. Gribaldi received an 
award at a Dutch stallion licensing in 
s’Hertogenbosch and won second place at a 
difficult stallion performance test in Ermelo, 
the Netherlands, for being supple and easy to 
ride. As a four-year old, he fulfilled Joop van 
Uytert’s hopes once again: he won the stallion 
licensing and placed second in the Pavo-Cup, 
which can be seen as the Dutch equivalent to 
the German national championships for young 
horses. When he was five years old, Gribaldi 
was given to Edward Gal for advanced training 
– the beginning of his unstoppable rise to 
dressage fame. In 2006, Gal and Gribaldi won 
silver at the Dutch national dressage 
championships. In 2007, they placed eleventh 
at the world cup finals in Las Vegas, while the 
stallion led the WBFSH (World Breeding 
Federation for Sport Horses)-list as the world’s 
most successful Trakehner dressage horse. To 
be precise: in 2007, he was number eight in 

the world and number one among dressage 
stallions. Gribaldi’s offspring does not have to 
fear comparison either: a number of 
recognized stallions in Germany, the 
Netherlands, Denmark and France as well as 
numerous mares prove his hereditary 
influence. In the Netherlands alone, 156 of 
about 400 KWPN (Royal Warmblood Studbook 
of the Netherlands) mares he sired were 
awarded the title “Ster”, which equals the 
German national award for brood mares. 36 of 
Gribaldi’s daughters are considered “elite”, 
which requires that the mares pass the strict 
x-ray tests of the KWPN breeding association. 
15 mares have already been awarded this 
title, which in Dutch breeding is a rare 
occurrence. In Germany, six Trakehner sons 
carry his legacy, two of them of great 
importance: Distelzar currently lives in 
Switzerland and is an award-winning stallion, 
who won a 30-day stallion performance test. 

He is recognized by four German and the 
Danish breeding association. Distelzar was 
sold at the Medinger auction for 600,000 
Euros after having won lots of championships 
for young horses. He has proven his hereditary 
influence by siring several successful sons, one 
of them Donaugold, who was recently sold at 
the PSI auction for 500,000 Euros. Gribaldi’s 
other son of great importance, Hofrat, won 
second place at his stallion licensing and has 
been successful at Prix St. Georg-level. In 
2008, he was awarded the title “elite stallion”. 
At an auction in Hanover, Germany, in 2005, 
he caused quite a sensation when a bidding 
duel between Danish stud farm Blue Hors and 
German breeder Paul Schockemöhle arose 
about who was going to take home Hofrat’s 
son Hotline. The bidding only ended at 
800,000 Euros. In professional sports, 
Gribaldi’s offspring proved successful in a 
variety of disciplines. In addition to high-flyer 
Totilas, Painted Black and Sisther de Jeu are 
promoting their father’s heritage at top-class 
events. Painted Black is currently trained by 
Anky van Grunsven, who was probably 
wishing she was riding him when sitting on 
Salinero at the above-mentioned show in 
Windsor. Sisther de Jeu succeeds her father in 
being Edwards Gal’s latest horse in training. 
However, there are many more top dressage 
horses sired by Gribaldi: 
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Pasternak under Coby van Baalen, Picasso SV 
under Karin Soek, Zarzin Firfod (who became a 
recognized stallion in Denmark) under 
Joachim Thomsen, Paraat under Beatriz 
Ferrer-Salat, Rhapsody under Rogier 
Schulkens, and Stefano under Bart Veeze. 
These horses are all successful at Grand Prix 
level, which is notable considering that 
Gribaldi only is 17 years old. 

After ending his own career in dressage, he 
became one of the WBFSH top ten dressage 
sires in 2008, which can be considered a major 
achievement. No wonder Gribaldi receives 
title after title: in Germany and Denmark, he is 
considered an elite stallion, while in the 
Netherlands he was awarded the rare title 
“Keur” – being the youngest stallion ever to 
receive it. In 2008 in Neumünster, Germany, 
Gribaldi became “Trakehner of the Year”, 
while the audience frenetically applauded 
their “breeding idol”. A look at this world class 
stallion’s pedigree reveals two remarkable 
things: hardly any thoroughbred influence yet 
inbreeding two and four generations back 
where Gribaldi descends from Ibikus, who 
passes on guaranteed suppleness and won 
four stallion championships himself. Is this the 
secret of Gribaldi’s tremendous suppleness 
that characterizes him and his offspring? 
Gribaldi’s sire Kostolany is regarded as a living 
legend in Trakehner breeding. Even though he 
successfully competed at fourth leveldressage, 
many people will remember him for his goose 
bumps-inducing performance in Phantom of 
the Opera and his charisma. Sport horse 
breeders value “the great Kostolany” as a sire 
that passes on both top class dressage and 
show jumping genes. As his son, Gribaldi is 
also a half-brother to Silvermoon, who has 
been trained to do high-level dressage 
exercises. Silvermoon became as famous as 
Gribaldi when his daughter Matiné’s sports 
career took off like a rocket at the World 
Equestrian Games in Aachen, Germany, in 
2006. Matiné was said to have enormous 
potential with regard to movement, however, 
she had to stop competing due to injury. 
Gribaldi’s dam Gondola II was an exceedingly 
supple, honest and well-behaved horse that is 
the only surviving twin born to a dam that 
gave birth for the first time. Gondola used to 
be Dorothee Schneider’s riding horse in the 

early days of the equestrienne’s riding career. 
She earned the title “elite mare” through the 
successful breeding careers of her offspring 
Goldino and Gribaldi, her award-winning 
daughter Georgina and third level-dressage 
horses Godin, Golan and Ganymed. Otto 
Langels trained the above-mentioned Ibikus, 
Gondola’s sire, up to fourth level-dressage. 
The maternal line of Gondola’s dam Gondel, 
who escaped World War II in a famous rescue 
mission, produced several excellent horses: 
stallions such as Germane; fourth level-
dressage competitor Giorgio Armani; 
Goldtopas, who used to be tough and had 
huge potential with regard to jumping; 
Germanicus Rex, who was recognized by the 
ZfdP (Breeding Association for German 
Warmbloods); as well as fourth level-dressage 
horse Goldkorn. There are many more horses 
that have been successful up to third level in 
all disciplines at local competitions. Totilas’ 
dam Lominka was not necessarily a wallflower 
either even though Heleen Cramer describes 
her as follows: “a rather medium-sized mare 
of about 16 hands (1.63 m) that does not 
exactly take your breath away. She represents 
a down-to-earthtype of dam by being dark 
brown, well proportioned with a well-
positioned neck and by having a friendly look 
in her eyes, four solid legs and a wide and 
deep chest area . She does not represent the 
modern sports horse …” Lominka, who is now 
17 years old, received a Dutch “elite mare”-
title and initially gave birth to four foals: 
Platine by Balzflug (Trakehner) was sold to a 
dressage stable in Finland and Ramon by 
Partout (Trakehner) to the USA. Totilas 
became a wonder horse within the 
international dressage community, while his 
sister Uusminka – one year his junior – seems 
to be following in her brother’s footsteps 
based on her success in Prix St. Georg 
competitions. After giving birth to Uusminka, 
Lominka took a break from being a brood 
mare and launched her career in dressage, 
where she got to fourth level. Thereafter, she 
had another three successful “rendezvous” 
with Gribaldi. Their sixth offspring is expected 
to arrive in 2010. Lominka’s sire Glendale is 
not exactly an icon of Dutch Warmblood 
breeding and was even taken out of the 
breeding program in 2001 as his breeding 
value did not conform to standard. Jan Schuil 



 

Piaffe in English - magazine translation for the international reader - © by WuWei Verlag, Germany. -  www.Wu-Wei-Verlag.com Page 5 

was impressed by the stallion’s versatile 
disposition and the influence of Holstein and 
Trakehner ancestors on his pedigree – Schuil 
was proven right since one of Glendale’s 
daughters, whose dam is Schuil’s mare Elsa, 
might well belong to the best horses Dutch 
Warmblood breeding has to offer. Glendale is 
a son of KWPN-recognized stallion 
Nimmerdor, who has a good reputation within 
the show jumping community and whose 
pedigree consists of Holsteins (Farn), 
thoroughbreds (Koridon xx) and Oldenburgs. 
At the time, Nimmerdor was paired with Silja, 
a mare that was five eighths of a Trakehner 
and descended from Oldenburg and 
Groningen (long-standing Dutch Warmblood 
breed) mares. Silja’s sire Marco Polo was a 
medium-sized Trakehner containing both 
thoroughbred and warmblood genes and a 
descendent of Mira. Mira started a maternal 
line within the Trakehner breed known for 
strong bones. Marco Polo won a stallion 
performance test in the Netherlands and sired 
many outstanding show jumpers. Silja’s 
maternal grandsire Polaris originated from 
one of the frowned-upon combinations of  
rakehner and Holstein horses, received 
recognition in the Netherlands, however, for 
passing on the ability to jump. Lominka’s dam 
Elsa marked a successful ending to the Schuil’s 
breeding program when she gave birth to her 
last foal in 2009 at the age of 23 – a son of 
Hirtentanz, a Trakehner show jumping 
prodigy. This pairing is not a coincidence since 
Lominka’s maternal line has time and again 
entered the spotlight in form of many 
excellent jumpers. According to research by 
Claus Schridde et al., the following offspring 
has been internationally successful: Walter 
Gabathuler’s Ego (CH), Emma Wester’s Iowa 
(SWE), Limminka under Emile Tacken (NL) and 
Alison Firestone (USA), Caroline Bradley’s 
unforgettable horse Marius, Minka’s Diamond 
under Emile Tacken, Palermo under Wolfgang 
Kun and Johan Heins and, last but not least, 
Warrant under Chris Kappler (USA). Elsa’s 
pedigree represents a colorful blend of 
thoroughbred, Trakehner, Swedish 
Warmblood and Holstein on the basis of an 
Oldenburg maternal line – and an addition of 
valuable Groningen influence. The traditional 
breeds Groningen and Gelderland, on which 
the Dutch sports horse is based, have been 

very similar to German Oldenburgs and 
Holsteins in regional provenance, bloodlines 
and intended purpose. Breeders actively 
paired and crossed these breeds. After World 
War II, the Groningen breed was almost 
completely extinguished as thoroughbreds 
were used in great numbers in the breeding 
program and “foreign” genes influenced the 
F1 generation. Since sports horses with a high 
percentage of the original Groningen blood 
have been very successful in competitions, 
people try to bring back the old breed, which 
had been discarded for not being modern 
enough. The Groningen horse has again and 
again convinced breeders of its qualities 
because its offspring is usually healthy and 
tough up to a very old age and easy to handle: 
the stallion Sinaeda, for example, one of 
Totilas’ ancestors, who used to have a very 
impressive stature. He sired 16 recognized 
stallions and thus founded a breeding line 
within the KWPN known for outstanding show 
jumping abilities. If you look at Totilas’ 
pedigree, you will come across Amor, who is 
one quarter Trakehner, one quarter Swedish 
Warmblood, and two quarters Holstein and 
known for passing on a guaranteed talent for 
dressage. He has also produced numerous 
excellent show jumpers and carriage horses. 
Marco Polo combined with Sinaeda is 
considered a perfect match – in Totilas, we 
can find Marco Polo as maternal grandsire of 
Glendale and Sinaeda as maternal grandsire of 
Akteur (sire of Elsa), who is known for passing 
on a talent for jumping. The Groningen horse 
Camillus appears twice in Totilas’ pedigree 
while the Holstein Farn is maternally 
connected to Glendale. This maternal line is 
based on Elsa’s great-great-grandmother 
Freiminka. Freiminka, born in 1944 as 
daughter of Godin, belonged to Hermann 
Schwarting and was moved from her place of 
birth – the Oldenburg region of Germany and 
Mecca of the Oldenburg horse – to the 
Friesian region (northwest Germany) by the 
leader of the Oldenburg breeding program. 
After looking at all the information, what is 
the secret behind the genetic predispositions 
of Totilas, the wonder horse? 

Luckily, Mother Nature does not reveal all of 
her mysteries. If Jan Schuil will eventually be 
recognized as the inventor or discoverer of the 
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golden ratio for dressage horses – like Herbert 
de Baey for being the breeder of Ahlerich and 
Rembrandt – has to be seen once Totilas’ 
siblings enter dressage arenas all over the 

world … At least, they have an advantage 
compared to all the other hopefuls: They have 
a motivated breeder who can and will provide 
them with professional training. 

magazine page 24

Schooling is the key to success 

Only a few horse people get the chance to 
spend all day every day with their respective 
horses. Nowadays, hardly any horse owners, 
caretakers or active riders grew up in families 
hat have always had horses. They did not 
learn about horsemanship or gained an 
understanding of these animals from infancy. 
Lacking knowledge about the horse’s behavior 
and how to meet its needs of being treated 
well and kept under adequate living 
conditions very often results in serious 
problems with regard to humans and horses 
living and working together. Ever more 
frequently, riders facing these kinds of 
problems hope to find help in one of today’s 
“horse-savvy saviors”. The fact that these 
gurus find customers at all should make us 
think – considering their sometimes absurd 
training methods that offer “new and modern 
ways of schooling”. Today, facts with regard to 
handling and training horses are being 
questioned that have proven their worth over 
decades if not centuries. While I am closely 
watching “alternative saviors”, who advocate 
supposedly new teachings with a sense of 
mission as well as commercial skills (even 
though missionary and commercial are 
mutually exclusive), I have to ask myself: Is the 
experience of old horse people such as my 
father no good anymore even though these 
men and women descended from families that 
have had horses for many consecutive 
generations? Have they taught me the wrong 
way of treating a horse? Have they imparted 
false principles of riding? I doubt it as I cannot 
recall a single horse that has given us any 
problems in handling it. People like Monty 
Roberts were expendable at a time when 
every father taught his children the correct 
way of treating a horse as part of their general 

upbringing. With regard to new training 
methods I ask myself another question: Has 
the schooling of horses according to the HDV 
[German army service regulations enacted in 
1912] led us in the wrong direction? I do not 
think so! The greatest masters I was lucky 
enough to meet as a student or trainer myself 
all shared the same equestrian roots: classical 
teachings based on the Training Scale – 
exactly as it is still taught in the Principle of 
Riding today. According to these principles, 
horses were schooled by riders who later 
ranked among the most important 
representatives of the classical understanding 
of riding: Stensbeck, Freiherr von Langen and 
all the other members of cavalry school, who 
used to dominate international riding for 
decades. This generation carried its concept of 
riding in its original form into the post-war 
period where it became the basis for 
Germany’s current riding culture. It also 
influenced riding legends such as Winkler, 
Klimke, Ligges and Boldt – as well as 
thousands of other masterful riders and 
trainers. The teachings applied by these 
instructors should be considered “classical” 
solely based on the fact that, worldwide, they 
have produced the greatest number and most 
important masters of both teaching and 
riding. What are or were the reasons for this 
success and its sustainability? I suppose this is 
partly because previous generations of horse 
people were fortunate enough to have 
experienced horses in their natural 
environment and under horse-friendly 
conditions at all times. 

People had great interest in keeping their 
horses healthy so they lived long lives during 
which they could be of use. The horse’s 
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training created an essential basis for a wide 
range of use and years of daily labor. This is 
why it was most important for the horse to 
find its balance under the weight of the rider 
and to build up strength and robustness. For it 
to learn dressage figures or show off 
spectacular movements was secondary if not 
unnecessary.  

I grew up with this philosophy of horse 
training and received my first lunge and riding 
lessons primarily out in the field and on trail 
rides – on a horse that had to work many 
hours a day depending on agricultural 
demands … Nowadays, the most common 
reason for a horse to exist is to give us 
pleasure during our usually scarce leisure time 
or to satisfy our athletic ambition. We run the 
risk of regarding it as sports equipment for 
both pleasurable and professional reasons and 
merely focusing on the time we use it instead 
of recognizing its actual existential and 
behavioral needs – every hour of every day. 
Riding it for merely one hour a day does not 
meet a horse’s needs; its nature, time and 
again, requires a lot more time than we are 
usually able to devote … Even though many a 
compromise is sometimes necessary, our daily 
work must be guided by the horse’s needs – 
not just because it is written down in the 
official “Ethical Principles of Horse 
Enthusiasts” issued by the German National 
Equestrian Federation but because this is the 
only way to ensure the correct and safe 
handling and the successful and harmonious 
training of horses.  

What then defines the nature of the horse and 
how can I meet its needs with regard to daily 
handling, living conditions and schooling? In 
order to answer these basic questions, I must 
mention the following: Despite thousands of 
years of domestication, despite a broad range 
of use by humans and despite intensive, goal-
oriented and selective breeding programs, one 
thing still holds true: Based on its nature, the 
horse with all its characteristics is designed to 
live on the open range, to run, to flee when in 
danger, and to live in a herd – only to mention 
some of the biological-ethological features of 
this species. If we are unable to keep horses 
according to the above-mentioned needs 
because of regional or training conditions, 

then breeders would have to influence the 
selection and breeding in such a way so horses 
would take on the characteristics of animals 
that live in cages. This would be the logical 
conclusion if we wanted the way most people 
currently keep their horses to be considered 
horse-friendly. Breeding programs, however, 
aim at making horses better and easier to ride, 
at improving their movements and their ability 
to jump … Since horses are flight animals, their 
hearing is extremely acute. This is why, if you 
think about it, loud music and announcements 
at competitions should almost be considered 
animal cruelty. In the same way, screaming at 
a horse to discipline it only reveals a lack of 
understanding of the horse’s nature. The lead 
stallion or lead mare does not scream. Horses 
associate screams with danger and not with a 
situation in which it would entrust another 
being of higher rank with its life in order to 
feel safe. The horse’s vision still works like that 
of a flight animal reliant on fleeing from 
danger. Since horses possess near total 
circumferential visibility, they are able to 
differentiate between movements much 
better than humans. This we must keep in 
mind when a horse spooks and we do not 
know why.  

Moreover, the horse’s somatosensory system 
is highly acute which means that its skin reacts 
to touch in a very sensitive way. It reacts to 
every fly on its coat by twitching its skin or 
swishing its tail in order to get rid of the 
insect. This should get those people thinking 
who torment their horses with long spurs and 
extreme use of leg aids. A horse is never born 
dull or dead to the leg – the rider made it 
become this way! Besides its sensory system, 
the horse’s anatomy and physiology are still 
consistent with those of an animal living on 
the open range. Consequently, its respiratory 
tract is highly evolved and sensitive, which 
must be taken into account with regard to 
stabling and training the horse. If horses do 
not get the chance to freely canter or gallop at 
sometimes high speeds, their respiratory 
organs cannot be sufficiently ventilated. Their 
lungs degenerate if they are solely asked to 
perform dressage exercises at a slow or 
throttled pace but are not allowed to freely 
gallop under saddle or in the pasture.  
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Observing the behavior of foals and young 
horses in large-sized pastures, we can see how 
the alternation between slow movements and 
fast gallops steadily exercises the respiratory 
and musculoskeletal systems and keeps them 
in good health. With respect to its 
musculoskeletal system, the horse is 
biologically predisposed to move about all 
day. If a rider or horse caretaker boasts about 
exercising their horse on a daily basis because 
they ride it every day and do not give it a day 
off to stand in its stall, they are far from 
satisfying the horse’s nature with regard to 
movement … Training might cover some of its 
needs, it remains questionable, however, if 
performing twenty pirouettes, doing ten 
minutes of piaffes or mastering forty jumps 
during one lesson complies with the individual 
needs of a particular horse.  

The only way to meet the horse’s 
requirements with regard to exercise is to 
provide it with free, unconstrained turnout 
(e.g. in a pasture of sufficient size) in addition 
to riding it. The fact that most dressage horses 
and many jumpers (eventers and driving 
horses to a lesser extent) allegedly cannot be 
presented at award ceremonies without 
means of coercion might be proof that the 
horses’ natural need to run has not been 
sufficiently satisfied and is reawakened in the 
company of the “herd” during victory lap; the 
accompanying music and applause also trigger 
a flight response. If every dressage horse or 
jumper were regularly given the chance of a 
lively gallop under saddle or in the pasture, 
maybe even world champions in dressage or 
winners of jumping derbies would be able to 
safely enjoy their victory laps. Most important 
of all, however, we would not have to listen to 
the absurd reasoning of the riders anymore, 
which states that in the warm-up ring and 
during victory laps draw reins are used as a 
safety measure. If we need to employ means 
of coercion to keep a horse under our control 
in a situation we created, we are signing our 
own declaration of bankruptcy. It reveals an 
almost perverse understanding of dressage as 
a way to make a horse fulfill specific tasks we 
have posed without our taking its actual needs 
into account. Very often, we ascribe to horses 
human thought patterns, character traits and 
behaviors. If every now and then a horse feels 

like doing things its way, we are quick to jump 
to the conclusion that it wants to annoy or 
“trick” us. We just give it a treat and hope it 
will be grateful and stop its nasty behavior. 
False conclusion! Horses do not possess 
character traits such as insidiousness or 
corruption. Weaknesses like these are 
reserved for human nature only. We must not 
humanize horses but instead “horsify” 
ourselves. If we did, we would quickly realize 
why no horse can be made to trustfully submit 
to our control by our simply pulling on the 
reins, neither under saddle nor from the 
ground – not even if we forced a lead chain 
into its mouth. Or have you ever seen a 
higher-ranked horse bite another, lower-
ranked one in the tongue? We would 
understand why a horse will jump less and less 
reliably but more and more skeptically if we 
tried to take away its fear of jumping by 
threatening it with a stick. If we put ourselves 
in the horse’s shoes, we would be able to 
recognize the first signs of internal 
restlessness or anxiety and external indicators 
of dissatisfaction. Thus, we could prevent so-
called problematic horses. A rebellious horse 
only mirrors my own incompetence in 
handling or riding it. A difficult horse was not 
born a “criminal” – man turned it into one! 
This often happens not because people are 
mean or have a “criminal” nature themselves 
but because they lack knowledge about how 
to treat a horse in the appropriate and natural 
fashion. This holds true for every way of 
training a horse – be it from the ground, the 
driver’s seat of a carriage or from the saddle. 
For horse trainers, it is not even difficult to 
find out about horse-friendly schooling. They 
could read all accessible books if they wanted 
to or buy expensive yet exclusive advice from 
“gurus”. “Riding correctly is enough”, is what 
Paul Stecken, my equestrian idol and 
predecessor in the office I currently hold, so 
adequately put it. 

How to ride correctly is written down in the 
Principles of Riding – we just have to adhere 
to them. These principles, which are based on 
the Training Scale, are no abstract theoretical 
construct but were derived from observations 
and findings of horse professionals who 
looked at the horse’s nature and its natural 
movements. Not only the goals of the Training 
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Scale but the goals of all gymnasticizing 
exercises can be logically and understandably 
explained on the basis of the horse’s anatomy. 
One reason for why rhythm marks the first 
stage of the Training Scale is because a 
healthy and unconstrained horse will always 
move rhythmically. Under a rider, the horse 
must be given the opportunity to move the 
way it would naturally do. Or put differently: 
Whoever disturbs the horse’s rhythm with 
lasting effects, acts or rides against its nature. 
The reasoning behind justifying suppleness as 
the second stage of the Training Scale reads 
similarly: A horse only shows tension if it is 
afraid or ready to flee or if it has to defend its 
rank within the hierarchy of the herd. 

These situations only last for short periods of 
time. Consequently, only a supple horse is 
able to endure longer work or training 
sessions without sustaining physical or mental 
damage. Only a horse that trustfully submits 
to its rider will be able to move in a relaxed 
manner, whereas the forcefully oppressed one 
will be afraid and tense. All indicators of 
suppleness (chewing on the bit, back muscles 
that contract and relax without tension, 
relaxed swinging tail, content snorting, and 
willingness to extend/stretch its neck and back 
muscles) can be explained by natural bodily 
functions. The same applies to the criteria of 
rein contact. If at the beginning of a lesson the 
horse lifts its head when the rider takes up the 
reins, it expresses symptoms of fear which 
probably arose because the rider kept pulling 
on the reins and hurt the horse. Every form of 
rein contact can be explained based on 
functionality. With regard to rollkur (i.e., over-
bending) I would like to mention the 
importance of the neck as the horse’s 
balancing pole. Forcefully bending the neck or 
pulling it together in an unnatural way does 
not correspond with the horse’s physiology or 
its nature. Horses would never voluntarily 

hold such absurd neck positions over a longer 
period of time as this deprives it of its ability 
to balance itself. But let us get back to the 
Training Scale: Why do we need impulsion and 
forward thrust? These prerequisites lighten 
the rider’s weight on the horse’s back. 

Straightening, as another mandatory stage of 
the Training Scale, ensures that the horse’s 
muscles on both sides of the body are being 
worked equally and that the horse stays 
healthy. The term “collection” also means the 
ability to stay balanced. In nature, however, 
horses hardly ever need extreme forms of 
collection given their predisposition to live on 
open ranges, to run and to take flight. If at all, 
a horse would only collect for a very short 
period of time, which is the reason why the 
respective muscles are not made to tolerate 
constant collection. Extensive training in 
piaffe, passage or pirouettes quickly leads to 
delayed onset muscle soreness. During 
exalted movements the muscles have no 
other option than to compensate for excessive 
demands by building up negative tension. 
Equipped with this kind of basic knowledge, I 
cannot honestly enjoy most of the freestyle 
tests at Grand Prix-level where horses 
drenched in sweat have to prance on the spot 
as long as possible depending on their talent. 
Well, the canter to blow-dry them they can 
make up for during victory lap – as 
compensation for denied forward movement, 
basically. Provocative statements like this 
intentionally exaggerate in order to make 
people aware of their responsibility towards 
horses – despite all euphoria caused by 
equestrian sports and the enthusiasm we feel 
with regard to handling horses. We have to 
provide our animals with appropriate living 
conditions since we decided to domesticate 
them even though they still share 
characteristics of wild animals. 
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magazine page 32 

The Summit 

The Horse = The Best Judge 

By Gerd Heuschmann 

Has yet another attempt at creating a 
symbiosis between classic German riding 
principles and French Légèreté teachings 
failed? 

In fall of 2007, the German horse magazine 
Dressur Studien (Dressage Studies) organized 
a discussion between well-known French 
horse expert Philippe Karl and training 
director of the German National Equestrian 
Federation (FN) Christoph Hess. The topic of 
the discussion was “Classical vs. Classique”. 
Piaffe reported on this event in issue 01/2008. 
The two experts started off their heated talk 
with a discussion about the Training Scale as 
laid out in the FN’s Principles of Riding. 
Afterwards, some riders on their horses 
demonstrated the respective ways of riding. A 
clarification of the different perspectives could 
not be achieved at that point. In 2006 during 
his “search for a classical alternative”, Philippe 
Karl wrote his book Irrwege der modernen 
Dressur (Twisted Truths of Modern Dressage: 
A Search for a Classical Alternative; published 
by Cadmos). 

On Magazine page 151, he comes to the 
following conclusion: “Official dressage 
principles are no longer classical.” 
Subsequently, he developed a classical 
alternative expressed in a training program 
included in his Légèreté teachings. The goal of 
his principles is a horse trained in a versatile 
fashion which follows the rider’s aids at any 
time. The concept of Légèreté prohibits any 
use of force or means of coercion, is directed 
at all breeds and can be applied in all 
disciplines of riding. 

Ever since he published his book, Philippe Karl 
has been on a “crusade”. With charismatic 
ideology and methodical strictness, he attacks 
the principles of German riding theory while 
spreading his own teachings through his 

students all over the country – especially via 
the internet. In 2006, Dr. Gerd Heuschmann 
published the German original of his book Tug 
of War: Classical Versus “Modern” Dressage (J. 
A. Allen & Co Ltd). Combining his teaching and 

veterinarian experience with a lecture series, 
the author describes why mistakes within a 
method of riding will have serious negative 
effects on a horse’s health. “To prevent our 
current mistakes from being repeat[ed] in the 
future, we should attach great importance to 
adherence to Classical Principles, particularly 
when training young horses and riders” (p. 
123). Furthermore, Heuschmann demands 
that basic training of riders and the 
examination tests for young horses be 
fundamentally revised. His credo and an open 
letter to FN and FEI published in Piaffe issue 
01/2008 both express his vehement criticism 
of how the judges at the World Equestrian 
Games at that time evaluated a white mare 
named Matiné. He asked the question: 
“Where is this journey headed?” The answer 
to this still has to be found. True to the motto 
“United we stand”, the two “reformers” (or 
revolutionaries?) finally got to meet – which 
was probably when the idea was born to 
newly define classical riding principles during a 
joint appearance in front of a large audience. 
On 21 November, 2009, in front of more than 
3,000 paying spectators present at the 
Niedersachsenhalle (arena) in Verden, 
Germany, the two of them set out to try and 
reform current (and modern) riding principles. 
The event that was sponsored and organized 
by Wu Wei Publishing Company and its head 
of publishing Isabella Sonntag had been sold 
out long in advance. In her welcoming speech, 
Ms. Sonntag expressed her personal interest 
in the mutual goal of the event, which was 
named “The Horse = The Best Judge”. A high 
standard of riding and horse training without 
coercion and “rollkur” (over-bending) were 
established priorities. Both Dr. Gerd 
Heuschmann and Philippe Karl were invited as 
lecturers to speak about and demonstrate 
their knowledge about horse-friendly training 
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according to classical riding principles. No 
surprise that “modern dressage” was also put 
to the test. The main issue both lecturers were 
focusing on was an idea already proposed by 
Richard Wätjen in 1958: “The ideal horse 
should be trained in a way so that harmony 
and perfection between horse and rider is 
possible at all times resulting in fusion and 
unity.” For hundreds of years, horse-savvy 
people have been pondering the nature of the 
art of riding in order to achieve this goal. The 
different ways of riding that exist around the 
world, especially in areas influenced by 
Portuguese, Spanish, French, English and, of 
course, German teachings, cannot be reduced 
to a common denominator – called “Classical 
Riding”. Dr. Heuschmann’s Preventive Back 
Pain Training Based on the facts established 
above, Dr. Heuschmann began his lecture and 
brought up the painful subject of hurting the 
horse’s back while explaining what 
unconstrained and relaxed riding could look 
like if you had understood the biomechanics 
of the horse. Moreover, he made clear how 
riders are able to differentiate between 
methods of training detrimental or beneficial 
to horses. With the help of pictures, 
Heuschmann explained the importance of 
relaxed back muscles, especially in young 
riding horses. Philippe Karl’s Principles of 
Légèreté Following Dr. Heuschmann, Philippe 
Karl talked about the principles of Légèreté. 
Since he was speaking English, Ilka Flegel 
translated his lecture for the audience. 
Légèreté is based on flexible mobility of all 
joints, which is derived by adequate gymnastic 
training. Joints work like springs in the horse 
and once they are flexible, Karl’s goal of 
perfect ease combined with an impulsive flow 
of movements has been achieved.  

In German-speaking countries, the term 
Légèreté has become somewhat stylish or in 
vogue thanks to Philippe Karl. What it actually 
means in terms of horse training Karl explains 
as follows: “Whoever claims to know about 
Légèreté without having a clue about bending 
exercises and how to get a horse to voluntarily 
yield in the lower jaw and to chew on the bit 
pretends to be a musician while simply loving 
music.” For more on this, please see Piaffe 
02/2008 (p. 32) or revisit Karl’s book Reitkunst 
(The Art of Riding: Classical Dressage to High 

School: Odin at Saumur). During lunch break, 
horsemanship trainer Peter Kreinberg gave a 
short demonstration of his training system 
which serves the needs of leisure riders eager 
to learn. His method called “The Gentle 
Touch” is different from the others in that 
every ground work exercise is already directly 
connected to later mounted work. After all the 
theoretical information from the preceding 
lecturers, Kreinberg received lots of applause 
for his practical approach. Philippe Karl’s 
Puppet Theater After the break and 
Kreinberg’s demonstration, Philippe Karl 
(accompanied by a dog) reappeared to put 
theory into practice. While various students 
worked their horses according to his 
teachings, he commented on their 
performance and his training philosophy. He 
started off with a problematic horse in need of 
retraining and ended with eight horses 
presented by his best students. Unfortunately, 
many people in the audience left during this 
demonstration; maybe because they did not 
understand Karl’s training principles or maybe 
because they did not like his lengthy 
explanations. Whatever their reasons might 
have been, for many members of the 
audience – lots of them experts – the finale 
did not yield a familiar aha-experience. Many 
questions remained unanswered. Maybe the 
two lecturers were not quite satisfied with the 
results themselves. The organizer of the event 
did not see it as a failed attempt but as a 
success.  

Considering Philippe Karl’s attacks on and his 
crusade against the FN, however, the event 
seems like a minor Waterloo. To Sum up the 
Event For those who are forever searching for 
answers, the following quote taken from Karl’s 
book Reitkunst (The Art of Riding: Classical 
Dressage to High School: Odin at Saumur) 
might help them in their quest: “Every horse 
person with many years of experience under 
their belt will make certain observations which 
their predecessors did not hand down or 
which escaped them. The reason for this is 
that knowledge about horses and the way we 
use these animals yields an unlimited source 
of facts worthy to explore and to observe.” 
(L’Hotte, Questions equestres) My personal 
conclusion is: Isabelle Sonntag wanted to 
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inspire people. Dr. Gerd Heuschmann wanted 
to give them information. 

Monsieur Karl wanted to stage a performance 
and to impress the audience. Leaving it up to 
the horse to decide what is right or wrong 
might not have been such a good idea after 
all. ––– Jürgen Kemmler A Seminar in Verden, 
Germany Statements of Philippe Karl and Gerd 
Heuschmann Philippe Karl: “Mission 
Accomplished!” During my theoretical lecture 
in Verden on 21 November, 2009, I 
demonstrated that training a horse strictly 
according to its natural requirements 
automatically corresponds with the principles 
of Légèreté and their correct understanding. I 
showed that this kind of gentle training 
prohibits the simultaneous application of all 
aids, a position of the hands that is too low, 
nosebands fastened too tightly as well as 
auxiliary reins etc. I proved that my training 
method enables riders to help their horses 
develop their strengths even further without 
using any kind of force or physical efforts. 
During the practical part of my demonstration, 
I presented the audience with ordinary horses 
some of which were of pretty average quality: 
a Friesian, two Lusitanos, a Quarter Horse, an 
Arabian, a Haflinger cross, and two 
Warmbloods. One of the Warmbloods had 
been used as a show jumper whose career 
ended because of severe health problems. The 
other one used to be a dressage horse 
meeting the same fate. All of the horses were 
presented by students of mine who receive 
twelve days of lessons a year. During the 
demonstration, the audience got to see warm-
up exercises and lateral work at all three gaits. 
Some of the horses showed flying changes, 
Spanish Walk, piaffe and passage. Time and 
again, the horses were allowed to take breaks 
during which they could stretch their back 
muscles. It was not our goal to show 
perfection. Instead, we were hoping to get 
those riders to think who believe they already 
know everything there is to know because 
they “exploit” talented horses. We also 
wanted to present people with a sensible 
alternative who were led into a dead end by 
the official traditional German training 
principles.  

Naturally, advocates of orthodoxy were 
outraged and did not hold back on criticism. 
What they wanted to see were “machines” 
programmed to do trot extensions and flying 
changes in kind of a “dressage spectacle”. 
Critics were also looking for but not finding 
the obligatory talk about the importance of 
the horse’s back and the rider’s seat, which 
usually serves as a convenient excuse to 
prevent any profound and substantial 
reflection. The fact that our demonstration 
received standing ovations says more than any 
torrent of empty words could ever do. To sum 
up, I would like to quote one member of the 
FN who is also a successful horse breeder: “I 
have never seen such terrible horses 
presented so well under saddle.” What can I 
say? Mission accomplished. ––– Philippe Karl 
Gerd Heuschmann: “An Opportunity Wasted!” 
For about two years now, I have concerned 
myself with Mr. Philippe Karl’s ideas and the 
principles of Légèreté. When I first visited one 
of his workshops directed at future licensed 
trainers recognized by the École de Légèreté, I 
experienced an impressive performance. 
What I saw where flexible and supple horses 
that showed impulsion. I also got to see some 
training methods different from what I had 
known before. Nevertheless, I was inspired by 
an approach that aimed at using a horse-
friendly way of schooling a horse. At this 
point, the idea of organizing the event in 
Verden was born. 

During the months before our performance, I 
was in contact with several instructors from 
École de Légèreté. What struck me as negative 
was that even young and inexperienced riders 
were already set in their ways and showed 
strong inflexibility towards other opinions. I 
also noticed an unpleasant overestimation of 
one"s own capabilities among the riders 
present. A professional discussion and 
reflexion was impossible. Within the École 
there is only one untouchable “God”. I had 
great hopes to be able to break through this 
institution’s shell or at least give it a slight 
crack. In hindsight, however, I must admit that 
I failed. I had hoped that the event in Verden 
on 21 November would give me the 
opportunity to present Mr. Karl’s promising 
approach and ideas to an open-minded and 
liberal audience made up of riders and horse 
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people. I was very much aiming at evoking the 
following thought in the minds of most of the 
guests present: “Oh! Riding might actually 
work without pulling and squeezing!” The 
principles of Légèreté have produced 
extraordinarily interesting and informative 
approaches with regard to rein contact. In 
Verden, however, Mr. Karl quickly made clear 
that in his opinion there existed only one 
single truth anyway while all others were 
unacceptable – without any need for 
discussion. I agree with Mr. Karl in that much 
of what we see in today’s equestrian society is 
unacceptable. However, what is rightfully 
being criticized has absolutely nothing to do 
with the classical Principles of Riding, issued 
by the German National Equestrian Federation 
(FN) in Warendorf, Germany. This is what the 
critics should really be saying: “Why do 
experts write down one thing but do the 
opposite?”  

Since Mr. Karl had made absolutely clear that 
the only way to train a horse well could be 
found within the methods of Légèreté, I was 
especially looking forward to the last part of 
the night in Verden: Ten instructors from 
École demonstrated what good work and 
training with horses is supposed to look like. 
Unfortunately, I had to realize that their 

performance did not offer any alternative. All 
the problems Mr. Karl was criticizing about the 
training system proposed by the FN, I could 
observe among his own students: the horses 
did not move rhythmically and cadenced, 
were tilted in the poll, and had no impulsion. 
There was no constant, stable rein contact. 
But mind you, the riders were no beginners – 
they had been licensed instructors of the 
École for years. I have to admit I went home 
confused that day. How come it is impossible 
to have a good, constructive dialogue in the 
horse world? Is it because of a particular 
structure of personalities in which people 
excessively overestimate their own 
capabilities? If we were all truly interested in 
good riding as an aspect of animal protection 
and the big cultural picture as a backdrop, I 
would expect that more people welcomed and 
took pleasure in the opportunity to exchange 
and discuss ideas and to learn from each other 
as much as I do! Even after the event, Mr. Karl 
has not made any attempts at starting a 
professional dialogue with me. Instead, he 
utters disparaging and polemizing statements. 
Mr. Karl claims I lack competence while 
waiving any kind of discussion. I do not 
understand any of this! It makes me sad and 
renders me speechless … 

magazine page 38 

Légèreté 

The Horse Makes the Rider 

Légèreté and Classical Teachings 

Get your basics in order! 

Do not follow false prophets! 

By Eberhard Hübener 

Among riders and horsepeople, a passionate 
discussion is once again taking place about 
whether or not the German National 
Equestrian Federation (FN), according to its 

Principles of Riding, stands for horse-friendly 
and classical teachings and theory of riding. 
Does the FN still impart its teachings 
effectively, especially after being shaken 
significantly by various doping scandals in 
professional sports? The issue of imparting 
knowledge, in particular, effects amateur and 
professional sports in a very different way. 
The thoughts presented in this article do not 
represent the interests of either of these two 
groups – only those of the horses. Horses are 
entrusted to their riders and are often 
stressed out and abused for reasons of 
ignorance, clumsiness, exaggerated ambition 
or greed. The FN in Warendorf, Germany, will 
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not be able to avoid fundamental changes of 
the politics it has been in favor of until now: 
They know it all or even better, and finances 
are all important. 

What does classical mean and what 
“classique”? 

Do both of these terms belong within the field 
of expertise of classical dressage? 

The terms classical and classique both signify 
well-balanced, regular, even, harmonious, 
timeless, and noble. They describe the quality 
of what we see. You could also use the term 
“exemplary for all times”. Instead of a peak 
performance, the hallmark of classical art is to 
do what you aimed for at any moment and in 
any phase of an exercise: to have a healthy, 
happily working horse that trusts its rider, is 
straight and balanced – a horse that regained 
the same naturally beautiful movements 
under its rider it showed as a yearling running 
happily around in the pasture – a horse that is 
composed, flexible, diligent and obedient at all 
times. 

The utilization of a horse – its use – varies 
greatly. One rider enjoys going on solitary trail 
rides with his horse while another likes to take 
part in hunts on horseback. Yet another rider 
loves endurance or to compete in shows. No 
matter what way you prefer, for it to be 
horsefriendly you need to be aware that the 
journey is the reward. 

One way of schooling and using a horse might 
take you to shortened, collected tempi within 
the basic gaits and lateral movements as well 
as pirouette, piaffe, passage and Airs above 
the ground. This does not need to be every 
rider’s (or horse’s) way to happiness though. 

Legend has it that one of the most important 
masters of riding ever, François Robichon de la 
Guérinière, once described the term légèreté 
(“working horse”) in the most plain and easy 
way: A good rider is able to take his horse on a 
trail ride and ride it anyway he wants at any 
gait. 

[1] Going from giving orders to nations, 
waging wars, guarding cows …  

… to circus shows, generating turnover and 
making money. 

Fortunately, an article published in the second 
issue of last year’s Piaffe magazine (“How to 
ride correctly – misunderstood”, p. 20-21) 
produced more than one thought-provoking 
impulse. This critical article did not report on 
the “outgrowths” of the show circuit and the 
generation of the “award collectors”, but on 
the lack of equestrian knowledge at grass-
roots level – among amateur pleasure riders. 
Among horsepeople, a passionate discussion 
is taking place about whether or not the FN, 
according to its Principles of Riding, stands for 
horsefriendly classical teachings and whether 
it imparts these effectively. Eberhard 
Hübener, the author of the following article 
and the ideas portrayed in it, would like to 
encourage riders to get their basic riding skills 
back in order and not to follow “false 
prophets”. 

Until the end of World War II, the most 
important user and owner of riding horses in 
Europe and the USA must have been the 
military. 

*2+ At that time, horses ranked as “military 
equipment”, which was very important, 
expensive and difficult to keep. Over a period 
of many years, horses had to be perfectly 
healthy as well as capable and willing to 
perform. Money was scarce. You had to treat 
your four-legged partner gently, economically 
and – especially under saddle – appropriately. 

In Germany, riding outdoors was one of 
Friedrich Wilhelm von Seydlitz’s (1721-1773) 
major concerns. He served as general of the 
cavalry under Frederick II. Von Seydlitz was a 
contemporary of both de la Guérinière (1688-
1751), whose treatise École de Cavalerie was 
published in 1733, and Johann Elias (1698-
1767), whose 46 etchings depicted Grand 
Prixlevel exercises as well as Airs above the 
ground – above German ground that is. 
Johann Heinrich Ayrer (1732-1817), equerry at 
Göttingen University, was only elven years 
younger than Seydlitz; his fame should also 
have reached the general. 
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Ludwig von Hünersdorf (1748-1813) used to 
serve as a professional rider in the Hessian 
personal guard before becoming equerry for 
the King of Württemberg. He used to also be a 
strong admirer of de la Guérinière while being 
responsible for basic and advanced training of 
the military’s horses. In 1791, his teachings 
(“Guidelines on how to school horses in the 
best and most natural way”) were published, 
which became “the first classical work on the 
German art of riding” according to von 
Heydebreck.  

During the nineteenth century, de la 
Guérinière’s teachings continued to influence 
basic reading lists through the works of Max 
von Weyrother (appr. 1775-1829), a famous 
professional rider at the Spanish Riding 
School, through von Weyrother’s student 
Louis Steeger (1794-1885) and through Gustav 
Steinbrecht (1808-1885), who was related to 
the Steeger family by marriage. 

At last, General Heinrich von Rosenberg 
(1833-1900), reorganizer within the cavalry, 
had a formative influence on “German” riding 
theory. With regard to schooling horses, he 
focused on trail rides and endurance and 
expected enthusiastic participation in 
horseback hunting and steeplechases from his 
officers. Consequently, in Germany more than 
anywhere else in Europe, steeplechases were 
known as a sport of officers. 

[3] During the first half of the nineteenth 
century, English thoroughbreds became 
hugely popular with warmblood breeders in 
order to refine their breeds. Thoroughbreds 
were bred with the major objective of 
achieving high performances. 

During the second half of the nineteenth 
century and the beginning of the twentieth, 
riding inGermany saw a new heyday. At that 
time, horses were indispensable in army, 
agriculture and Transportation. As a result, 
universities were not only concerned with 
research projects but also with issues 
regarding riding theory. Important parallels 
could be drawn to Austria-Hungary with 
regard to almost anything in the field of trail 
riding/cross country. Plus: The teachings of de 
la Guérinière were alive – and still are (even if 

in considerable danger!) – in the Spanish 
Riding School of Vienna, which represents an 
incomparably brilliant gem of the art of riding. 

In Germany, the findings and opinions of the 
following Frenchmen, who were all born after 
the masters mentioned above, were already 
being tried and discussed during their 
lifetimes: D’Aure (1789-1863), Baucher (1796-
1873) and L’Hotte (1825-1904), as well as 
English-born French citizen Fillis (1834-1913). 

The last of all valuable improvements to 
equestrian society was made by Italian 
Capitano Federico Caprilli (1868-1907). In 
1912, a new riding manual for the army was 
published in Germany. Until 1937, slightly 
abridged, yet in some points significantly 
revised editions were published, now pocket-
sized, which proved very helpful to 
instructors. 

The merit of these revised editions results 
from the fact that the authors depended 
greatly on classical teachings, were constantly 
looking for new scientific findings and had 
changes in method carefully tested in cavalry 
units of sufficient size before admitting them 
into universally valid service regulations. 

Hans von Heydebreck was one of the 
members of the committee that wrote the 
German Riding Regulations for the Army of 
1912. He said: “… it comprises all scientific 
findings available at the time of its 
publication. It is founded on basic principles 
tried and approved by the old masters while 
also incorporating findings based on scientific 
research and practical usage …” (see notes 7, 
p. 10). 

If we were to renounce and do without the 
pool of experience and knowledge of the 
cavalry in the present and future, where 
riding, thankfully, is civilian only, we would 
turn into “lost souls” and the demise of the 
European riding culture would once and for all 
be for definite. 

It would be a very commendable undertaking 
to scientifically research exactly which ideas, 
experiences and practices made it across 
European borders and the Atlantic in order to 
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influence our riding principles (or did not, for 
that matter). The fact that we took over 
posting trot from the English in the beginning 
of the nineteenth century can be deducted 
from its original name “English trot”. We have 
already forgotten that the American racing 
seat – initially called “monkey crouch” and 
mocked – was first introduced to Europe by an 
American around 1900. Also forgotten is that 
the seat, in which European riders initially 
stood in the stirrups upright, evolved into a 
much less elegant and stable yet more 
competitive European racing seat. At the same 
time, Caprilli’s elaborate philosophy, which 
formed the basis for show jumping, proved to 
be a great contribution made by Italy. On the 
Iberian Peninsula, even 200 years after the 
royal stud of the House of Bourbon in 
Versailles has been closed down, people still 
ride their baroque-type horses according to 
the principles of classical dressage just to herd 
cows – it is very likely that they have been 
sending us new ideas during all these years. 
This list of influences is incomplete, of course. 

Only fragments of Caprilli’s decisive 
improvements were incorporated into the 
German Riding Regulations: in order to jump 
common natural jumps (logs, e.g.), which 
were not particularly high, riders could do 
without Caprilli’s forward seat. At that time, it 
proved to be disadventageous or impossible 
for all military purposes. Within German 
cavalry riding schools, however, the forward 
seat was secretly practiced and successfully 
applied with regard to professional show 
jumping. (This might be the only negative 
thing or disadvantage about our riding 
principles being based on military purposes: 
After the downfall of the Third Reich, the head 
organizations established at the time were not 
able to correctly write down Caprilli’s 
improvements in their professional literature 
– they did not have any fundamental texts to 
lean on.) The basic principles of riding are 
taken from nature, which makes them 
fundamental. During the last 300 years, riding 
itself, however, has been undergoing very 
significant changes because of English 
thoroughbred breeding and technical 
progress. With regard to légèreté, something 
very important has gone missing during the 
industrial revolution and the rise of the throw-

away society: the all-important usage. To 
really need each other creates mutual 
sympathy, even love. (This sounds very 
different from the statement one of German’s 
best professional riders made in an interview 
with the German magazine Focus, in which he 
tried to play down prohibited medication by 
stating that “horses are productive livestock”.) 

Every country interprets classical teachings a 
little differently. In Germany, the head 
organization, which does outstanding work to 
organize breeding events and competitions, 
has failed in its task of keeping and imparting 
the values of the “classical art of riding”. This 
head organization trains professional riders, 
but no riding instructors. After World War II, it 
developed its Principles of Riding on the basis 
of the German Riding Regulations. During this 
process, fundamental errors have been 
“dragged along” while the Principles became 
more elaborate and the publication format 
larger. At grass-roots level, we lack well-
trained lesson horses and affordable, 
meaningful instruction. Classical riding – 
which, in Germany, saw its peak during the 
second half of the nineteenth and the 
beginning of the twentieth century – is in 
suspended animation or about to die. All over 
the world, judges at high-performance 
dressage shows assign scores as if they were 
blind with regard to their competence and/or 
as if they were serving their own interests. 
They would like to keep their jobs. As a result 
of the head organization’ weakness, experts as 
well as self-proclaimed “hot-air”prophets feel 
encouraged to found their own “schools” and 
stables. They lure those that have been 
disappointed somewhere else, into their 
dream castles by means of well-meant or 
perverse promises. These dream castles exist 
in manifold colors and shades. 

Every professional riding instructor/trainer, 
who is convinced of his expertise, and 
everycharlatan is supposed to have written 
yet another riding manual. The diversity of 
“philosophies” on display reminds one of a 
department store. Young people, who are 
searching for guidance, lack any orientation 
towards what is any good and what is not. 
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There is no question that riders can always 
learn something from other riders. At least 
from those horsepeople who practice what 
they preach, are able to show their riding skills 
in the saddle and sit great while doing so. 

The term Légèreté also stands for something 
musical and elegant that makes you want to 
toss a dozen of your boring riding manuals. 

The question is: What of the things the 
“saviors” are trying to tell us should we accept 
and what not? The Training Scale – is it any 
good and what is it useful for? User manual 
for everyone? Thought pattern for future 
professional riders? Lately, the value of the 
Training Scale, which is defined in the 
Principles of Riding published by the FN, has 
been discussed passionately (see notes 2, p. 
168): 

Ulrich Schnitzer, a student of Egon von 
Neindorff’s, turned the Scale into the image of 
a tower, the indispensable foundation of 
which is looseness. Its first floor is represented 
by rhythm and balance, its subsequent floors 
(from bottom to top) by contact, impulsion, 
straightness/bending, suppleness and – last 
but not least, the attic so to speak – collection 
(see notes 17). This depiction or interpretation 
is more useful. Even though the Training Scale 
serves as a thought pattern for future 
professional riders, it does not have any 
meaning for young beginners at grass-roots 
level. The German Riding Regulations of 1912 
exactly describe the sequence in which the 
training of a young horse was supposed to 
proceed and define the goal, characteristics 
and basic principles of dressage (see notes 1, 
p. 181-246). In the revised edition of 1937, 
training schedules were added – “subject 
matter” for the horses, listed according to 
type on a month-to-month basis (see notes 2, 
p. 132-139, 158-163). The horse’s schooling is 
also described in the current issue of the 
Principles of Riding (see notes 3,4). There is 
one fundamental difference, however: The 
training principles of the German Riding 
Regulations were put into practice by soldiers, 
who had been deemed qualified to train 
young horses. These soldiers were strictly 
supervised by specifically trained officers and 
sat in the saddle for several hours every day. 

The FN Principles are being applied and 
practiced by future professional riders in state 
riding schools. 

At grass-roots level, i.e. riding clubs and 
boarding stables, qualified trainers are scarce. 
“Average Joe or Jane”, who intends to school 
a horse, hardly ever rides for more than an 
hour and not even on a daily basis, for the 
most part. “Average Janes” outweigh the 
“Joes” by far, and in most cases they are girls 
or young women. Mistakes in this regard are 
made even earlier, by the way. The following 
scenario might not play out everywhere in 
Germany, but in many places it does: 

A city X has one or more riding clubs with 
adjacent stables as well as boarding stables on 
the outskirts, which are operated by local 
farmers and are not necessarily officially 
organized. Teenagers flocking into these 
stables are yearning for their own horse. Their 
parents, both fully employed, have little or no 
experience with horses, but fulfill their 
children’s dream. Often, this is not easy for 
them since current costs are immense. “No, 
you do not need qualified lessons, too. Your 
riding skills are really good.” Comments like 
this are commen. As a result, there will not be 
any qualified trainers in stables like these. 
How would they earn a living, anyway? The 
Training Scale does not help young horse 
owners. Questions, deliberations, suggestions 
… dreams of the future, castles in the air and 
illusions … … with regard to the training of the 
rider. 

1. Unfortunately, there is no way out of the 
situation at grass-roots level as described 
above. Even though, this state of affairs 
represents the decisive problem among 
horses and horsepeople. Whoever has 
suggestions with even a minimal chance of 
success, please make them public! 

Incidentally, this is not a money issue. If all the 
money, that is being invested by dozens of 
families in their own horse, was given to a 
stable to buy a few, well-trained lesson horses 
that children could learn from, this stable 
would probably still have enough money left 
over in order to pay the salary of a qualified 
trainer. Breeders, of course, will not like this 
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suggestion. Unfortunately, we only have one 
head organization in Germany, which is in 
charge of both equestrian sports and horse 
breeding. Sometimes, however, less is more! 

2. The schooling of a horse requires a trained 
rider. Long before a discussion about training 
a horse in classical dressage even remotely 
makes sense, we need to talk about its 
essential prerequisite: the posture and 
influence of the rider. The rider must have 
been carefully trained in dressage or basic 
seat (see notes 8, appendix) as well as forward 
seat (see notes 8, pic. p. 102), as it was 
practiced at the former show jumping stables 
of Hanover and Munich. It is most important 
to keep perfect balance since even a rider in 
correct forward seat position is not supposed 
to put more weight on the forehand than 
someone in a basic or dressage seat! The rider 
has to make use of a “self-actuating” leg if 
need be and be able to “turn it off” once the 
horse shows a reaction (see notes 8, p. 59-69, 
notes 9-11). Self-actuating, in this regard, 
describes the legs touching the horse’s sides 
according to the rhythm of the horse’s 
movement. The rider also needs to use the 
movements of the horse’s back as a timer for 
his rein aids. (You can not run the risk of over-
rationalizing when learning to use a self-
actuating leg since your legs will automatically 
give an impulse at the right time and the right 
place – as long as you just let it do its job by 
sitting correctly. You do not even have to 
study the sequence of footfalls. Whoever 
keeps on babbling about over-rationalization 
does not know how to read or think and does 
not belong on a horse.) 

A rider also needs to rotate his upper body 
whenever he wants the horse to bend 
sideways or to flex (at canter) (see notes 13). 
It is highly unworthy of a rider to want to 
“educate” a horse as long as he is not flexible 
enough himself to make sure he sends 
sensitive, painfree and – most of all – 
understandable aids. 

3. The most important aids are a balanced 
seat, lateral weight shifts in order to change 
direction and a self-actuating leg. In their 
discussions, horsepeople claim that the hands 
are the most dexterous and, therefore, the 

most important aids. Fact is that the hands 
pass on every single shock the rider is exposed 
to because of the movements of the horse’s 
back. The shocks are passed on to the horse’s 
mouth, which is highly sensitive, unless the 
rider learns how to compensate for the 
horse’s movements. During the period of time 
that influenced légèreté and classical 
dressage, excellent dexterity of the hands was 
necessary as horses were usually ridden with a 
double bridle while the rider was holding the 
reins according to the Spanish Riding School 
method (also known as “3 to 1” rein hold) or 
the military rein hold. 

*4+ The advantage of using the “3 to 1” 
method was that the rider was able to quickly 
switch over to the military rein hold, i.e. 
holding all four reins in one hand. Thus, 
crowned heads were able to graciously wave 
to their subjects with their right hand, Iberian 
cowboys were able to use their Garrocha and 
German cavalrymen their sabers, a handgun 
or (until 1927) a lance. 

Holding the reins in one hand was practiced 
very often. Since, in this case, rein aids are 
restricted to movements of mere millimeters, 
a balanced seat, weight and leg aids were 
most important: 

The main task of a rider’s posture and his way 
of sitting on a horse is to keep his own center 
of gravity in line with the horse’s. In order to 
give an (intentional) aid or impulse, the rider 
should only occasionally shift his center of 
gravity to the side, which tells the horse to 
shift sideways itself and away from its former 
position (see notes 1, p. 62, notes 2, p. 37). 

If the rider’s pelvic ring is completely flexible, 
the antidromic up and down-movements of 
the left and right sides of the horse’s back 
serve as a timer, which tells the rider when to 
apply the aids and initiates the self-actuating 
leg aid (or turns it off). All of this significantly 
upgrades the value of the rider’s backside in 
comparison to the alleged value of dexterous 
hands. Schooling a horse according to classical 
principles is the most sensitive and horse-
friendly way of riding. 
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The most important aids are a balanced seat 
(that allows the horse to keeps its own 
balance), weights shifts to the side in order to 
turn and a self-actuating leg that gives 
impulses only if needed. 

4. Intelligence, knowledge, a little bit of 
courage and a huge amount of 
industriousness are not enough. Whoever 
wants to school a horse needs to love horses. 
Whoever loves horses should see the journey 
as the reward. In other words: It is not 
important how quickly you become able to 
perform pirouette, piaffe and passage or if 
you ever get to that point at all. The only thing 
that counts is that you ride what you ride 
correctly. 

5. Horse-friendly riding and training is not 
possible if you stay underneath your “circus 
dome” or within your riding arena all the time. 
Example: In the wild, a horse never looks back 
when it is moving! Since the horse has a wide 
circumferential visibility (its blind spot is only 
as wide as its trunk, i.e. small), it does not 
need to turn its head to look around. In 
nature, the horse does not bend its neck 
sideways while moving forward. The current 
trend of bending the horse’s neck to a high 
degree, which is being eagerly publicized 
these days, may be interesting for future 
professional riders while they do ground work 
and use long reins. It is useless in order to 
gymnasticize (train a horse in a way in which it 
flexes and relaxes its muscles without tensing 
up) a horse, however. … with regard to the 
training of the horse. 

1. To woo for trust and to do basic training 
The schooling of a horse needs to start right 
after its birth with a person trying to gain its 
trust and providing it with basic education and 
manners. If this was neglected, basic training 
needs to start with feeding, leading, grooming 
and caring for the 3.5 to 4.5 year old horse. 
Afterwards, a young horse is lunged and 
introduced to work in hand. In order to teach 
the horse basic principles, it is exclusively 
lunged for two months. If its ancestry is highly 
influenced by thoroughbreds, even after those 
two months, you might want to keep lungeing 
the horse for 15 minutes before mounting in 
order to warm it up sufficiently. 

During lungeing, the horse gets acquainted 
with the bit as well as whip, lunge line and 
voice aids – the latter will prove very useful 
during future training). 

In this phase, the rider also tries to achieve 
ambidexterity in the horse by increasingly 
lungeing and challenging it in the direction 
most uncomfortable for the horse. As a result, 
horse and rider will have to face their first 
major balance problem (even though balance 
only ranks fifth in the Training Scale). 

Work in hand and with long reins introduces 
the horse to the meaning of forward-driving 
aids and, subsequently, forwards-sideways 
aids (which substitute for the rider’s leg) and 
regulating as well as sideways-acting rein aids 
(see notes 8, p. 11-27).  

Afterwards, the rider slowly and patiently 
makes the horse acquainted with his weight – 
still working from the ground. After a few 
months, you may stop lungeing the horse in 
favor of allowing it to run free (tacked up with 
saddle and long side reins) inside the indoor 
arena – make it stay on the outside track (see 
notes 8, p. 145-149). 

I always put side reins on my horses when I 
lunge them (with cavesson and bridle without 
a noseband) or let them run free. If you just 
let the horse run around you on a lunge line 
with side reins, it may be able to get rid of 
some surplus energy. However, it will learn 
little during sessions like these.  

2. Riding the horse in a forward-downward 
position in order to exercise the horse’s 
abdominal muscles. During the first year of 
training, a young horse should only be ridden 
in a forward-downward position with a rider 
in forward seat in order to strengthen its 
abdominal muscles. The rider should choose 
an all purpose saddle instead of a dressage 
saddle, take the rubber inlays out of the 
stirrups (in order to prevent entanglement) 
and, during forward seat, shove his feet into 
the stirrups all the way to the instep. He 
should shorten the stirrups about four holes. 

If you only support your foot with your toes, 
your leg will easily slip back and move about 
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(as can be seen among the majority of 
German “top” show jumping riders). Your leg 
should not do this because it irritates the 
horse. Consequently, your foot needs to find 
support close to your calf which prevents an 
extreme angle in your ankle joint and an 
extreme distension of your calf muscles. In 
order to achieve a forward seat, you also need 
to move your backside backwards and your 
upper body down along the imaginary line of 
shoulder, knee and ankle. 

The degree in which your backside and upper 
body shift position depends on the horse’s 
pace (see notes 8, pic. p. 102). 

Join an experienced rider on a reliable horse, 
which is a little older, and go out to enjoy 
nature. Climbing tours and long, calm canter 
tours work wonders for your young horse. 
Riding the horse in a forward-downward 
position before and after the actual training 
session will also be good for your horse in its 
second year of training. 

Training a young horse is not about body 
building as was recently claimed by a French 
rider. It is important to enable the horse’s 
back to carry the rider’s weight without 
suffering any injuries. The number of horses 
suffering from back injuries is increasing. We 
really do not need any tricks to shorten the 
training period even more at the expense of 
the horse. (Human “body building” focuses on 
the desired visible change of the body, not so 
much on gaining body strength.) 

By the way, trained horses, which will be 
asked to collect, usually respond well to being 
warmed-up at trot in a “long neck-short 
steps”-posture (see notes 8, p. 75-85). 3. 
Straightening the horse in order to achieve 
perfection of ambidexterity and balance. The 
second year of training starts with exercises 
especially designed to achieve straightness in 
the horse. Straightening the horse perfects its 
ambidexterity and balance. Only if the horse’s 
right and left haunches follow the right and 
left shoulders, respectively, on or within two 
parallel tracks, the horse is able to convert its 
entire power of the hindquarters into 
movements at all gaits. 

As described above, we had already lunged 
the young horse especially in the direction it 
felt most uncomfortable with in order to get 
rid of stiffness. At this point, we will work the 
weaker diagonal pair of legs with special 
exercises. Two of the most important 
exercises are shoulder-fore and, later on, 
shoulder-in (see notes 8, p. 29-41). A horse 
that is straight and balanced, will 
automatically be more flexible. 

Working the horse in this way will increase 
muscle mass in the weaker diagonal pair of 
legs, i.e., the legs that need muscle power in 
order to do their work. 

4. The way to collection and relative elevation. 
After all the work described above, the young 
horse in advanced training should be ready for 
some collection. A collected horse decreases 
its support base, i.e. the distance between 
fore and hind hooves is smaller because the 
haunches step further forward underneath 
the horse’s center of gravity. As a result, the 
haunches are lowered while head and neck 
are elevated. This is called relative elevation, 
which basically falls into the rider’s lap if he 
followed all the instructions. He only needs to 
make the effort to achieve collection. How 
does he do this? Well, this is why our 
ancestors invented indoor arenas, markers, 
school figures and numerous exercises: 

Extended and shortened strides (by extending 
or shortening the steps), transitions from one 
gait to another (see notes 9), turns (circle; 
change of circle; decreasing and increasing the 
size of the circle; tracking left (or right, 
respectively) on a circle line and riding a volte 
tracking right (or left, respectively) when 
getting to X; change of lead through the circle; 
serpentines along the long side; loop 
serpentines; figure eights; half circle and back 
to the track; half pirouette in walk). The horse 
needs to be slowed down before every turn 
with a diameter of less than 66 ft., especially 
33 ft. and 20 ft. turns including the four 
corners of the arena – not during the turns! 
The rider’s hands must yield the reins as soon 
as the horse slows down. All of the school 
figures mentioned above must be ridden 
exactly from marker to marker, not just 
something of any size anywhere in the arena! 
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The rider should ask for transitions to halt (see 
notes 12) and then immediately transition to 
collected trot or canter. He should also ask for 
turns on the haunches, counter-canter, 
shoulder-fore, shoulder-in, travers, and 
renvers.  

The horse can only performs the exercises 
mentioned above if it is appropriately 
elevated. It will decide to want this type of 
elevation all by itself if the rider does not 
disrupt its balance by shifting his weight, thus 
preventing it from elevating its head and neck! 
15-20 minutes of this kind of precision work 
should suffice. Afterwards, the horse and rider 
should go back outside to enjoy nature! 
Creation or nature – whatever you want to call 
it – created the horse and us humans in order 
to be outside and go on trail rides. The “art of 
riding” is merely trying to undo our meddling 
with nature (see notes 8, p. 87-98).  

5. Elevation automatically occurs when correct 
collection is increased. It should never be 
forced by pulling up the horse’s head and neck 
with the reins (see notes 18, p. 44, notes19, p. 
78). For a horse that has had bad experiences 
or is not fully trained yet, it might be helpful 
to have the (mounted) rider lift his hands and 
give an impulse to the corners of the horse’s 
mouth in order to get the horse to open its 
mouth and to “savor” the bit after the rider 
lowers his hands again (see notes 14, p. 32-
40). This is only a temporary solution, 
however. Whoever teaches this method of 
correction should also tell his students that he 
may only use it with horses whose abdominal 
muscles are sufficiently developed. How is the 
student supposed to know when his horse is 
ready? Does he even care to find out? 

The idea of everyone, not knowing how to 
achieve relative elevation through real 

collection, pulling up their horses’ heads with 
their hands makes me sick. According to a 
German saying, this puts the razor in the 
hands of a monkey. Many people will make 
use of this tool (regardless of their horses’ 
health). The solid training of a working horse 
according to classical principles does not 
require tools like the one mentioned above in 
order to achieve sensitive, fine riding. 

  

[1] This was mentioned in a modern publication 
without any source named. The source was not 
even named after checking back with the author. 
He would not have to be ashamed if he came up 
with it himself since he could not have named 
someone more worthy of being the fore-runner of 
légèreté. 

[2] In centuries past, it went without saying that 
conflicts between nations and those who ruled 
them were solved by passage at arms. Wars have 
always been gruesome, yet “technical progress” 
has perversely turned wars (and dealing with 
undesirable minorities at home!) into criminal, 
industrial mass murder. Even during World War II, 
the German army was still using about 2.5 million 
horses. During the attack on the Soviet Union, the 
Germans had 750,000 horses on duty (see notes 15, 
p. 210).  

[3] Historians say that “the future needs to have an 
origin”, which is why nations should know and be 
aware of their history. “Future needs an origin” 
also applies to cultivated riding and the community 
of horsepeople.  

[4] The Spanish Riding School method requires the 
rider to hold both curb bit reins and the right 
snaffle rein in his left hand, which is positioned in 
front of his upper body. Only the right snaffle rein is 
held in the right hand, which is positioned close to 
the left. For the military rein hold, the rider holds all 
four reins in his left hand, which is positioned 
upright (see notes 1, p. 26-28, notes 2, p. 42-43). 
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magazine page 54 

Doping vs. Nutrition 

So many cases of doping, so much 
trouble. 

By Dr. Susanne Weyrauch-Wiegand 

The question is should we not have a stronger 
interest in the horse’s diet than in its 
medication – considering the fact that we are 
dealing with an athlete here. If the horse was 
fed a healthy and adequate diet, maybe some 
of the psychological problems riders and 
grooms are facing would not exist. 
Unfortunately, most horse owners are 
convinced that the diet they provide meets 
their horse’s demands without ever having 
calculated its actual nutrient requirements or 
checked for possible malnutrition. In addition, 
people know too little about optimizing their 
horse’s nutrition in order for it to perform 
better. If they adjusted their horse’s feeding 
and made use of the entire potential of a diet 
that fulfils all nutrition requirements before 
thinking about enhancing the horse’s 
performance through drugs, most of the 
terrible cases ruining the reputation of riding 
as a sport would not have occurred. 

The effect of nutrition on the psyche 

“That horse is nuts”, “that bastard is 
impossible to ride”, “that animal is vicious”, 
“completely crazy”. Expletives likes these are 
commonly heard. How often do people just 
assume that a horse is naughty on purpose or 
simply insane? The results usually are 
misunderstandings, punishment or illegal 
medication. Just because horses are not able 
to talk. Besides problems caused by riding 
method, saddle, bridle, or shoeing, horses 
may suffer from pinched nerves or muscles 
and joint or dental problems. Since horses 
cannot just tell us about what is ailing them, 
they communicate their discomfort in a way 
we often do not understand. Most riders 
probably do not know that inadequate 
nutrition might cause the same reactions. 
How can the constitution of the nervous 

system have anything to do with the horse’s 
diet? 

Humans as test subjects 

Two-time Nobel laureate Linus Pauling once 
said: “A lack of nutrients first shows in a 
person’s psyche.” The first known human 
condition caused by malnutrition was scurvy, 
a vitamin C deficiency responsible for not only 
physical symptoms but also for psychological 
ones such as indifference, changes in 
personality or even depression. During the last 
century, tests involving volunteer prisoners in 
the United States showed that a lack in 
vitamin B caused major nerve impairment and 
sometimes even lead to suicide attempts. 
Water-soluble vitamins that are hard to retain 
cause quick psychological changes. However, 
deficiencies in other nutrients do also have an 
effect on the psyche. Lack of magnesium, for 
example, causes anxiety attacks and increased 
sweating in humans. Zinc deficiency ultimately 
leads to schizophrenia. Based on this 
information, the question we have to ask 
ourselves is whether animals might also suffer 
from psychological problems caused by 
malnutrition. We know for a fact that parallels 
are possible. 

Bad digestion has almost the same effects as 
mind-altering drugs 

Insufficient amounts of roughages, too much 
grain and protein or toxic fermentation of 
silage may lead to problems in the horse’s 
nervous system. High amounts of grain 
ultimately cause an increase in cortisol levels 
in the blood which in turn could result in 
nerve damage and interference with mood 
and memory. If the horse is fed too much 
grain, the amount of grain starch flooding the 
colon will lead to chemical reactions 
producing alcohol and causing long-term 
problems. Excessive amounts of protein 
cannot be absorbed by the small intestine and 
will be processed by bacteria in the colon. This 
leads to uncontrolled growth of biogenic 
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amines such as histamine, cadaverine, and 
tyramine, which seem to have the same effect 
as mind-altering drugs and might cause odd 
behavior. 

Feed-based nerve toxins drive horses crazy 

Oftentimes, horses are fed low-quality hay 
that is contaminated with mold, yeast or toxic 
bacteria. Mold metabolites, so-called 
aflatoxins, are some of the most common 
nerve toxins. Unfortunately, contamination 
problems also occur with regard to grains. 
Oats are especially prone to mold and, 
therefore, have gained a bad reputation. An 
insufficient amount of hay in the horse’s diet 
causes hyperacidity because, according to 
naturopathy, hay increases the base-level in 
feed and helps keep the pH of the intestines 
neutral. Hyperacidity, on the other hand, leads 
to irritability and bad mood in the long run. 
Feedstuffs contaminated with mold, mites and 
bacteria damage more than just digestive and 
immune systems. When the horse’s 
detoxification organs break them down, there 
often are negative consequences. 

Damage to detoxification organs 

Long-term protein oversupply, contaminated 
feed, obesity or infection may lead to liver and 
kidney insufficiency. If detoxification organs 
do not work adequately, toxins and 
metabolites the body is supposed to get rid of 
remain in the blood stream and accumulate in 
the brain. Lack of concentration and the 
oddest behavior can be the result. 

Irregularities in carbohydrate digestion 

Deficiencies with regard to the trace minerals 
zinc, manganese or chromium can result in 
irregularities in carbohydrate digestion and, 
therefore, in decreased performance which 
puts a strain on the nervous system. If you 
feed the horse a high amount of 
carbohydrates, you increase its need for B 
vitamins. 

B vitamins – nerve vitamins 

The good news is that horses can synthesize 
water-soluble vitamins themselves, most 
importantly B vitamins, which are produced by 

the horse’s intestinal flora. High-performance 
horses need more vitamins belonging to the 
vitamin B complex, especially vitamins B1 and 
B6, which stabilize the nervous system. In 
order to synthesize these vitamins, however, 
the horse needs healthy intestines, a balanced 
intestinal flora and a correct ratio of 
roughages and grains. Unfortunately, we can 
often find a disproportion with regard to this 
ratio in horses that have increased energy 
requirements as people feed them too much 
grain. The horse’s small intestine can no 
longer metabolize the entire amount of grain 
starch and protein. Undigested feed enters 
the colon where it changes the intestinal flora 
and impairs vitamin B production. Deficiency 
symptoms are the result. 

No cobalt, no nerves 

In order to produce vitamin B12 itself, the 
horse needs cobalt, a trace mineral. Cobalt-
deficiency or irregularities of the intestinal 
flora will prevent B12 synthesis. As a result, 
the production of nerve cell membranes will 
deteriorate, which leads to impairment of 
nerve function and maybe even inexplicable 
confusion. 

Sugar and starch – nerve killers? 

Sugar and starch will only make you happy for 
a short period of time. In the long run, they 
will deplete your vitamin B1 deposits. A 
thymine deficiency – another name for 
vitamin B1 – can lead to confusion, mind-
numbness and disorientation. Bran is 
particularly high in vitamin B1, especially rice 
bran. However, thymine metabolism is loosely 
connected to the trace mineral manganese, 
which is why a deficiency in manganese may 
indirectly lead to decreased stress resistance. 

Mood booster 

Pyridoxine, also known as vitamin B6, is one of 
the indispensable aides in converting 
tryptophan to serotonin. Serotonin is a nerve 
hormone and often considered a mind 
booster. Grains, in particular, contain high 
concentrations of vitamin B6, which works 
hand in hand with zinc concerning various 
psychological and neurological symptoms. 
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Magnesium – more than just beneficial to 
muscles 

The macromineral magnesium commonly has 
a special importance with regard to 
musclemetabolism. Magnesium deficiencies 
can also be diagnosed by observing behavioral 
changes. If human beings or horses suffer 
from such a deficiency, they tend to be fearful 
and nervous. Young horses are especially 
prone to this condition when they are being 
started under saddle, getting acquainted with 
a trailer or take part in a competition for the 
first time. New impressions lead to an increase 
of adrenaline levels and trigger lipolysis (fatty 
acid metabolism). Free fatty acids irreversibly 
attach to magnesium, which is then lost. Fear 
and tension in the horse often leads to 
punishments, which in turn increases stress. 
Stress induces the body to break down even 
more magnesium. This is why it makes sense 
to generally increase the amount of 
magnesium you feed young horses while at 
the same time providing them with a stress-
free environment. Natural sources of 
magnesium are linseed (5g/kg), wheat bran 
(4,6g/kg) and brewer’s yeast (2,3g/kg). 

“Seeing ghosts” – a dietary issue? 

A horse that walks past a blue barrel 25 times 
without any problems but makes a big fuss 
about it the 26th time presents a typical 
example of zinc deficiency. Since the eye of a 
horse contains high amounts of zinc, 
deficiencies can lead to visual misjudgments. 
A lack of zinc can also cause the same 
symptoms of anxiety as a lack of magnesium, 
so only blood tests will tell you for sure what 
your horse actually suffers from. There are no 
single feedstuffs particularly high in zinc, 
which is why you should give special 
supplements especially during shedding. 
Mineral deficiencies are more common than 
you might think. Only recently, scientists 
discovered that more than forty percent of 
horses suffer from lack of zinc (which was 
believed to be impossible only ten years ago). 

Manganese – completely underappreciated 

Manganese is one of the most 
underappreciated trace minerals and of great 

importance to the nervous system. 
Manganese deficiency prevents the processing 
of vitamin B1 and can, therefore, lead to nerve 
damage. Traditional scientists like to claim 
that the horse’s requirements are met, which 
is true as long as the hay it eats contains 
enough manganese. Unfortunately, hay 
quality varies extremely, which inevitably 
leads to deficiencies. Additional factors are: 
farmers usually use high amounts of lime 
fertilizer, manganese gets filtered out of our 
drinking water (in order to prevent well 
erosion) and feeding bone meal to horses is 
prohibited (bones store manganese!). 

Herbs for strong nerves 

It has been proven that herbs such as valerian, 
hops, balm, lavender and St. John"s-wort 
soothe and relax the nerves. Unfortunately, 
many herbs have ended up on the list of 
doping substances, which might be justified 
since the actual cause of irregularities of the 
nervous system often is malnutrition. People 
should treat their horses first and foremost by 
providing them with high quality feed and 
respective supplements. 

Think first before using violence 

Maybe you could sometimes just hold on for a 
second and consider if the horse has acted 
willfully or if it has different reasons for not 
doing what you wanted it to do. Psychological 
issues caused by a horse’s diet can quickly be 
cured. Both horse and owner will feel better 
as a result. 

A diet to strengthen your horse’s nerves 

First of all, you need to check the amount and 
the quality of roughages you feed your horse. 
You should provide it with at least 1.2 kg of 
hay per 100 kg of the horse’s weight. If 
necessary, feed 3 kg of straw as well. Hay 
should be of impeccable quality, which means 
free of mold and other germs. How much 
grain a horse should receive depends on its 
performance and how much work it has to do. 

Check how well grains have been processed 

Commercial, premixed feeds containing high 
amounts of barley, corn, spelt or wheat need 
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to be sufficiently hydrothermally processed, 
flaked and air-popped. This is why you should 
stay away from cheap mueslis or mixtures you 
made yourself. You should not try to save 
costs by accepting low quality processing. 

If you feed your horse too much grain or if the 
grain is insufficiently processed, the digestive 
enzymes in the small intestine are incapable 
of completely digesting the contained starch. 
As a result, the starch enters the colon and is 
metabolized by microorganisms which, in 
turn, causes hyperacidity, toxic fermentation, 
increased toxicity and, finally, massive damage 
to the microflora responsible for endogenous 
vitamin B synthesis. B vitamins are important 
to keep nerves functional. 

Improve digestion while paying attention to 
mineral intake If its digestion works fine, the 
horse will feel good and have strong nerves. If 
you decide to feed your horse premixed feeds 
(often oats-based), make sure that they 
contain sprouts, herbs, yeast and malt as 
these components help improve digestion. 
You need to pay attention to the mineral 
content, too, since recommended serving 
sizes of most premixed feeds are based on the 
assumption that you feed your horse at least 
3-5 kg of the mix per day – only then will its 
mineral requirements be met. Most people 
feed smaller amounts, though, or add oats 
and other grains. Premixed feeds should be 
treated as supplements “supplementing” oats. 
This is why you should read the food label on 

the feed bag and follow the serving size 
recommendations. If necessary, switch to a 
more nutritious feed higher in vitamins and 
minerals. 

Caption p. 56: In the past (and probably also in 
the future), it was possible to give horses pain 
medication in order to make them feel better. 

Caption p. 57: A nutritious diet can help 
prevent blackouts such as this one during the 
Olympic Games. 
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magazine page 60 

The Perfect Gait 

Criterion of Looseness 

“Horses displaying irregular gaits have not 
learned in their basic training how to move in 
a relaxed manner. Instead, they were 
introduced to dressage exercises all too soon.” 
Udo Bürger, Vollendete Reitkunst 

Excerpt from Erich Glahn’s Reitkunst am 
Scheideweg (1956): “The Germans are right by 

saying that the value and importance of a 
‘perfect gait’ must never be diminished – not 
even by otherwise excellent performances in 
dressage. As a result, in February 1953, the 
German Judge Association for Riding passed a 
law in order to preserve this sentiment. They 
were unmistakably demanding that flawless 
gaits were more important than anything else 
… … This is what will be discussed here. Did 
the judges simply mean rhythmical gaits? Not 
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at all! Even if a gait is rhythmical, it can still be 
flawed from a rider’s perspective if the horse’s 
strides or back muscles are tense and the 
horse avoids carrying the weight of its rider 
relaxed and willingly. The terms ‘perfect’ or 
‘pure’ in the classical sense may only be 
applied to gaits/movements that come with a 
loose and elastic back swinging underneath 
and towards the rider’s backside. Only a horse 
that derives its forward thrust from its 
hindquarters – irrespective of what degree – 
will be able to use its back muscles 
accordingly. Its great forward thrust and 
carrying power serve their purpose as they 
can be passed on from hindquarters to back to 
neck all the way to the poll.” 

Commentary on the German riding theory by 
Host Niemack made during one of his 
seminars: “The correct and natural way to 
move, which is given to a horse by birth, 
represents only part of what we commonly 
understand by ‘perfect gait’. A gait can be 
both rhythmical and flawed if the horse’s back 
muscles are tensed up. Your horse will only be 
able to develop flawless movements if its back 
is relaxed and flexible. You want your horse to 
be powered by its hindquarters and to 
correctly and truly develop forward thrust. If it 
appears as if the hindquarters are being pulled 
forward by the forehand, you have living proof 
of incorrect schooling, of a method that 
influences your horse from front to back 
instead of from back to front. Or put 
differently, you ask more with your reins than 
you push your horse forward with your legs 
and weight.” Hans von Heydebreck: The 
German dressage test, 1943 „The result of a 
back that is relaxed and flexible but also 
provides enough support for the horse’s limbs 
is an impulsive gait, which leads the horse to 
take confident steps and strides and to push 
off elastically. If the horse’s back is to move in 
this way, the horse needs to willingly let its 
entire body follow suit and be completely free 
of pressure. Tense, twitching leg movements 
are signs of negative tension, which usually 
originates in the back. If a horse lifts its 
forelegs really high and thrusts them forward 
in flashy movements, it may still lack 
impulsion … … By looking at the rider’s 
posture, an expert can quickly draw 
conclusions as to the horse’s quality of 

movements. You will only be able to 
comfortably and correctly sit if your horse is 
relaxed and shows impulsion.” With 
statements like these you could fill many 
Magazine pages. Therefore, to sum up, we can 
say: a flawless gait is of primary importance 
and characterized by a relaxed horse, which 
allows impulsion to go through its body from 
hindquarters to poll. The only question is, 
however: Can you still find this today? Is 
looseness still a priority of schooling and 
competing? Wherever you turn, you will see 
horses moving at arrhythmic beats – not just 
at local competitions but also at an 
international level. The conclusion we can 
draw from this is that looseness does not have 
the same significance anymore that past 
masters of riding and the Training Scale are 
demanding it should have. It is no longer 
regarded as an essential basis for all training. 
As a starting point for related discussions, we 
need to take a look at the three basic gaits. 
Walk Walk is a four-beat gait in eight 
sequences with no suspension phase. We 
differentiate between collected walk, medium 
walk and extended walk. A good walk should 
cover as much ground as possible, be 
controlled and rhythmical. You as a rider need 
to allow the horse’s natural nodding and 
shaking of its head and neck if you want to 
preserve its naturally supple walk. At the same 
time, your horse needs to stay in correct and 
constant contact to your hands, its noseline 
being slightly in front of the vertical. If your 
hands are insensitive and pull backwards while 
your reins are too short, your horse’s back will 
tense up and the nodding and shaking of the 
neck will stop because they have become 
impossible. If your horse is tensed up, the 
eight sequences of a correct walk will slowly 
change and eventually become lateral 
(“lateralization” of walk, cf. Gerd 
Heuschmann). Your horse does no longer 
move rhythmically. At the end of this slippery 
slope, your horse will end up going pace. A 
change in the quality of a horse’s walk always 
gives us clues as to the quality of its basic 
training. Leg mover or back mover – puller or 
pusher. More and more horses participating in 
dressage competitions show the tendency of 
not being able to take one single controlled 
and rhythmicalstep anymore. The source of all 
evil is an insensitive and rough hand on the 
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part of the rider and overbending 
(rollkur/hyperflexion) of the horse’s neck as 
well as la ck of and/or incorrect aids given by 
the rider, who constantly demands a pace that 
is too fast and puts way too much pressure on 
the horse. The result: A horse unable to relax 
under its rider – neither psychologically nor 
physically. Trot Trot is a two-beat gait in four 
sequences including a suspension phase. The 
paired diagonal feet strike and leave the 
ground evenly and simultaneously. We 
differentiate between working trot, collected 
trot, medium trot and extended trot. A horse 
with a good and rhythmical trot swings its 
hindlegs far forward underneath its center of 
gravity.  

Its conformation allows it to elastically reach 
forward with its frontlegs while the movement 
originates in its shoulders. We do not want to 
see a horse that stretches its forelegs as if in 
seizure because as a result, its forelegs would 
no longer move parallel to its hindlegs (ideal). 
Neither do we want a horse that shuffles or is 
completely tense as this would imply negative 
tension. Same as in walk, rhythm is of primary 
importance in the horse’s correct schooling. 
Disturbances of rhythm and negative tension 
are caused by: # the reins being too short and 
the rider’s hand being insensitive and rough; # 
the pace being too fast throughout; #absolute 
elevation or overbending; # the horse avoiding 
the rider’s weight by pressing down its back 
muscles and back; # the horse’s neck being 
held too high and falsely bent; # the rider 
sitting incorrectly; # the horse being tense and 
unable to relax neither psychologically nor 
physically. Canter In canter, your horse is 
supposed to show lots of impulsion as we are 
dealing with a three-beat gait in six sequences 
with a distinct suspension phase. When inside 
hindleg and outside foreleg touch the ground 
simultaneously, your horse’s outside hindleg is 
supposed to eagerly reach forward 
underneath the center of gravity and push 
your horse off with an uphill tendency. We 
want to see a horse that strides forward 
harmoniously with impulsion, whose canter 
strides are round, elastic and relaxed, covering 
lots of ground, and whose back muscles are 
supple. In the systematic schooling of canter, 
your horse’s naturally powerful forward thrust 
represents the basis from where to further 

develop its impulsion. Well-planned schooling 
improves the quality of canter. In canter, the 
lumbar spine is being exercised more than in 
any other gait; the degree of motion is highest 
(extension – flexion).  

False or flawed training methods, in particular, 
can ruin a good canter as they lead to negative 
tension and cramps. In the beginning, 
common signs are: the horse becomes short in 
the neck, moves on the forehand, nods in the 
poll, canters on two tracks, is incapable of 
carrying more weight on its hindquarters, 
partially refuses work. Another reason for why 
canter quality might worsen is that you asked 
your horse for too much collection too early 
on in its training. At the same time, you 
created too much absolute elevation. The 
conclusion we can draw from the a bove is: if 
you are using the wrong training method, the 
amount of ground a horse covers decreases 
noticeably and its uphill tendency vanishes 
while many horses start running away from 
underneath their riders. They just transition to 
trot or change to disunited canter. A formerly 
rhythmical canter turns into one with low 
strides and a short suspension phase. The 
hindlegs do not reach forward as much while 
the horse’s expressiveness decreases. If you 
do not stop this negative process, your horse 
will end up with a flat and short canter with 
hardly any impulsive strides. The three-beat 
gait turns into a four-beat gait.  

We interviewed Franz-Karl Peiss, Dr. Karl 
Blobel and Rien van der Schaft and asked 
them about the current situation. Franz-Karl 
Peiss Franz-Karl Peiss was born on 01 May 
1934, in Duisburg-Hamborn, Germany. On 04 
March 1955, he passed his riding instructor’s 
exams in Münster, Germany, after having 
trained with famous German rider Paul 
Stecken. In 1956, he became a national judge 
before advancing to international FEI judge for 
dressage and eventing in 1966. He served as 
trainer of the state eventing team of 
Rhineland, Germany. In 1977, he became 
chairman of the German National Equestrian 
Federation (FN), where he was responsible for 
education and training of riders. Peiss also 
served as chairman of the DOKR (German 
Olympic Equestrian Committee) till 1997. 
Between 1967 and 2004, he actively engaged 
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in local politics. Other activities included 
choosing the German equipe to go to the 1972 
Olympics in Munich, Germany. In 1994, he 
was partly responsible for organizing the 
World Eventing Championships in Den Haag, 
The Netherlands. He initiated and chaired the 
task group “Ethical Principles for Horse 
Enthusiasts”. Peiss was awarded the Officer"s 
Cross of the Order of Merit of the Federal 
Republic of Germany and a sports award by 
the state of North Rhine-Westphalia. He won 
the Golden Riding Award and became an 
honorary member of the FN’s Rhineland 
department. Dr. Karl Blobel As a veterinary 
specialized in equine health, Dr. “Kalle” Blobel, 
who was born in 1934, served as team vet for 
the German national teams for 27 years. He 
took care of the teams’ horses during ten 
European Championships, five World 
Championships and six Olympics. He was born 
in the Silesian city of Waltersdorf (formerly 
German, now Polish) as the son of a 
veterinary. In 1952, he fled through the 
Brandenburg Gate into West Berlin. At the age 
of 22, Dr. Blobel had already earned a 
university degree and become a vet. Shortly 
after opening his own practice in Ahrensburg, 
Germany, Dr. Blobel was appointed team 
veterinary in 1970. At first, he was responsible 
for the horses of all three Olympic disciplines, 
before focusing only on the eventing team 
from 1976 till 1996. Dr. Blobel serves as 
lecturer at the University of Kiel, Germany, 
and has become well-known for his advocacy 
of animal protection with a focus on horses. In 
addition to numerous publications, seminars 
and lectures on the topic, he was a main 
driving force in appointing animal protection 
representatives in the riding clubs of the 
various counties of each German state. In 
1994, he was awarded the Golden Riding 
Cross before receiving the Cross of the Order 
of Merit of the Federal Republic of Germany in 
1998. Rien van der Schaft Rien van der Schaft 
was born in the Netherlands in 1954, where 
he later passed his riding instructor’s exams. 
In 1979, he participated in a Grand Prix test 
for the first time. Van der Schaft used to be a 
member of the Dutch national team for four 
years and successfully took part in many 
international events and championships. For a 
long period of time, he trained judges himself 
and managed the Dutch “Future Cadre” for 

two years. He has been running his own 
internationally recognized dressage training 
facility for 25 years. # Is dressage riding 
developing in the right direction? Franz-Karl 
Peiss: Because of the wonderful success 
German riders and breeders have had in the 
past, a content-focused discussion about our 
riding methods has been impossible so far – 
People were saying: “We are winning, aren’t 
we?” Now that other nations are winning 
against us, the discussion and with it the 
question “Why?” have come to the forefront.  

To most people, the German riding theory and 
the Principles of Riding are nothing more than 
the wishes of idealists! Incorrect rein contact, 
looseness rarely seen and new terms coined 
to make negative developments sound nice 
are mere cover-ups for us to feel better. What 
did Horst Niemack used to say? “The posture 
of the horse’s head and neck are like a hand 
on a clock indicating if all work has been done 
properly!” Time and again, we have seen 
artists who believed to be able to push their 
horses to an even higher level. This has always 
happened at the expense of the horse’s health 
and satisfaction! Currently, we can also find 
riders going in the wrong direction with regard 
to training methods and judges either 
forgetting or not knowing that the direction is 
wrong! In order to return to the traditional 
principles of riding, we need to demand: Back 
to what we have inherited! Dr. Karl Blobel: 
The ultimate goal of any form of riding should 
be perfect understanding and harmony 
between horse and rider. The road towards it 
is very rocky. Especially dressage knows how 
to use the horse’s abilities, its learning abilities 
and memory skills to its advantage. In this 
way, riders can reduce the intensity of their 
aids in the course of the horse’s schooling 
because through the learning process the 
horse already knows what is expected of it. If 
the rider applies the proper aids and has 
schooled the horse correctly, the horse will 
understand what its rider expects of it through 
the slightest changes in, for example, leg 
positioning or weight, etc. Unfortunately, 
there is a discrepancy between theoretical 
goal and putting it into practice. At the 
moment, many riders are still using 
punishment to reach their goals, which 
negatively magnifies their aids. Thus, riders 
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often cause fear and pain in the horse, which 
is wrong. You can and should add praise and 
positive reinforcement to the training of your 
horse. Progress might take a little longer, but 
it is real. Money-making, pressure to succeed 
and coercion, however, challenge this 
approach. A horse is able to learn a lot during 
its first couple of years in training if you 
shower it with praise and show 
understanding. This approach, however, many 
riders and breeders do not follow because 
they are ignorant or lack understanding. Our 
motto should be: “Turn away from 
punishment and towards praise.” If the 
training of your horse is based on coercion, 
pressure and fear, your horse will suffer over 
time. You need to know, for example, that in 
dressage the horse uses muscles it would not 
otherwise use. Using these muscles leads to 
soreness or pain, respectively. Once the pain 
becomes too much for your horse to take, it is 
going to refuse your commands. This is not to 
say that your horse does not want to work for 
you, the demands simply are too high – 
psychologically and physically. If, for example, 
you want to school half-passes, you need to 
be aware of one thing: if you practiced them 
the day before and today they do not turn out 
as well, this is not to say that your horse does 
not want to do half-passes but that it is in 
pain. Muscle soreness. If you keep on riding, 
your horse is going to get scared. Over the last 
thirty to forty years, dressage riding in general 
has become better and better. Today, people 
invest more time thinking about what riding 
actually means. They pay more attention to 
animal protection.  

However, riders need to be made even more 
aware of how to properly treat today’s highly 
sensitive horses. One of the most important 
findings is that using pain and pressure in 
order to achieve results does not work at all. A 
high percentage of the conditions and 
symptoms we know today are caused by 
incorrect riding and training. As a result, many 
young horses are already impaired. In addition 
to mistakes made by riders, incorrect stabling 
adds to the unhealthy condition of our horses. 
They often are not turned out long enough. 
Horses spend 23 hours a day in their stalls, 
and when they are allowed outside, their 
muscles are tensed up. As a result, they will be 

tense under saddle and when they are 
brought back into their stalls. At competitions 
at local level, where riders still use a lot of 
pressure and physical strength to control their 
horses, it is the judges’ responsibility to stop 
these false methods. Incorrect rhythm, for 
example, would be a chance for them to give a 
bad grade and signal riders: “What you are 
doing is wrong!” Rien van der Schaft: In the 
Netherlands, I am known for harshly criticizing 
today’s riding methods, and since I am a judge 
myself, I sanction incorrect riding accordingly. 
I keep criticizing riders working their horses in 
absolute elevation (head elevated, short in the 
neck) and those applying hyperflexion 
(overbending). In addition, treating your horse 
roughly and with force is surely the wrong way 
to go, in my opinion. We get to see this quite 
often nowadays. In the past, there simply 
were not that many riders capable of 
competing at a high level. Consequently, we 
did not see as many bad performances while 
people paid more attention to the horses’ 
being supple and loose.  

Nowadays, more riders aim at presenting their 
horses in a spectacular way instead of 
focusing on suppleness. Even worse, many of 
them have developed methods that allow 
them to make their incorrect riding style seem 
acceptable and to win competitions in this 
way. Many riders do not invest enough 
thought in the theoretical basics of riding and 
horses. In addition, riders on solid, well-ridden 
horses do not stand a chance at competitions 
anymore. Since horses, their conformation 
and their abilities in general have become so 
much better, you need to ride a horse that 
moves even more spectacularly in order to be 
noticed. If you do not have an exceptional 
horse, I believe that even today, you still need 
to be a good rider in order to stay successful in 
the long run. # “A correct gait is the most 
important thing”, is what people keep 
demanding insistently. Based on this demand, 
what would have to change in order for us to 
be able to see rhythmic movements in 
dressage competitions again? Franz-Karl Peiss: 
At this point, I would like to quote Heinz-
Dieter Donner who used to occupy a leading 
position at the FN for many years: Riders 
practice what is tested at a competition! At 
the moment, the FN is developing new tests 
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for dressage competitions, which need to 
show clearly how to proceed in training: # 
Have all six steps of the Training Scale been 
completed correctly? # Is the horse in front of 
the rider’s aids, i.e., moving easily and obeying 
the aids? # Does the rider get a chance to 
apply forward-driving aids? Riders, who put 
these demands into practice – from Training 
Level all the way to Fourth –, will be able to 
finally present supple horses with correct and 
rhythmical gaits again! Dr. Karl Blobel: Walk, 
in particular, serves as a decisive indicator of a 
healthy horse and correct training. If rhythm is 
disturbed, we must not blame it on the horse 
but on the rider and trainer. In this case, the 
horse is not relaxed and supple. We need to 
work on this and judges need to sanction it 
more strongly. Especially back muscles serve a 
central function. A horse needs to push itself 
forward with its hindquarters (pusher – back 
mover) instead of pulling itself with its 
forehand (puller – leg mover). You need to be 
aware that back muscles (from withers to 
croup) need about three years in order to be 
able to withstand the strains of riding.  

Only at that point, the horse’s back is 
reasonably stable and strong. However, these 
muscles are particularly difficult to build up 
because the activity of the muscle cells needs 
to be trained. The final goal is to achieve a 
certain mobility that allows movements to 
flow from back to front. As part of the horse’s 
weekly training plan, it needs to be taken on 
swift trail rides and gallop as much as possible 
at least twice. This procedure builds up 
strength in its back muscles. Difficult exercises 
such as one-tempi changes put extreme strain 
on these muscles. If you train them incorrectly 
over a longer period of time, your horse will 
suffer from back pain. It would be best to 
school one-tempi changes once a week and 
then give the muscles a chance to regenerate 
for the rest of the week. As a consequence, 
exercises such as flying changes will improve 
without causing your horse pain or putting it 
under pressure. A horse will willingly work 
with you if it is not in pain or fear. You can also 
school more advanced exercises with young 
horses as long as work remains playful. 
Everything else like “too much – too quickly”, 
punishment, etc. endangers correct gaits. Rien 
van der Schaft: Correct gaits should be our 

most important criterion, and if we are able to 
preserve it during training, we have done 
everything right. It is actually pretty simple. If 
the Training Scale serves as the basis of our 
training, we are always on the right path! 

# How significant is the Training Scale? Karl-
Franz Peiss: What does the HDV 12 [German 
army service regulations enacted in 1912] and 
its revision of 1937 tell us about The Training 
Scale? It has been proven to be the most 
horse-friendly and successful schooling 
system! Studying the HDV 12 without paying 
attention to the military aspects and taking 
the characteristics of our modern riding horse 
into consideration, you may modernize but 
not change its content. The Training Scale 
needs to remain the central theme of all 
schooling, applying to young horses that have 
just been started under saddle all the way to 
the ones winning championships. Felix 
Bürkner once remarked: “It is important that I 
can always imagine my Fourth Level horse as 
just having been started under saddle!” Horst 
Niemack once said: “With regard to riding, we 
do not have to invent anything new, we just 
have to preserve what has been proven 
useful!” Dr. Karl Blobel: The Training Scale 
represents the best training method there is. 
Many riders do not understand the Training 
Scale because their trainers have not taught 
them about its importance and significance 
with regard to keeping a horse healthy. On an 
international level, sports horses are growing 
older and older. This shows us that there are 
riders who have understood and are working 
with the Training Scale, thus keeping their 
horses healthy and able to perform. 

“Looseness” is a decisive step in the Training 
Scale and inevitably connected to the horse’s 
health and the rhythm of movement. Rien van 
der Schaft: The Training Scale represents the 
central theme of all horse training. We can 
only work with a horse if we understand and 
follow the Training Scale. Riders spend less 
and less time thinking about riding as a whole. 
Since theory is boring to them, they hardly 
ever read. However, if you want to 
understand riding and school your horse 
correctly, you need to read and study. In 
today’s world, everything has gotten more 
superficial and quick, a phenomenon that has 
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also had an influence on riding. People forget 
that you can only become a good rider and 
trainer if you invest lots of time and patience 
in your work – and that sometimes, you need 
to put your own wishes and goals last in order 
to be successful. # In your opinion, what 
responsibilities should judges have? Franz-Karl 
Peiss: At the annual meeting of the German 
Judge Association for Riding in Celle, 
Germany, in 1953, Gustav Rau said: “German 
dressage judges carry most of the 
responsibility of defending and preserving our 
training system. They need to be our guards. 
Every single one of them needs to have been 
raised, schooled and trained exactly according 
to traditional principles in order to objectively 
question every category of science and all 
research. With regard to dressage, we are 
willing to carefully test all suggestions while 
never losing sight of what we have and what 
we do best that led German dressage riding to 
prosper and influence all other equestrian 
disciplines.” Dr. Karl Blobel: Judges have the 
huge responsibility of preserving the direction 
and ultimate goal of dressage riding. The 
highest objective: Judges need to be aware 
that harmony and understanding between 
horse and rider are mandatory. If they do not 
take this into consideration, we are moving in 
the wrong direction. Judges need to know that 
a horse must be relaxed and supple right from 
the beginning of a test. If it is not, its 
looseness will not improve during the test so 
its rider should receive an appropriately bad 
grade. Rien van der Schaft: The problem is 
that many riders and judges have never ridden 
a relaxed and supple horse themselves. This 
makes it hard for them to determine whether 
a horse is tense or not. They do not 
differentiate between spectacularly tense and 
spectacularly supple … Even if at home you 
work your horse under the objective of 
achieving looseness, during competitions this 
does not matter to many judges. Warm-up 
ring stewards and judges also have a 
responsibility in this regard. Even if wrong 
behavior in the warm-up ring would not result 
in disqualification, stewards and judges have 
the responsibility of telling the rider what he 
did wrong. Horses that are tense and stressed 
out during warm-up will not be able to 
perform in a relaxed manner during the test. 
As you can see, we need to make public 

changes to competitions and events (i.e., on a 
higher level) in order to also influence the 
grassroots of equitation. # What task do 
trainers/training have to fulfill in this regard? 
Franz-Karl Peiss: We are dealing with an awful 
vicious circle in which trainers train what 
judges usually award the most points and 
praise the winners for. Luckily, there still are 
some trainers who are living and training 
according to the traditional riding principles – 
unfortunately, this does not go without saying 
anymore. This leads us back to the issue of the 
judges’ responsibilities. Do not get me wrong: 
not all of them are unqualified, but they often 
are not courageous enough. We have to 
admit, though, that not all trainers and judges 
can be perfect! Dr. Karl Blobel: Our training 
method should constantly be checked. You 
need (to learn) to see riding as a whole! With 
regard to schooling horses, this implies praise 
instead of punishment. Another important 
aspect is the connection between training and 
money-making, which is a huge dilemma. The 
earlier a horse is successful, the more money 
you can make with it. The well-being of the 
horse hardly ever matters. Rien van der 
Schaft: Exercises actually just serve the 
purpose of gymnasticizing a horse, building up 
its muscles and keeping it healthy. If done 
correctly, they preserve correct rhythm of 
movements. 

Today’s training needs to teach this piece of 
knowledge more clearly and emphasize it. As a 
trainer, you also are a role model – anytime, 
anywhere. Since you are always the center of 
attention, you need to be aware of your 
behavior because your students will follow 
your lead and do as you do! In order to be 
able to teach correctly, you also have to brush 
up on theoretical knowledge and invest in 
further training (even as a riding instructor). 
You will only be able to understand riding in 
its entirety if you possess the respective 
theoretical background knowledge. This also 
includes that you as an instructor have the 
necessary teaching abilities and interpersonal 
skills to teach a student how to ride. If you 
want to change in that direction, you should 
not stop competing but keep at it and be a 
role model. Not only judges but also trainers 
need to know that problems with regard to 
schooling and training must be recognized and 
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solved. # In what way is the rider’s seat 
responsible for preserving correct rhythm? 
Franz-Karl Peiss: Seat indeed! Today, every 
novice rider picks an Olympic rider as a role 
model, also with regard to posture. 
Unfortunately, current role models do not 
comply with the ideal. Anky van Grunsven’s 
upper body, for example, often is far behind 
the vertical, which indicates that her pelvis 
cannot follow the horse’s movements. As a 
result, the aids she applies with her hands are 
incorrect, which makes her unworthy of being 
a role model. Of course, there are very many 
riders with a good seat! However, famous 
riders have a great influence, also with regard 
to posture. Paul Stecken used to teach his 
students: “Ankle joint – knee joint – hip joint – 
shoulder joint – elbow joint – wrist joint NEED 
TO BE RELAXED as a prerequisite for correct 
riding and in order for the rider to get a 
chance to apply forward-driving aids. Only 
then will the horse be able to relax as well!” 
Dr. Karl Blobel: In order to sit correctly, you 
need to equally use the areas left and right of 
your spine, i.e., your back muscles. If, for 
example, you tend to put more weight on your 
left side, your horse’s back muscles will 
develop unevenly, which in turn influences its 
cervical spine, its sacroiliac joint, etc. Your 
posture influences everything: the entire 
horse, all riding. One of the shortcomings of 
today’s dressage riding is that basic skills such 
as a correct seat no longer possess central 
meaning anymore. In the past, they were 
considered the basis of all riding. Rien van der 
Schaft: The rider’s seat represents the basis of 
all riding and training of a horse. If your 
posture is not correct and flexible, you will not 
be able to ride correctly. An important part of 
good instruction is to steadily correct the 
rider’s posture even at an advanced level. If 
the rider is not relaxed, the horse cannot be 
either. # According to what has been 
discussed so far, what significance do modern 
riding horses with their excellent riding 
characteristics and current breeding programs 
have? Franz-Karl Peiss: By giving us the horse, 
God has entrusted us with a patient and highly 
qualified partner. Our breeders keep giving us 
wonderfully talented creatures for which we 
as horse people take over the responsibility 
(cf. “Ethical Principles for Horse Enthusiasts”). 
Recognizing a horse’s talent, cultivating its 

character and willingness to perform, 
improving its weaknesses, and winning its 
trust and obedience are what make riding a 
unique sport. Dr. Karl Blobel: Conformation 
faults, especially in the hindquarters, caused 
by current breeding programs, often lead to 
early physical wear and tear. 

Since lots of riders and trainers cannot detect 
these faults, they pave the way for conditions 
that would normally only attack older horses. 
In addition, today’s horses are much more 
sensitive and less resistant to mistakes caused 
by rider and training method. Rien van der 
Schaft: In comparison to the past, today’s 
horses are already born with high quality and 
riding disposition.  

This means that we have to adapt our training 
methods to today’s horses. In the past, horses 
often showed conformation faults and were 
less sensitive, which might have equipped 
them to better deal with mistakes made in 
their training. If a horse was not relaxed, 
riders simply accepted that it did not stretch 
its head and neck downwards. Today, it is 
easier to simply substitute physical strength 
for looseness. However, the result will always 
be: loss of rhythm! Conclusion: Franz-Karl 
Peiss: My wish for all people responsible for 
horses and riding principles is best expressed 
by the famous poet Goethe: “What you did 
inherit from your ancestors do study it to 
really make it you own.” Breeders, riders, 
trainers. Owners, judges, event organizers, 
media representatives, and all horse 
enthusiasts must work together. Do not sugar-
coat anything but touch on the sensitive issue 
and take the necessary steps! To sum up, 
remember this for selfmonitoring: 

Taking the reins forward and down! During a 
training session, do this exercise at least twice 
in walk, trot and canter and, of course, once 
again at the end. Keep rhythm and pace 
constant while allowing your horse to stretch 
its neck and nose forward-downwards till 
about shoulder-joint or mid-breast height. If 
this always works out correctly, you are on the 
right path! 

Dr. Karl Blobel: We need to constantly monitor 
our training methods. Do not just put an effort 



 

Piaffe in English - magazine translation for the international reader - © by WuWei Verlag, Germany. -  www.Wu-Wei-Verlag.com Page 33 

into your horse’s development but also in 
your own. Knowing about the horse as a 
whole represents a decisive aspect of correct 
training and contributes to animal protection. 
What I just said gets to the heart of the issue. 
We need to always ask ourselves what is right 
and what is wrong and touch on the sensitive 
issues. At the same time, however, we must 
not constantly attack or provoke others as this 
leads nowhere. Generalizations are also 
counterproductive since each rider and each 
horse is different. Many people do many 
things the right way. We should also recognize 
this. Rien van der Schaft: Currently, more and 
more strange training methods are surfacing. 
Self-proclaimed gurus are delighting the 
equestrian community and gathering 

followers. Methods are being developed, 
which have nothing to do with the Principles 
of Riding anymore. In such a situation, how 
are riders supposed to tell right from wrong? 
We all have the responsibility to remember 
the classical principles of riding and to publicly 
advocate it. This is why it is so important for 
all people who possess relevant knowledge 
and experience to pass it on. If you want to 
change how things are going, you need to be 
visible to the public, to keep competing and, 
thus, become a role model. In this way, we 
can get the ball rolling again. Quite frankly, all 
of us are partly responsible for the current 
situation. Trainers, judges, moneymaking, and 
riders alike. 

Interview conducted by Anne Schmatelka 
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Open letter to the FEI 

Open Letter as of December 18th, 2009 

 

FEI - German National Equestrian Federation (FN) - German National Horse Judges Association 

To whom it may concern. 

More than two years have passed since I sent my last letter to you. I have neither received a reply 
nor have I gotten the feeling that you have actually looked into and dealt with all those questions 
that – it seems to me – have become really urgent and important by now. Decades ago, you chose or, 
for that matter, started tolerating a way of schooling and training horses that values spectacular 
performances higher than established principles in order to fill stadiums, achieve higher TV ratings 
and enthuse the masses. This movement periodically reaches new climaxes every other year. Looking 
at the economical side of the horse industry only, you might very well see a considerable increase, 
i.e. success. Looking at current events though with YOUR teachings and ethical principles in mind, 
which every organization or club directly or indirectly imposes on itself by ways of its regulations, you 
are facing an incredible defeat. Do you actually still care about the horses themselves as formulated 
in most of your rules and regulations? I cannot shake the impression that horses have become mere 
extras such as bikes to the Tour de France and that the actual goals are fame and money. I 
understand that no one likes to question themselves and to admit mistakes that might have been 
made. However, you cannot honestly believe that those people, who are still tuning in and 
applauding, will continue to do so once they realize that most of what is happening is make-belief at 
the expense of the horse. The sentiment is about to change! The regulations of the FEI describe a 
well-trained horse as a “happy athlete”, they speak of looseness and impulsion generated in the 
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hindquarters. Reading this, my only reaction was: How stupid do you think we are? Is there any other 
sport in the world where doing the exact opposite of what the regulations prescribe is generally 
tolerated? Exactly these rules are still valid, are they not? From a historical perspective, they have 
been tested over centuries and approved. You award a horse a score high enough to break the world 
record that does not fulfill any of your own criteria. You are looking for flexible and systematically 
trained “back movers”, yet you make “leg movers” superstars, that are shown in a skillful and 
technically accomplished way. For reasons of credibility, however, the Germans have been enforcing 
a very offensive and transparent anti-doping policy. We are working hard on doping regulations, but 
forget to ask ourselves what the reasons for the increasing number of doping incidents are. In this 
context, should we not be asking why so much treatment in the area of orthopedic and 
psychopharmacological issues is necessary in the first place? Is it not the case that a horse trained 
and presented according to the principles of classical teachings (regulations of FEI and FN) – a horse 
that moves cadenced and balanced, shows self-carriage, looseness and whose back muscles are 
flexible – requires considerably less medical attention than a “leg mover” full of negative tension? 
Classical teachings equal actively practiced animal protection! How do you suggest veterinary doctors 
are supposed to react when, shortly before a show, “sports equipment” worth millions of dollars 
suddenly “breaks”? Would you as a rider, owner or trainer, who is directly involved, not be tempted 
to fix it? Which role does the veterinary profession play in all of this? On the one hand, a vet has an 
obligation towards the owner (and the horse?) and receives great questionable honor if his efforts to 
fix the damage pay off without being picked up on during doping tests. On the other hand, this vet 
will always exist in some gray area of legality since only these kinds of actions show that you are a 
good vet, who can join the conversations at the top of the “food chain”. Why are so many institutions 
and educated people concerned about damage control and the treatment of symptoms? Riding as a 
sport on such a high level is also about culture and art. It is supposed to create role models instead of 
questionable superstars. If doping regulations were as clear as they are said to be and if we did not 
want any medical intervention, why do people require team veterinarians to be taken to shows? In 
case of emergency, a vet carefully chosen by the event’s organizer may just as well tend to the horse 
– and besides, almost everyone knows how to hold a hose pipe to cool down a horse or its legs. 

What do we expect from a “personal” vet during such an event? Have you ever thought about the 
condition that ends most of the promising careers in dressage? More and more often, dressage 
horses, which were showered with glory only a day ago, vanish from the main stage. 

Only in rare cases can a downfall be predicted because of massive swelling above the fetlocks Most 
of the damage to the suspensory ligament is caused in the respective fetlock, invisible from the 
outside. Usually, lame excuses are being used even though it should be obvious to every horseman – 
no matter if he is involved in auctions or in the show circuit – that an increase in negative tension 
causes an increase in this type of injuries! Even in world championships for young horses, forelegs 
flung about in a showy and flashy way receive the highest scores! These kinds of movements 
originate from tense back muscles rather than from active hindquarters.  

There is no way that only “leg movers” should win and that we should simply approve of the 
extremely high drop-out rate with regard to “show movers”! Another issue related t o the problem 
discussed here is the fact that real collection does not exist anymore. It is biomechanically impossible 
for a horse with tense back muscles to flex or bend its haunches.  

Nowadays, horses that we assume to be flexing their haunches really only are pushed together and 
were trained to fling up their legs. Attempts to explain uncontrollable psychological tension in high-
performance horses by means of their lineage and bloodline are plain ridiculous. As every 
experienced rider knows, negative physical tension always causes psychological agitation and stress. 
When a horse is skittish and hard to control, this is usually not its own fault or its own doing! A 
correctly trained horse is calm and has strong nerves because it is relaxed (especially with regard to 
its muscles) and trusts its rider. There will always be misunderstandings with regard to classical 
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teachings – we are merely humans after all. However, such systematic aberrations are 
incomprehensible and unacceptable to me! Moreover, there will never be “new” or revised 
teachings of how to ride a nd train a horse. Horse s have always been horses and will always be. The 
psychological and physiological concept, which is the basis of classical teachings, will always remain 
valid. There is no doubt that there will always be well schooled “back movers” with a flexible back 
and relaxed muscles displaying movements that are balanced and natural (i.e., not artificial or 
showy). It also goes without saying that there will always be “leg movers”, pushed together by 
impatient and insensitive riders. In my opinion though, it is high time that the people responsible for 
defining and implementing the rules of our sport finally remember what they decided on and start 
putting it into practice. How is it possible that our distinguished and professionally competent 
national trainer repeatedly recommends the renunciation of the training scale as the only way to be 
successful? The balancing act between theoretical commitment and practical implementation that 
has been practiced over the last decades is starting to hurt badly – especially the horses. I only see 
one way out of this calamity: 

consequently and unequivocally following and practicing the core principles as defined in the 
Principles of Riding (as published by FNverlag, Germany, or Kenilworth Press, UK, for the English 
translation)! Let us once again adhere to our rules and regulations! About 50 years ago, Dr. Gustav 
Rauh said that it was a judge’s honorable task to distinguish a “leg mover” from a “back mover”. A 
“leg mover” should never be considered for high rankings even if his performance was technically 
perfect. Only “back movers” could be in the rankings – the quality of technique was only judged after 
making sure that a horse really was a “back mover”. How are riders at grassroots level supposed to 
interpret world record-high scores for “leg movers”? Do you honestly believe that you can continue 
to fool the public in this way? Where is this journey supposed to go? Where is this ride headed? 

Yours sincerely, 
Gerd Heuschmann 

Veterinarian and author 
(Finger in der Wunde [Tug of War], Stimmen der Pferde, Mein Pferd hat die Nase vorn!) 
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The Lusitano 

Dressage, Breeding and Training 

By Bruno Caseirao 

Purebred Lusitanos are used as both 
magnificent riding and driving horses – in 
other words, they are unique! Even though at 
the 2008 Olympic Games in Beijing, the seven 
participating Lusitanos did not get close to 
winning any medals, they were the second 
most numerous breed participating in the 
Games. This surprising fact leads us to the 
topic of this article: to learn more about the 
Lusitano, its history (with an emphases on its 
close connection to dressage), its 

characteristics, and its training. To cut a long 
story short: In this article, we are trying to find 
an answer to the following question: What 
needs to be done to help the most ancient 
breed in the world to start winning medals? 
Who would be better suited to help us find an 
answer than a group of experts? We spoke to 
Mariette Withages, judge at international 
dressage shows and former head of the FEI’s 
dressage committee; Kyra Kyrklund, Olympic 
medalist and worldfamous trainer; Daniel 
Pinto and Miguel Ralão, two Portuguese 
Olympic riders; Miguel Távora, international 
trainer and dressage specialist; and, last but 
not least, some of the world’s best Lusitano 
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breeders: Luís Pidwell, Guilherme Borba and 
Arsénio Cordeiro, for example. The Lusitano is 
one of the world’s oldest and most ancient 
breeds. It is wonderful that at the threshold of 
the 21st century, it is claiming back the same 
glory the Greeks and Romans bestowed it 
2,000 years ago when they called it the best 
riding horse breed of all. The Lusitano is the 
result of a thousand year-long selection 
process during which it developed its 
outstanding sensitivity and empathy with 
regard to its rider. In this, it surpasses any 
other modern breed. 

Lusitanos are very high-spirited horses yet 
easy to handle and ride – similar to English 
Thoroughbreds and purebred Arabians. 
Hundreds of years of intentional selection 
turned Lusitanos into horses used for war, 
battle and hunting. They developed into 
versatile horses showing good attitude and 
courage, which enables them to participate in 
almost every modern equestrian discipline 
today. Despite its long history, the breed is 
relatively rare with a population of only 4,000 
brood mares. In its country of origin, Portugal, 
we can only find 2,000 brood mares, 1,500 in 
Brazil, and only 200 in France. The rest can be 
found in countries such as Mexico, Great 
Britain, Belgium, Germany, Italy, Canada, the 
United States, and Australia. In Europe and 
Brazil, the breeding of Lusitanos is currently 
increasing while the main focus is on quality. 
In Portugal, the qualities of a riding horse have 
been emphasized and improved as well, which 
leads us to the assumption that we will soon 
see “Super Lusitanos”. In the past, Lusitanos 
were almost exclusively used in bullfights. In 
comparison to the horses’ participation in 
hunting, battles or the kind of games that 
turned local market places into bullfighting 
arenas, the shortlived Picaria Real – during the 
eighteenth century, a Portuguese training 
center for classical baroque riding – or Carlos 
de Andrades’ important and phenomenal 
masterpiece on the noble art of riding had 
very little influence. Qualities such as courage 
and agility were cultivated through selection 
and tested in battle. They also determined 
what a horse could be used for. There is no 
doubt that it was Nuno Oliveira (1925-1989) 
who, because of his charisma and fame, 
created and cultivated sort of a mythological 

aura surrounding the Lusitano. Many saw him 
as a genius rider and master who created the 
association between Lusitanos and classical 
dressage, which he promoted internationally 
during the second half of the twentieth 
century. Oliveira also trained some of the best 
Portuguese riders: José D’Athayde and 
Guilherme Borba, among others. During the 
late 70s and early 80s, supported by Cancella 
de Abreu and Filipe Graciosa, the two of them 
revived the Picaria Real, which is known today 
as the Escola Portuguesa de Arte Equestre 
(Portuguese Riding School). Their actions and 
the connection to the Spanish Riding School in 
Vienna, Austria, established by Guilherme 
Borba, formed today’s Portuguese dressage 
elite: 

namely, Carlos and Daniel Pinto as well as 
Miguel Ralão. Even though these riders are 
still relatively young (in their forties), Portugal 
already has a very promising next generation 
waiting to follow in their footsteps. In the 
1980s, the first Lusitano with the potential to 
participate in international competitions was 
discovered by mere accident: Novilheiro made 
a great impression as a show jumper under 
British rider John Whitaker. The first time a 
Lusitano ever participated in the Olympic 
Games was in Barcelona in 1992: Orphée, 
ridden by Catherine Durand, used to be 
France’s best dressage horse at the time. The 
most important representative of the breed, 
however, was dressage horse Guizo, who 
helped the Spanish team win team bronze in 
the European Championships and the Olympic 
Games. Most recently, Oxális da Meia Lua 
under Miguel Ralão, Galopin de la Front under 
Daniel Pinto and Notável Puy du Fou under 
Carlos Pinto have participated in all major 
international competitions. A short while ago, 
they were joined by Brazilian riders Rogério 
Silva on Nilo, Luiza Tavares de Almeida on 
Samba, and Leandro Sila on Oceano do Top, as 
well as by Australian Hayley Beresford on 
Relâmpago do Retiro. The common goal is to 
help Lusitanos become major players in 
professional sports, especially in important 
international competitions such as the 
Olympic Games. The Lusitano – Charac 
teristics and Training Cancelle de Abreu once 
smartly remarked that riding a Lusitano is a 
unique experience and conveys the privilege 
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of owning the most talented horse in the 
world, the only horse that will obey the rider’s 
wishes unconditionally. Lusitanos have 
numerous characteristics that need to be 
maintained and improved in order to be 
successful at professional dressage. In 
addition to its good looks, the Lusitano is of 
outstanding character and temperament and 
possesses a natural sense of balance as well as 
a natural ability to collect. It combines 
flexibility with extraordinary rideability. All 
experts agree that the carrying power of the 
hindquarters needs to be improved in 
Lusitanos. Michael Távora explains that 
Lusitanos usually have “short backs and weak 
hindquarters. Due to their characteristic 
conformation, these horses lack the ability to 
lengthen their frame during extended tempi 
without simply increasing speed. When trying 
to collect, Lusitanos tend to lose rhythm while 
showing little activity in lifting their legs, 
which, in turn, leads to unsatisfying 
suspension phases.” Mariette Withages told 
us about the powerful expression, posture, 
presence and character of the Lusitano while 
emphasizing its “big heart”. At the same time, 
she does not forget to point out the 
importance of correct and consequent 
schooling and comes to the conclusion: “In 
some cases, walk and trot need to cover more 
ground since we wish for an increase in length 
of frame and more elasticity.” Kyra Kyrklund, 
who trains Lusitanos herself and is familiar 
with their characteristics, thinks they are 
“dynamic, show a positive attitude and are 
comfortable to ride while demonstrating great 
talent for collection. 

Sometimes, however, their hindquarters and 
back lack carrying power. In order to work 
with Lusitanos, riders should rather use feeling 
than strength. Because of the high level of 
energy these horses possess, they tend to 
tense up, which results in a lack of looseness 
at all three gaits. With regard to 
conformation, the forehand is better 
developed than the hindquarters. 

Lusitanos come easily on the bit because of 
the way their necks are positioned. The angles 
of the hind legs, however, are not always ideal 
which makes them weak. If the hindquarters 
are unable to properly carry weight, these 

horses have a hard time using their back 
muscles freely.” Based on the attention and 
care Lusitanos have been receiving, it is not 
surprising that they have become bigger and 
stronger and that their pedigree and training 
is improving. Arsénio Raposo Cordeiro says: 
“Today’s Lusitanos are much better than their 
predecessors; this is true for both 
conformation and character.” This sentence 
we should concentrate on as the Lusitanos’ 
characteristics and past leave them better 
suited for dressage than any other discipline. 
We may not overlook the fact, however, that 
it is mainly Warmbloods comp eting in 
dressage and that the discipline is basically cut 
out for them. The main question asked by 
trainers, riders and especially breeders is: Do 
we have to turn the Lusitano into a 
Warmblood in order for it to successfully 
compete in dressage? Mariette Withages 
states that she has seen fantastic Lusitanos 
that had originally competed in bullfights 
before starting dressage careers 
(Nostradamus do Top and Landim). According 
to her it is most important to concentrate on 
training as “correct schooling can work 
wonders”. With regard to Guizo, we can only 
agree with this statement! 

Arsénio Raposo Cordeiro and Luís Pidwell, two 
experts in breeding Lusitanos, completely 
agree with what Withages says. They 
emphasize that specializing and improving the 
breed must not be confused with distorting its 
uniqueness. Pidwell points out that to him and 
other breeders “the ideal Lusitano has to be 
athletic and beautiful and that all the 
phenotypical characteristics need to be taken 
into consideration that clearly distinguish it 
from other breeds.” Recently, Pidwell has 
vehemently argued the point that “the 
Lusitano must not turn into a Warmblood. If 
this was to happen, the horses would develop 
certain flaws they do not possess right now. 
To talk about an athletic Lusitano does not 
make much sense as it already is a sports 
horse.” How Can the Lusitano Breed Be 
Improved? As we have seen, the main focus of 
improving lies on the quality of movement 
and length of stride. Mariette Withages is 
convinced that “the modern Lusitano has a 
great future ahead of itself. If it was able to 
achieve a longer stride and cover more ground 
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while becoming more flexible, it would be 
difficult for others to beat it – even in major 
international competitions.” Kyra Kyrklund 
argues that we need to focus our attention on 
improving the quality of walk and canter and 
the ability to perform extended trot. The 
horse’s height may also be an issue as some 
Lusitanos are rather small and might 
“disappear” in a large, standard-sized 
dressage arena. I know that many breeders 
are well aware of this problem and are trying 
to solve it. Breeding, however, is a lengthy 
process. Another issue we have to deal with is 
“type”. If we were to change certain 
characteristics, we would also be changing the 
original Lusitano type. It will prove difficult to 
find a balance between all the issues.” Miguel 
Távora is not as skeptical in this regard 
because he believes that a Lusitano that is 
stronger and bigger will still be a Lusitano. 
“We have all experienced that it is easier to 
train an athletic horse than one that does not 
possess any strength.” An important aspect in 
supporting the improvement of Lusitanos is 
professional competitions. We need to allow 
these horses to participate in international 
shows as much as possible, including FEI-
organized tests for young horses, even though 
some experts argue that Lusitanos would have 
a hard time competing in tests for six-year-
olds considering that they need lots of time to 
develop their full potential. How are we 
supposed to find perfect balance between the 
“original” Lusitano and a new “improved” 
type? In Guilherme Borba’s opinion, the 
improvement of Lusitanos is also positively 
influenced by the improvement of riding 

technique – Carlos Lopes agrees. Lopes also 
argues that according to international 
experience “the most important aspect with 
regard to training and competing is to prove 
to the judges the Lusitano’s ability to improve 
and the possibility of a successful career in 
professional sports.” Look Into the Future We 
have to regard Lusitanos as versatile horses of 
multi-faceted character. Some traditional 
admirers could not imagine a change in the 
breed and its characteristics. To others, its 
immense qualities are obvious – but is this 
sufficient to be successful in international 
competitions? How can we reconcile the fact 
that breeders select Lusitanos in order to 
achieve a specialization in dressage with 
securing the horses’ traditional and unique 
characteristics? How is it possible to reconcile 
their pedigree with the latest breeding 
techniques, with genetic research and with 
the requirements of modern dressage? One 
thing is for sure: If we were able to reach 
perfection, we would definitely see a blend of 
Lusitano and Warmblood resulting in a strong, 
healthy, balanced and athletic horse – the 
ultimate partner and friend. On one point we 
can all agree: The most important factors with 
regard to the future success of the Lusitano 
are planning, quality of breeding, a good 
standard of training, and a well-designed 
promotion and marketing plan. As Kyra 
Kyrklund puts it: “There only is good or bad 
riding. In my opinion, you should not even 
think about riding a Lusitano any different 
than any other horse.” 

 

magazine page 76 

Sense&Nonsense 

Often Heard – Never Questioned 

Clichés and misinterpretations play an 
important role in various horse-related areas 
and influence the relationship between horse 
and human being. With this article, we will be 
starting a series in which we aim at breaking 

the (sometimes false) thought patterns that 
have been established in the minds of riders, 
trainers and owners. Similar to what is 
happening in the world of dressage we want 
to disclose nonsense (see “rollkur”) in order to 
improve the relationship between humans 
and horses in the long run. Horses are driven 
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by their instincts and needs. Therefore, many 
a misunderstanding could be prevented if only 
we learned how to better assess the horse’s 
behavior and reactions. Skepticism and Flight 
Are you one of the many riders who get 
annoyed or lose their temper if their horse 
simply turns on its heels and wants to run 
home in a panic without any apparent reason? 
Or if it avoids one corner of the riding arena 
even though you cannot detect any danger? If 
that is the case, your behavior is wrong while 
your horse’s is right! The horse’s survival 
strategy is based mainly on flight. Even today’s 
domesticated horses still show this natural 
response, which we often underestimate. If a 
horse feels threatened, it will instinctively run 
away. If we try to keep it from taking flight, it 
will inevitably become panicky and show a 
sometimes decisive defense reaction. 
Trainers, breeders and owners need to be 
aware of this primary instinct at all times. In 
order for us to handle horses in a safe and 
horse-friendly way, we need to prevent the 
horse from becoming fearful of humans and 
must alleviate this fear if it arises. Its inborn 
skepticism of presumed or real danger serves 
the horse’s self-preservation. We should, 
therefore, not just respect the resulting 
behavior but support the horse in reacting 
accordingly. “Let skepticism simply go up in 
smoke”, is what Wilhelm Blendinger already 
advised his reader in his well-known reference 
book published in the early 70s (Psychologie 
und Verhaltensweisen des Pferdes). The 
sentence simply means that you must give a 
skeptical horse time to reassess its suspicions 
and to evaluate the situation on its own. The 
more often you give it a chance to do so, the 
less frequently its skepticism will turn into 
flight. Senses Since the horse’s sensory organs 
are highly developed, riders in comparison are 
almost deaf and blind and cannot smell much. 
During our routine work with horses, we often 
forget about this fact or do not pay it enough 
attention.  

The horse possesses near circumferential 
visibility, excellent motion detection, and 
movable outer ears, which provide it with 
sensitive hearing and enable it to specifically 
listen in one direction over great distances. 
This often leads to reactions that we cannot 
explain or seem mysterious to us even though 

the horse always has a reason for its actions. 
Every owner and rider needs to know this in 
order to behave fairly towards their horse and 
to win its trust. Hierarchy The excessive 
dominance training taught by most “horse 
whisperers” is really causing a lot of stress for 
the horse! In my opinion, the sensational 
interactions mighty Monty Roberts triggers 
during “Join up” and “Follow up” do not just 
make horses insecure, they also have a lasting, 
detrimental effect on the natural trust a horse 
has in a human. Horses possess a highly 
developed social behavior based on a clearly 
structured yet flexible and dynamic hierarchy. 
Individuals lower down in the hierarchy only 
follow a higher-ranked one or step aside to let 
it pass if they trust and respect it. No trust 
equals no respect and vice versa! We need to 
understand and internalize the principle of 
following and yielding if we want to be a 
respected and trustworthy leader to our 
horse. Dialogue instead of drill in some round 
pen is definitely the way to go here. 
Speechless In many a stable, yelling and 
nagging is the usual order of the day. It makes 
me sick to see a farrier and an owner or 
groom loudly yelling at a horse that is resisting 
shoeing.  

As potential prey, horses reduce uttering 
sounds to a minimum, which makes them 
masters of nonverbal communication: They 
communicate emotions, moods and intentions 
by way of body and tail position, variations in 
body and ear movement as well as 
expressions of face and eyes. We have to learn 
how to correctly understand horse-typical 
facial expressions and gestures in order to use 
specific body positions, “sign language” and a 
small number of voice commands to tell the 
horse our intentions. We need to be aware of 
the fact that horses are not conscious of their 
own self. This is why they are only capable of 
emotions directly related to a stimulus, an 
urge, an instinctive action, perceptions or a 
physical or psychological process. As opposed 
to humans, horses cannot control, fake or 
suppress their feelings or have reflective 
emotions such as shame, pity/empathy, 
remorse or revenge. Not Simply Bad Behavior: 
Dominant Stallion Behavior “I will teach him 
some manners”, said the egomaniac horse 
owner and set to work … The typical behavior 
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displayed by male horses is often 
misinterpreted as naughty, rude or even 
vicious. As a result, stallions are treated 
unfairly, which leads them to really becoming 
aggressive. Their behavior, however, is 
genetically determined and serves the 
preservation of the species by means of 
procreation, defense and protection of mares 
and offspring. Stallions present themselves in 
a challenging and highly energetic way 
whenever the scent of sexual pheromones 
sent out by mares reaches their nostrils. 
According to the latest research, pheromones 
can even be detected over great distances. 
The behavior typically displayed by stallions is 
a result of their sex drive, which, in turn, 
serves to determine a mare’s willingness to 
mate and to get rid of potential rivals. 
Stallions will tense up their entire bodies and 
try to impress their environment by showing 
hovering steps, by rearing and by uttering 
specific sounds.  

Even domestication did not change the 
characteristic behavior of stallions since it is 
triggered by (sexual) drives and cannot be 
changed. Ignorance of the stallion’s psyche 
and lack of empathy for natural behavior 
often lead to disastrous power struggles 
between owner and stallion. For the most 
part, these conflicts can be prevented. If the 
stallion’s living conditions are in accordance 
with his needs and we treat him in a sensitive 
way, he will show little combativeness. Serious 
aggressive actions such as biting, rearing, and 
kicking or unnatural behaviors like sexual 
overstimulation or loss of interest are the 
results of continually suppressed drives and 
needs, disappointment and isolation. This type 
of aggression is usually caused by keeping 
stallions in individual stalls where they are 
isolated, by not paying enough attention to or 
considering their needs and by treating male 
horses in too rough or inconsistent a way. 
Stallions must never be isolated by installing 
solid partition walls higher than 6.5 feet (2 
meters) or by keeping them in separate single 
stalls away from other horses. Stallions need a 
central “living area” that allows them access 
to the inside and outside of a barn. This is 
necessary in order for them to stay in contact 
with other male horses. It is debatable if 
mares should be around a stallion – even if 

not in close vicinity. It depends on the 
behavior of the respective stallion. If he is 
young and has not yet mated or developed a 
distinct sexual drive, he could be kept with 
mares. For stallions, the same requirements 
apply as do for any other horse: they need 
bright stalls of sufficient size in which the air 
can circulate. There needs to be a paddock 
adjacent to their stall which allows stallions to 
be in contact with geldings. They also need 
access to a safely fenced pasture, which must 
not be too small. It is of particular importance 
to give stallions the opportunity to observe 
what is going on around the stable and the 
riding arena by keeping them turned out in a 
central area. In this way, they get the chance 
to express themselves and to satisfy most of 
their basic needs. If they cannot do this, their 
urges and drives will build up over time and 
lead to dissatisfaction, which in turn results in 
the above-mentioned problematic behavior. If 
their environment allows them to satisfy their 
needs, stallions are usually pleasant to be 
around and cause no problems under saddle.  

The commonly held belief that stallions need 
to be treated roughly is just as absurd as the 
opposite way of spoiling and pampering them. 
While tough treatment makes every stallion 
become defensive over time, too little 
discipline often leads him to try and challenge 
boundaries. Based on the information given 
above, it is very important to know as much 
about the psyche of this instinct- and sex-
driven animal as possible in order to prevent 
unfair treatment or even punishment for 
simply being a stallion. In certain random and 
uncontrollable situations their sex drive can 
express itself like elemental force. If, for 
example, you are on a trail ride and happen to 
run across a mare in heat, you need to have 
enough experience to react in a way that 
prevents a dangerous outcome. Horse events 
featuring impressive stallions in wonderful 
show acts are becoming more and more 
popular. As a result, classical or pleasure riders 
who see the shows, feel the need to own such 
a stallion themselves. Nowadays, baroque 
breeds like Andalusians, Menorquins, Frisians 
and also Anglo-Arabians are especially 
popular. If you keep a stallion solely for riding 
purposes just because you want to attract 
attention while not having the possibility to 
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provide him with adequate living conditions, 
you not only increase the risk of injuries to 
yourself and your horse but also to others. In 
this case, you should distance yourself from 
getting a stallion or have yours castrated as 
soon as possible. No Inflexible Pecking Order: 
The Dynamics of Hierarchy All frustrated, a 
horse owner takes her mare out of the group 
of horses it lives in and locks her up in a single 
stall again even though, from a horse’s 
perspective, the integration had been 
successful. The owner’s reason: She thought 
of her mare as having strong nerves and a 
dominant personality and was shocked when 
it turned out that, in the beginning, the horse 
ranked rather low in the herd’s hierarchy. The 
hierarchy within a group of horses is not 
constant but changes all the time. This 
phenomenon can also be observed between 
humans and horses even if it might not be as 
obvious.  

If you become sloppy, less consequent or even 
scared in dealing with a high-ranked horse, it 
might develop vices such as biting or express 
itself through dominant or aggressive body 
language towards you. Why is it that rank 
assignments change again and again? How 
come established hierarchies are suspended 
for short periods of time? And most 
importantly: What does this mean for horse 
owners? The Legend of Lead Mares So far, the 
assumption has been that it is always the 
oldest and most experienced mare leading a 
group. This is no longer tenable as earlier 
research conducted among wild horses had 
already questioned the leading position of 
individual mares. The studies found out that 
there is no constant leader and that it is not 
just one mare deciding what the herd is going 
to do or where it is going to go. In order to 
find out when and why a certain mare takes 
over as leader, for three years a group of 
scientists headed by Dr. Konstanze Krüger 
observed wild as well as domesticated horses. 
According to their findings, every individual of 
the herd – irrespective of its position within 
the hierarchy – has the possibility to become 
leader at some point. However, the scientists 
realized that there is a tendency of high-
ranking horses taking over most of the time 
while individuals lower down the line hardly 
ever got a chance to do so. As a conclusion, 

we can say that hierarchy among horses is no 
fixed social system but changes constantly 
according to circumstances. An individual 
might sometimes be dominant, sometimes 
inferior and at other times equal to others. All 
horse owners, who keep their horses in 
groups, know how quickly a dominant mare 
can be removed from her leading position if, 
for example, she gets sick or weak. In this 
situation, individuals of medium rank will try 
to take over for her, especially to enjoy the 
privileges that come with it (best place to eat, 
for example).  

According to Desmond Morris, zoologist and 
author of Horsewatching: Why does a horse 
whinny and everything else you ever wanted 
to know (Crown), affection or aversion 
towards specific mares or particularly close 
relationships between a mother and her 
maturing offspring weaken the inflexible 
hierarchy and make it more complex. “The 
result is a social structure depending more on 
who proves dominant in a certain situation 
than on a formal and rigid pecking order.” 
Changing Lead In potentially dangerous 
situations, a high-ranking mare might very 
well intentionally hand over her leading role 
to a lower-ranked horse. This does not make 
her a coward – on the contrary, it is her 
prerogative which ensures that, in a worst-
case scenario, she will still be able to protect 
the rest of the group, i.e. flee and lead the 
herd to a safe place. If the dominant mare 
suspects danger, maybe in form of an 
unknown object, she will step aside for 
another horse to explore the respective thing 
and wait until she receives a warning or an all-
clear signal, respectively.  

The individuals she sends usually are very 
brave and ranked somewhere in the middle of 
the hierarchy, the so-called “inspectors”. 
There are always one or two of these animals 
to be found in a group. There are no 
advantages to their behavior, though, since in 
the wild, “inspectors” disproportionately often 
fall prey to predators. Among our 
domesticated horses, the alleged advantage of 
leading a group does not last long. As soon as 
the “inspector” has passed a potentially 
dangerous spot, all the other higher-ranked 
horses will run past him and chase him away 
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until he has taken his initial place within the 
hierarchy. “Why some individuals take such 
high risks anyway is still one of the unsolved 
riddles in behavioral psychology”, Dr. Krüger 
comments. What It All Means with Regard to 
the Relationship between Humans and Horses 
As we have seen, neither leading role nor 
hierarchy are constant but depend on 
continual, dynamic change, which in turn, has 
no connection to a respective, present 
situation.  

What practical benefits does the scientific 
research presented above provide us for our 
daily work with our domesticated horses? 
While feeding, watering and leading horses, 
you need to respect established hierarchies as 
much as possible – regardless of whether a 
horse lives in a group or a single stall. In this 
way, you can prevent aggressive behavior 
towards lower-ranked individuals or attempts 
at passing by other horses which might turn 
out dangerous for you as well. If you are riding 
in a group, also pay attention to the hierarchy 
since the lead horse usually dictates in which 
order the others have to follow. In precarious 
situations, however, you should let the most 
courageous horse go first. In this way, it can 
act according to its role as “inspector” and 
influence the rest of the group in a positive 
way.  

Dr. Krüger also emphasizes the importance 
and positive influence of “inspectors” as 
mediators of information: “Experienced 
‘inspectors’ with a positive attitude pass on 
valuable information to young horses and help 
with their training, with introducing them to 
competitions later on in their professional 
career or simply to help them be good sports 
or leisure partners to us. Young and 
inexperienced horses can be convinced much 
faster and in a relaxed, gentle way that a 
situation is not really all that dangerous if they 
receive input from other horses. In this way, 
you as a rider will end up with a calm and 
dependable sports or leisure partner. As a 
matter of fact, having ‘inspectors’ work with 
you will prove very useful with regard to 
training and working with horses in every 
discipline.” Abnormal Behavioral: Not just 
“Stable Vices” The antiquated term “virtue” 
implies morality and respectability – 

characteristics that are completely human and 
require cognitive processes. Since horses are 
incapable hereof and simply react to 
situations, they do not act “indecently” at all if 
they crib or weave, for example. More likely, 
behavioral abnormalities are silent cries for 
help and usually the result of inappropriate 
living conditions and suppressed needs caused 
by “vice-afflicted” owners. Horses have lots of 
urges and needs which cannot be met if they 
are not kept adequately: moving about, 
continuous food intake, rolling, curiosity, 
social contacts, perceiving its environment 
with all senses, flight behavior, friendship, etc. 
Satisfying all but one of these needs already 
puts the horse under a lot of stress. It is 
difficult to imagine from how much chronic 
stress a horse must suffer if all of the 
unsatisfied needs accumulate.  

This is exactly what will present itself in the 
horse’s behavior: If the horse is kept in a stall 
all day, it will develop behavioral 
abnormalities, which will show in different 
ways. The following two types of horses will 
try to compensate for unsatisfied urges with 
developing behavioral abnormalities such as 
stall walking, biting into the bars of their stalls, 
playing with their tongues, excessive wood 
chewing, pawing, monotonously kicking walls 
or attacking neighbors or even humans: 
horses that are lively, bright, clever, show a 
willingness to perform, are dependable and 
courageous as well as those that are nervous, 
easy to irritate, quick-tempered and difficult 
to handle.  

Calm, very balanced and obedient horses that 
are dependable and easy to handle during 
work as well as lazy, slow and head-strong 
types of horses that are mostly introvert often 
show a different behavior: Their reaction to 
chronic stress is becoming even calmer and 
slightly apathetic, less responsive, overly 
scared or sometimes even depressed. We 
know for a fact that both reactions to an 
accumulation of unsatisfied urges – calm or 
aggressive – will cause health issues, learning 
disabilities with regard to training or 
difficulties in handling and working with the 
horse. Therefore, you should strongly avoid 
keeping horses in stalls without any form of 
turn-out. If you have no other choice but a 
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stall then it should have a window or a 
paddock and the possibility for the horse to be 
outside for a couple of hours every day – 
alone or with others. Horses always need to 
be able to see, hear and smell other horses. 
You could also provide your horse with 
generous amounts of hay out of fine-meshed 
hay nets or similar hay mangers/racks in order 
to prolong feeding times, prevent boredom at 
least partly and reduce “stable stress”.  

Dynamic and Dispassionate Stereotypes The 
term “stereotype” describes behavioral 
patterns which are repeated over and over 
again but do not seem to make much sense. 
Many mammals in captivity develop 
stereotypes and common examples are wild 
cats like tigers pacing their cages or elephants 
stepping from one foot to the other swinging 
head and shoulders sideways (weaving). 
Stereotypes usually occur if animals cannot 
act out natural behavioral patterns because 
the way they are kept prevents them from 
doing so.  

Over time, animals might carry out 
stereotypical behavior even if their 
environment changes for the better and 
conditions would no longer trigger the 
abnormalities. Treatment only produces 
limited success which is why effective 
prevention is of utmost importance. Abnormal 
Behavior  

Caused by Stress As mentioned above, chronic 
stress caused by inadequate living conditions 
and the resulting conflicts may lead to 
abnormal behavioral patterns. Therefore, 
“dispassionate” cribbing must be regarded as 
a behavioral abnormality rather than a mere 
stable vice or bad habit. According to Dr. 
Zeitler-Feicht (author of Horse Behavior 
Explained: Origins, Treatment, and Prevention 
of Problems, Trafalgar Square Books), 15 
percent of all horses living in Germany show 
some form of abnormal behavior, 8 percent of 
them crib. Triggers might be: traumatic 
experiences in the horse’s youth (early 
weaning), schooling the young horse without 
adequate preparation, unnecessarily tough 
training methods, and abrupt change of 
environment and type of boarding (group 
turn-out to individual stall, for example). Most 

recently, scientists are also suspecting gastric 
ulcers caused by malnutrition to be a stressor 
(Source: University of Giessen, Germany). If 
the horse does not have the opportunity to 
cope with the ensuing stress, to reduce 
frustration or to solve conflicts, it has no 
choice but to resort to redirection activities 
such as cribbing or weaving. Cribbing also 
serves as strategy of adapting to and coping 
with an inappropriate environment. It works 
like a pressure relief valve, decreases arousal 
and, thus, helps calming the horse down. 
Once cribbing has become part of the horse’s 
behavioral pattern, it will resort to it even in 
stress-free environments such as pastures 
with run-in sheds or paddocks. Cribbing can 
only be treated in its early phase or stopped 
by an operation. Commonly used crib straps 
are not only mean but simply suppress the 
symptoms instead of eliminating the causes of 
stress.  

Dynamic stereotypes that cause the horse to 
move (parts of) its body (running in circles, 
biting into the bars of its stall, chewing, or 
tongue play, for example) are generally 
caused by inappropriate living conditions 
sometimes in connection with an initial 
trauma. In contrast to cribbing, however, 
these forms of abnormal behavior can usually 
be prevented or stopped by providing the 
horse with a horse-friendly environment. ––– 
Romo Schmidt Traumatic Experiences Have a 
Negative Influence on Natural Behavior Most 
horses will suffer traumatic experiences 
during their life time which they have to cope 
with. This makes it more difficult for us to 
work with them because they may feel forced 
to react uncontrollably in situations which are 
not actually dangerous. Traumatic experiences 
are deeply ingrained in their brains and 
involuntarily trigger chemical processes that 
lead to panic attacks. Without sounding overly 
negative: Nowadays, with regard to raising 
foals, starting young horses under saddle and 
training them throughout their lives, horses 
are commonly asked too much too early and 
too quickly. These practices are not simply 
monetarily motivated but also promoted by 
the principles of the German National 
Equestrian Federation. As a result of hasty 
work, mistakes will inevitable happen – even if 
they are not intentional. These missteps will 
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haunt the horse its entire life. Active vs. 
Passive Coping Skills Animals tend to quickly 
resort to a variety of coping skills when 
exposed to different types of stress. During 
the evolutionary process, respective species 
developed idiosyncratic strategies. Horses, in 
particular, need to decide whether they can 
control a situation or whether they rate the 
threat as too dangerous for them to tackle 
considering their strength and possibilities to 
act. Active coping skills such as flight, fight or 
direct confrontation have proven helpful in 
situations in which the horse is able to assess 
and cope with the stressor. Passive coping 
skills, on the other hand, will be activated if 
the stressor seems uncontrollable. The horse’s 
reactions to its surroundings will slow down or 

become less numerous and the horse might 
become apathetic. On the one hand, we can 
find an active horse trying to directly 
manipulate the stressor, and on the other 
hand, there is a passive horse desperate to 
minimize the emotional pressure the stress 
trigger has imposed on it. These examples 
describe the two very different problem-
solving strategies horses usually show. Apart 
from this, the individual characteristics of a 
horse and the respective type of stressor 
determine the form and intensity of a certain 
stress reaction. Taking these circumstances 
into consideration, it will be difficult for a 
trainer to decide or realize, respectively, to 
what degree, how often and how insistently 
he can ask the horse to do something. 

magazine page 86 

Legendary Horses and Stud Farms 

Dark Ronald xx 

Icon of the Prussian State Studs 

by Arnim Basche 

One hundred years ago, 500,000 Goldmarks 
used to be a lot of money. In modern 
currency, we are talking about 2.4 million 
Euros (3.1 million US Dollars). Nevertheless, in 
a stroke of genius, the management of the 
Prussian State Stud did not hesitate to invest 
this enormous sum to purchase a 
Thoroughbred stallion. His name was Dark 
Ronald xx – and like no stallion before or after 
him, he fulfilled all the hopes people had 
pinned on him. He not only enriched the 
genetic pool of Thoroughbreds but also had a 
visible influence on warmblood breeding. We 
can find traces of him all over the world, by 
the way. Up until today even! 

In his book Dark Ronald, Manfred W. Graf is 
right by describing the stallion as a “global 
player”. Dark Ronald xx was born in 1905 on 
the stud farm of Edward Kennedy in Kildare 
County, Ireland. His sire is Bay Ronald xx 

whose performance as a race horse did not 
impress anyone. He more than made up for 
his shortcomings, however, by passing on 
great speed to his offspring. In addition to 
Dark Ronald xx, he sired the great Bayardo xx 
who did not only win several important races 
but also produced a son called Gainsborough 
xx who, in turn, became Triple Crown 
champion of 1918. Thus, Bay Ronald xx 
founded the basis for one of the most 
successful lines of stallions of the twentieth 
century. There are many more recognized 
influential Thoroughbred sires related to him. 
This also proves true for Dark Ronald xx’s dam, 
Darkie xx. We could say that the stallion the 
Prussians paid so dearly f or did not have to be 
ashamed of his parents at all and that almost 
all of his close as well as distant relatives 
belonged to the “royalty” of the breed. At the 
Doncaster Yearling Sales in 1906, his breeder 
put Dark Ronald xx up for sale. He was 
purchased by Sir Abe Bailey, a very wealthy 
South-African, who paid an astonishing 1,300 
Guineas for him. With a victory, Dark Ronald 
xx’s racing career started out very promising. 
After he finished second in his second race, he 
came home lame. It turned out he had 
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seriously injured a tendon and was forced to 
take a break of almost two years. Dark Ronald 
xx spent most of this time recuperating at his 
owner’s farm in South Africa. Thus, he could 
not participate in any of the important races 
of the season of 1908, in which Signorinetta 
xx, one of the most remarkable mares in all of 
turf history, won both the Derby and the Oaks. 
Only as a four-year-old, Dark Ronald xx was 
back for a trial run. After not placing at all in 
his first couple of starts, he won the Durham 
Plate, the Royal Hunt Cup and the Princess of 
Wales Stakes one after the other. These races 
took place in Ascot and Newmarket. At the 
same time, his relative Bayardo xx took home 
the Prince of Wales Stakes, the Eclipse Stakes 
and the Champion Stakes, giving his success 
series the finishing touch by winning the St. 
Leger. But how was Dark Ronald xx doing after 
his winning streak? Badly! Not immediately, 
but soon afterwards. After he came in third at 
the Doncaster Cup, he suffered another 
tendon injury which ended his career as a race 
horse. In 1910, his amazing career as a sire 
finally began. From his location at Tickford 
Park Stud, Buckinghamshire, he revolutionized 
the entire world of Thoroughbred breeding – 
starting out by charging a stud fee of 98 
Pounds.  

Already in his first year, he scored a direct hit 
by siring Son-in-Law xx who would win eight 
out of eighteen races. Son-in-Law xx was bred 
by Dark Ronald’s owner Abe Bailey and 
preferred racing long Cup-distances of more 
than 3,000 meters (3,280 yards). He also 
proved his merit by becoming a British and 
Irish champion stud. In addition to this, Dark 
Ronald xx was not only able to influence 
Thoroughbred breeding in Britain but also in 
Australia, New Zealand, Argentina and the 
United States thanks to Son-in-Law xx and his 
offspring! Another one of Dark Ronald’s sons 
sired in Britain, Ambassador xx, was sold to 
the United States where he made breeding 
history. His great-grandson Johnstown xx was 
trained by the famous “Sunny” Jim 
Fitzsimmons and won the Kentucky Derby and 
the Belmont Stakes in 1939. Johnstown xx 
later became grandsire of the exceptional 
stallion Nashua xx. However, there were more 
sons adding to the glory of their sire Dark 
Ronald xx at the time: Dark Legend xx, for 

example, sire of Duplex xx who won the 
French Derby in 1934. Or Magpie, who went 
all the way to Australia where he became a 
champion stud. When Son-in-Law xx and 
others made their debut on the racetrack, 
Dark Ronald xx had long since left England. 
Prussian equerry Georg Graf von Lehndorff, 
who knew as much about horses as 
Copernicus did about the stars, had cast an 
eye on the stallion during several visits to 
England. He had not been able to buy him 
because he did not have the money. He had 
already spent 420,000 Marks of government 
money on Ard Patrick xx, the English Derby 
winner of 1902. After von Lehndorff had 
retired in 1912, Dark Ronald xx was offered to 
his successor Burchard von Oettingen. As the 
new head of the Prussian breeding program, 
von Oettingen proved to be of the same 
caliber as his predecessor, who must have 
possessed some kind of natural divining rod 
with regard to horses. Even outside of 
Germany, his qualities made a long-lasting 
impression on people. “Graf von Lehndorff, 
equerry of the German State Studs, earned his 
reputation as best horse breeder of his time 
by the smart choice of stallions he brought 
into his country”, French magazine Racing and 
Breeding commented in 1947. As we know, 
Dark Ronald xx was on his wish list. In 1906, 
Graf von Lehndorff’s son Siegfried had taken 
over as leader of the Royal Prussian State Stud 
in Graditz. The stud farm had been founded by 
Frederick Augustus I in 1722. After Siegfried 
had constantly been bugging his father about 
buying Dark Ronald xx, it was Burchard von 
Oettingen who finally closed the deal. His 
investment was exorbitant but also smart and 
marked by a high level of professional 
knowledge – it was going to influence 
generations to come. The Prussian State Studs 
were assigned a management which replaced 
the “Stutamt Trakehnen” (Trakehner mare 
registry) founded by Friedrich Wilhelm I in 
1722. In addition to providing the State’s 
racing facilities with Thoroughbreds, the 
management’s purpose was to offer private 
breeders studs at affordable prices. For 
instance, some of the best horses State Stud 
Schlenderhan (founded in 1869) ever had 
were studs provided by the state. According to 
equerry Graf Kurt Sponeck, the major 
objective of the Thoroughbred breeding 
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program was “to continually improve and 
refine the German horse breeds”. This is why 
people paid special attention to the 
conformation and riding characteristics of a 
horse they were interested in buying. Since 
Burchard von Oettingen preferred 
Thoroughbreds anyway, he used his 
impressive personality to advocate crossing 
“noble” blood into warmblood lines. As a 
matter of fact, he had already bought a 
Thoroughbred in England when he headed the 
State Stud in Trakehnen between 1895 and 
1912: Perfectionist xx, who turned out a huge 
success when he became the main stud in 
Trakehnen. We were talking about Dark 
Ronald xx, though, who served at Graditz 
State Stud, which ranked highest in the 
national Thoroughbred breeding program. 
This beautiful and faultless Irish-born stallion 
easily made up for the huge amount of money 
he had cost the Germans because the 
characteristics he passed on proved highly 
valuable. Dark Ronald xx is living proof of the 
truism that progress in breeding is not 
produced by the wide masses of average-
quality horses but by a few great individuals. A 
German saying claims that blood has the 
power to work wonders. Long before Dark 
Ronald xx came to Graditz, Georg Graf von 
Lehndorff had this slogan written on the front 
wall of the broodmare barn where it can still 
be read today. The statement was going to be 
proven true once again since the new player 
of the “stud team” set out to stir things up for 
the German Thoroughbred breeding program 
by founding a stud bloodline which is still in 
full bloom today – while others, the line of 
Landgraf xx, for example, which began at 
approximately the same time, do not exist 
anymore. The best son Dark Ronald xx sired at 
Graditz must have been Herold xx. He kept his 
sire’s bloodline alive until today: after him 
came Alchimist xx, Birkhahn xx, Literat xx, 
Surumu xx, Acatenango xx, Lando xx and last 
but not least, Paolini xx, who won 3,828,450 
Euros during his lifetime and became 
Germany’s most successful race horse ever . 
Except for Literat xx and Paolini xx, all of the 
stallions just mentioned won the Derby. To 
touch on all of the achievements these 
“eminent authorities” have made with regard 
to racing and breeding would go beyond what 
this article is able to deliver – since there are 

more sons and daughters sired by Dark Ronald 
xx as well as grandchildren and so on, which 
turned out very successful in sports and 
breeding. At Schlenderhan State Stud, he sired 
Prunus xx, among others, who in turn sired 
Oleander xx, the German turf hero of the late 
1920s, winning the “Stud Championships” 
nine times. Erlenhof’s Ticino xx, Waldfried’s 
Mangon xx and Masetto xx as well as 
Zoppenbroich’s Olymp xx also belonged to 
Dark Ronald xx’s family. Once again, we have 
to set a limit to the number of great horses he 
sired. However, three more I have to mention: 
First of all, the daughter of Schlenderhan’s 
Alchimist xx, Schwarzgold, who won the 1940 
Derby by ten lengths and will always be one of 
Germany’s best Thoroughbreds. Next would 
be Monsun xx, who is currently covering at 
Schlenderhan for a fee of 150,000 Euros, 
which places him in the Champions League of 
sires. Last but not least, I need to mention the 
current wonder horse Sea The Stars xx that, in 
2009, managed to easily win six Group 1 races 
in a row and this year will start its breeding 
career at Gilltown Stud, the breeding facility 
owned by Aga Khan. Dark Ronald xx is not only 
considered an outstanding sire among 
Thoroughbred breeders. If you look for them, 
you can find his influential traces within 
warmblood lines too. Wherever you turn, 
whether to the regions of Hanover, Holstein, 
Oldenburg or Westphalia, you can find his 
name in the pedigrees of horses. 

After World War II, the German breeding 
program had to be revised in order to prepare 
horses for the high demands of equestrian 
sports. Competitions required better canter, 
more elasticity, improved jumping skills and a 
nobler appearance. Besides Trakehners, 
Thoroughbreds made the greatest 
contribution to improving German 
warmbloods, who “sucked up their blood like 
a sponge sucks up water”. Within the region 
of Hanover, Marcio xx, Pik As xx and Der Löwe 
xx were like a blessing to the breeding 
program. Donnerwetter, for example, carries 
the genes of Marcio xx and Der Löwe xx. He 
sired dressage prodigy Donnerhall, who 
successfully passed on his own genes. 
Therefore, Donnerhall is a descendent of Dark 
Ronald xx. With regard to Der Löwe xx, I have 
to mention that he produced top sports 
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horses for all three disciplines and sired 
Lugano I and Lugano II, two sires at Celle State 
Stud. In the area of Holstein, Ladykiller xx, 
Marlon xx and Cottage Son xx had great 
influence on changing the local warmblood 
breed. A little later, Cor de la Bryere, an Anglo-
Norman horse or Selle Français, made his 
contribution as well. Paternally, he is a direct 
descendent of Dark Ronald xx, but you can 
also find the latter’s name on Cor de la 
Bryere’s mother’s side. I do not need to 
mention the achievements of Ladykiller xx, 
Marlon xx, Cottage Son xx, Cor de la Bryere or 
any of their descendents – people interested 
in breeding will know. However, I would like 
to mention Cottage Son xx’s son Consul, who 
in turn sired dressage-prodigy Granat, Olympic 
gold medalist of 1976. Within the area of 
Westphalia, we can find Dark Ronald xx’s 
influence in Ticino xx and Sioux, the latter a 
tough eventer. With regard to the Oldenburg 
breeding program, Dark Ronald xx was 
represented by Furioso II, who left his mark on 
the breed. The colorful chestnut used to be 
the best of all German warmblood studs 
located in the country at that time. Last but 
not least, I have to mention the exceptional 
Ramiro whose dam is a descendent of Dark 
Ronald xx and whose “masterpiece” is world-
famous jumper Ratina Z. I will stop giving you 
examples at this point since I will not be able 
to provide you with a complete list anyway. As 
a conclusion, we can say that Dark Ronald xx 
had an important influence on warmblood 
breeds lasting for an entire epoch. In 1920, 
Dark Ronald xx moved from Graditz to Altefeld 
State Stud near Herleshausen in the state of 
Hesse, Germany. Buchard von Oettingen had 
purchased the property in 1913 and rebuilt 
the facility according to his own exemplary 
construction plans. Between 1919 and 1921, 
the entire Thoroughbred herd stationed at 
Graditz was moved to Altefeld. When the 
world economic crises hit the management of 
the Prussian State Studs, however, Altefeld 
had to be closed down. As a result, all of its 
horses had to move back to Graditz in 1930 
where, in the meantime, the Prussians had 
only reared warmbloods. 

At this point, however, Dark Ronald xx had 
already passed away. Even though he was put 
to sleep on 03 April 1928, his skeleton had 
been preserved and is still being exhibited at 
Martin-Luther University’s museum for pets 
and domestic animals in Halle, Germany, 
where it serves as a reminder of Dark Ronald 
xx’s legendary career. In 1945, the glorious era 
of the Prussian State Stud management finally 
came to an end after having set the course for 
Prussia’s six State Studs* and 16 stallion 
depots* for years. If it had not been for this 
institution, Germany’s warmblood breeds 
would not be as respected around the world 
as they are today – not just because of the 
good fortune of owning Dark Ronald xx. 

The management was always intent on 
keeping the gene pool as broad as possible. In 
today’s commercialization of breeding, we 
should follow its example – considering our 
possibilities with regard to embryo transfer 
and differentiating sperm based on male and 
female characteristics, in particular. If we 
were to only breed sires and dams whose 
offspring is currently successful in sports, we 
might end up in a dead end or find ourselves 
confronted with a genetic bottleneck. Athletic 
success does play an important role, no doubt 
about it. However, we may not forget about 
line breeding. In times of continual economic 
problems weakening government finances, it 
is likely that warmblood breeding will 
increasingly become the responsibility of 
private breeders and stud farms. With the 
help of the still existing State Studs, these 
private institutions will have to make sure that 
the breeding program does justice to both 
modern requirements and the above-
mentioned responsibilities! The former 
Prussian State Stud management serves as a 
good example to guide them. 

 

* State Studs both breed and provide studs to 
private breeders while stallion depots only provide 
studs. 
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The Correct and Easy Way  
To Learn Riding 

How to Improve Collection and Suppleness  

Series – Part 4:  
11 exercises for Third Level tests and up: half-passes, flying changes and training pirouettes 

 

By Karin Lührs 

Continuing where we left off in PIAFFE’s 
previous issue, this fourth article in our series 
will familiarize you with advanced dressage 
movements (Third Level and up) and help you 
achieve absolute suppleness of your horse. 
With regard to the Training Scale, you have 
advanced to the sixth and last step: collection. 
The schooling of your horse, however, is far 
from completed. On a daily basis, you need to 
check if your horse still fulfills all the steps of 
the Training Scale, improve its performance if 
necessary or help it advance to the next level 
if it has not reached step six yet. One item on 
your checklist needs to be rhythm: you need 
to always make sure your horse moves 
rhythmically in all three gaits, wherever it 
goes, during all exercises, transitions, and 
tempi changes. Training and schooling a horse 
will always be a work in progress – even if 
your horse can do all the movements and has 
learned everything there is to learn, you need 
to constantly exercise it according to the 
Training Scale and its ultimate goal, 
suppleness, in order keep your horse fit and 
flexible. You always need to look at the “big 
picture& rdquo;, i.e., your horse’s body, and 
“listen” to what it tells you. You need to have 
an objective and a plan with regard to your 
horse’s daily training, and the Training Scale 
can be of great help. However, it is imperative 
to also check on the horse’s fitness and state 
of heal th on a daily basis. Your overall priority 
must be that the horse feels comfortable; you 
must not ask it for more than it can handle 

physically and psychologically or use force; 
instead, praise it as much as you can. In order 
to achieve comfort for your horse, you need 
to liven up its daily training program. If you 
stubbornly stick to your routine and work 
nowhere else but in the arena, your horse will 
become dull and have no fun. Every horse 
(especially dressage horses) should be given 
the opportunity to experience all kinds of 
different movements: trail rides, galloping, 
running freely, being out in the pasture, doing 
pole work and jumping. There are lots of 
things that can help improve your horse’s 
health and well-being! With regard to Training 
Scale and collection, you need to pay 
attention to the following issues: 

# Collection is a synonym for “loosened 
tension”. Positive tension is necessary in order 
for a horse to achieve more cadence and 
elevation. Positive tension must never turn 
into negative tension, however, as this would 
destroy the horse’s looseness, i.e., its muscles 
cannot alternately tense and relax anymore. 

# This fine line between positive and negative 
tension poses the ultimate challenge for the 
rider. As a rider, how are you supposed to 
achieve the positive tension mentioned 
above? How can you get your horse to happily 
fulfill the demands of advanced collection? 
How can you help it have fun while doing so? 
The answer is: All of this is possible if you use 
and work according to the Training Scale in a 
sensible way. 
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# The Training Scale indirectly indicates if your 
horse moves into the right direction 
physiologically (with regard to muscles, motor 
skills and stamina). If it is tense or rebellious 
or if something does not work on a given day, 
the individual steps of the Training Scale 
cannot be fulfilled. The cause of the problem 
must lie somewhere else. Usually, it is not the 
horse that is disobedient but the rider, who 
has not understood the horse’s problem and 
consequently made a wrong decision! Last 
issue’s articles in this series concluded by 
teaching you the first steps of lateral work, 
i.e., the basics of shoulder-fore, travers and 
renvers. The logical conclusion of these 
preparatory exercises is shoulder-in, which 
will be described below. Before we proceed, 
here is some information on the issue of 
“large arena versus small arena”. In the latter, 
competitions at beginner level are held in 
Germany: Germany is probably the only 
country in which beginner-level tests are still 
held in small arenas (20x40m). In the rest of 
Europe, all competitions take place in a large 
20x60m arena, which gives riders the 
advantage of being used to this size from the 
beginning. People training in Germany have to 
deal with a change that is not to be 
underestimated. In a smaller arena you do not 
push the horse as much forward as you would 
in a larger space. In addition to varying the 
size of the arena you train in, you should also 
switch between snaffle and double bridle: use 
the snaffle in order to regularly check on 
suppleness and take a double bridle in order 
to prepare yourself and your horse for 
competitions. The 11 exercises necessary to 
be able to compete at an advanced level are: 

1. Shoulder-in in trot 

2. Travers/renvers 

3. Trot half-passes 

4. Flexion in canter and counter-canter 

5. Travers in canter and canter half-passes 

6. Bending exercises to straighten the horse 
– preparation for flying changes 

7. Flying changes – basic rough cut 

8. Flying changes – advanced stage and fine-
tuning 

9. Very collected canter – first preparatory 
exercise to canter pirouettes 

10. Voltes in travers – second preparatory 
exercise to canter pirouettes 

11. Training pirouette 

 

 

1. Shoulder-in in trot 

What? Shoulder-in describes a movement 
ridden in collected trot. Make sure the 
hindquarters stay on the outside track while 
the forehand moves on second and third 
track. The horse moves almost straight 
forward while its outside shoulder is 
positioned in front of its inside hip. Its inside 
hoof follows the same track as its outside one 
so that, if you look at it from the front, the 
horse moves on three tracks. The horse is 
bent geometrically around your inside leg. You 
need to give the following aids: You need to 
prepare the horse by giving a half-halt and 
shifting your weight a little to your inside 
sitting bone; your inside leg, which has many 
tasks to fulfill, is positioned at the girth where 
it maintains forward-sideways motion and 
bend and asks the horse’s inside hindleg to 
carry more weight. Your outside leg remains 
passive behind the girth and restricts the 
outside hindleg from falling to the outside. 
Your inside rein asks the horse to move away 
from the outside track, flexes its head in the 
poll to the inside and, working together with 
your inside leg, maintains a geometrical bend. 
Your outside rein remains passive and yields 
enough in order to allow the horse’s outside 
shoulder to move forward a little. At the same 
time, it restricts the horse from overbending. 

Why? There are many reasons for why 
shoulder-in is very helpful: 

# The inside hindleg is encouraged to step 
forward and underneath the horse’s center of 
gravity. 

# The flexion of hip and knee joints increases. 

# Impulsion improves. The horse will better 
respond to forward-driving aids because it is 
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restricted by regulating outside aids (diagonal 
aids). 

# Longitudinal bend improves. # The horse will 
better respond to your led aids, will become 
more supple and straight. 

# Carrying power improves, which in turn 
improves collection. 

# The horse’s shoulder can move freely while 
its haunches will flex more. To me, the most 
important advantage of shoulder-in is that you 
will practice giving diagonal aids to enclose 
the horse to a higher degree. This will shorten 
your horse and make it more flexible, which 
improves your comfort of riding. 

How? The easiest way to teach your horse 
shoulder-in is after passing through a corner – 
you can simply maintain the bend your horse 
already has. Assuming that you are an 
experienced rider, you can then ask it to move 
its forehand away from the outside track if it 
accepts both reins evenly and constantly. In 
order to do this exercise, it is most important 
that your horse is balanced. If your horse is 
unbalanced, it will start relying on the reins 
and your hands which makes it impossible to 
safely do the exercise. Thus, you need to make 
sure that your horse is able to move with self-
carriage before you even start trying shoulder-
in. In the beginning, start practicing for short 
periods of time only before straightening your 
horse again after a few lengths as you just 
want to get it acquainted with the exercise for 
now. Repeat the movements a couple of times 
on both hands. Once you and your horse are 
able to correctly do two or three lengths, you 
can extend the exercise to half of or the entire 
length of the arena’s long side. In Germany, 
Third and Fourth Level tests only require you 
to do shoulder-in for a maximum of 28 meters 
(approximately 92 feet). In the beginning, you 
should proceed according to the methodical 
principle of advancing from easy to difficult 
and practice shoulder-in down the long side 
where you have the support of the wall. Only 
after your horse is able to correctly and 
dependably do the exercise, you should 
proceed to training away from the wall, e.g., 
down the center line as required in Third and 
Fourth Level tests. 

2. Travers/renvers  

For now, I would like to keep focusing on trot 
work and introduce you to travers and 
renvers, which are the logical next step after 
mastering shoulder-in. They are good 
exercises in preparation of half-passes as well 
and have already been mentioned in last 
issue’s article. After explaining travers and 
renvers to you, I will immediately introduce 
you to half-passes in trot and then prepare 
lateral work in canter. Even if, at this point, we 
are developing dressage exercises in a 
traditional manner, training the horse in a way 
that keeps it flexible and builds up correct 
muscles must be our first priority. In previous 
articles, I have repeatedly mentioned that 
exercises are simply the result of good 
preparation and schooling. However, I need to 
explain them anyway. 

What? Here is a short repetition of last issue’s 
article to freshen up your memory: In travers 
and renvers, your horse is flexed and bent in 
the direction it is moving. In travers, its 
forehand remains on first track while its 
hindquarters move away from the wall. 
Renvers describes the complementing 
exercise where the hindquarters remain on 
the outside track and the forehand moves 
towards the middle of the arena. In contrast 
to shoulder-in, your horse is moving on four 
tracks while crossing its fore- and hindlegs. 
You will be giving identical aids for both 
travers and renvers, the only difference being 
how you start and end the respective exercise. 

# In preparation for the exercise, give half-
halts to get your horse’s undivided attention. 

# Shift your weight slightly to your inside 
sitting bone. 

# Your inside leg is at the girth and serves as a 
forward-driving aid. It is responsible for bend 
and sees to it that your horse’s inside hindleg 
actively and rhythmically steps forward. 

# Slip your outside leg slightly behind the girth 
to serve as a regulating aid. It is responsible to 
send the horse forward-sideways. 
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# Your inside rein flexes your horse’s head in 
the poll and may show it the way to the side if 
necessary. 

# Your outside rein is passive and regulating 
while restricting your horse’s bend and flexion 
in the poll. You need to yield as much as 
necessary. To conclude travers, you ask your 
horse to move its hindquarters back to first 
track, while in renvers you will want your 
horse’s forehand to do so. 

Why? Travers and renvers are perfect 
exercises to gymnasticize your horse because 
they improve longitudinal bend and elasticity 
of the hindquarters, which in turn increase 
suppleness and collection. They also help 
school riders by improving the coordination of 
their (diagonal) aids and their dexterity. 

How? Travers and renvers you have already 
mastered in their basic form. Now, we are 
going to fine-tune the exercises and enable 
you to ask your horse to do them at any time. 
Travers and renvers are ridden in collected 
trot down the long sides of the arena. Pay 
special attention to rhythm and forward 
motion on four distinct tracks. To ride travers 
and renvers immediately after each other has 
proven most beneficial. For example, you 
could ride travers down half of a long side and 
turn into a volte before continuing with 
renvers down the second half of the long side. 
You and your horse should learn to become 
completely flexible in when and where you 
execute the exercises. In my opinion, renvers 
is even more effective than travers since it 
reveals weaknesses and faults more clearly. 
You should not underestimate the benefits of 
renvers and incorporate it into your daily 
training! For you as a rider, it is important that 
the part of your hip facing the inside can 
follow your horse’s forward motion in a 
relaxed manner. A common mistake is to 
tense up during the process and obstruct the 
horse’s movement. 

3. Trot half-passes 

Once travers and renvers have been 
mastered, half-passes should not pose any 
problems. 

What? Half-pass describes a forward-sideways 
motion at a collected gait. The horse follows a 
diagonal line while moving parallel to the long 
side of the arena. It is flexed and bent in the 
direction it is moving – it looks in the direction 
it is moving. While the aids are identical to 
those of travers, you need to pay special 
attention to the reins: your horse needs to 
dependably accept your outside rein and must 
not use your inside rein as support. Otherwise, 
balance and rhythm will be disturbed. 

Why? Half-passes are necessary simply 
because they are required in all tests starting 
at Third Level up to Grand Prix Special. Here, I 
will have you work on trot half-passes since 
we have been preparing for them by learning 
to do shoulder-in, travers and renvers. This 
way, half-passes are simply a result of all the 
preliminary training we have done so far. By 
practicing half-passes, you will continue to 
develop your horse’s flexibility, straightness 
and collection and, thus, further improve 
suppleness. Your horse will also become 
better able to flex its haunches and develop 
increased mobility of its shoulder joints. It will 
be better balanced and become more 
obedient. 

How? If you have prepared half-passes 
correctly by means of travers and renvers, I 
would suggest the following procedure: start 
by practicing your first steps on a long 
diagonal. In a 40 meter-arena, draw a line 
from a marker to D or G or in a 60 meter-
arena from marker to center line, respectively. 
We will proceed to steeper angles of the 
diagonal later on. Read more about it in the 
next issue. During your first attempts it does 
not matter if your horse’s hindquarters trail or 
lead into the half-pass. First of all, we need to 
establish a basis in order for the two of you to 
understand the forward-sideways motion. 
Once this has been achieved, you need to 
start paying attention to the fact that your 
horse’s body moves parallel to the long side. 
Ideally, you should initiate half-pass by asking 
your horse to move its forehand away from 
the outside track after you have passed 
through a corner. This way, you can make use 
of the increased bend the horse needs to pass 
the corner. Otherwise, ride any other exercise 
that demands more bend. You should adhere 
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to the same principle as you did with travers: 
it would be better if your horse performed 
well over short distances than if it was making 
mistakes if you asked it to go on for too long. 
You should stop the exercise after two to 
three lengths and start anew. As with all the 
other exercises, it is most important to keep 
your horse moving forward. It needs to keep 
the same rhythm and forward thrust as if it 
was moving straight. You need to be able to 
sit balanced at all times in order to positively 
support your horse. If you have problems with 
that, try rhythmically counting along with your 
horse’s hoof beats in trot. If, for example, the 
hindquarters trail, you should develop half-
pass out of an exaggerated travers and, only 
for correction’s sake, allow the hindquarters 
to “lead the way”. This is to say that you are 
experiencing the contrast between the two 
extremes. If the hindquarters have a tendency 
to stray to one direction, you need to start 
favoring the other in an exaggerated way in 
order to eventually meet in the middle and 
find the ideal position (parallel to the long side 
with a slight tendency of the forehand leading 
the way). It is of utmost importance that your 
body is facing the way your horse is supposed 
to go. Your weight and position need to 
indicate the direction and support your 
horse’s balance. Horses are always eager to 
find their balance by stepping underneath the 
rider’s center of gravity. If that center of 
gravity is positioned incorrectly, the horse will 
face even greater problems doing the 
exercise. 

4. Flexion in canter and counter-canter  

In preparation of canter half-passes and 
subsequent canter pirouettes, we are now 
going to improve straightness and bend with 
the help of increased flexion. 

What? Increased flexion, also known as 
second degree flexion (first degree flexion 
would be shoulder-fore), means that you keep 
riding straight while your horse is bent. Its 
outside hind hoof tracks between the two 
forelegs, which makes its hind hooves track 
closer together as the inside hind hoof follows 
the same track as the inside front hoof. This 
way, you improve bend. While the aids for 
increased flexion are identical to shoulder-

fore, your inside leg needs to keep your 
horse’s inside hindleg active and on track with 
the foreleg. Your outside leg is responsible for 
making your horse’s outside hind hoof track 
between the forelegs. 

Why? The benefit of riding with increased 
flexion is that it improves the horse’s 
straightness so that all energy coming from its 
hindquarters can be used in its entirety. I like 
to teach my students this exercise in 
preparation of canter half-passes and 
pirouettes. You develop the lateral balance 
necessary for straightness, make your horse 
flexible and increase collection. Increased 
flexion in counter-canter also helps improve 
straightness and balance. 

How? You can ride the exercise in true canter 
on straight and curved lines. A mirror or 
trainer positioned on the long side can give 
you feedback on if your horse’s hind hoof 
tracks between its forelegs. But you can also 
feel for yourself if the outside hindleg is 
stepping closer to the inside one. You need to 
establish a sensible connection between your 
outside leg and the outside hindleg of your 
horse in order to be able to control it. Your 
horse is only slightly flexed and bent because 
its inside shoulder is supposed to lead as 
opposed to its inside hip. You as a rider can 
enclose your horse with all aids and make use 
of the diagonal aids in particular. Your horse’s 
entire body is being exercised! 

5. Travers in canter and canter half-passes  

What? Even though canter travers is not a 
required exercise in any dressage test, it 
nevertheless is a good preparatory movement 
to establish half-passes later on (as we have 
seen in trot). Same as with trot half-passes, 
your horse is supposed to move on four 
tracks. The extent of how much your horse 
will be able to bend clearly depends on its 
flexibility and nature. Canter and trot half-
passes are both forward-sideways motions 
and ridden at a collected tempo. We 
differentiate between canter half-passes to 
the right and to the left: during half-passes to 
the left, your horse will be flexed and bent to 
the left; half-passes to the right require flexing 
and bend to the right. It is important that your 
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horse’s inside hindleg moves forward 
underneath its center of gravity instead of 
sideways. Only then will your horse be bent 
adequately. 

Why? Old master Gustav Steinbrecht once 
said that the true nature of canter travers lies 
in correct bend of the entire spine. Canter 
travers serves as a good preparatory exercise 
for half-passes because your horse needs to 
bent to one side and become “hollow” there. 
As a result, it will become more flexible and 
you get a chance to check if it yields to the 
inside rein. If your horse does not bend during 
travers, canter half-passes will not be possible 
either. Canter half-passes improve suppleness 
and longitudinal bend while at the same time 
encouraging the horse to take on more weight 
with its inside hindleg. They serve as a basis 
from where to continue with even more 
advanced exercises such as canter pirouettes. 

How? Travers in canter you start practicing 
down the long sides and for short periods of 
time only. It is most important for your horse 
to stay flexible and keep moving. Canter half-
passes you either ride from center line to the 
long side or from a long side to center line. If 
you have an inexperienced horse, the second 
option gives you the advantage of not having 
to change leads. If you decide on option one, 
you should change leads through a simple 
change until your horse is able to do flying 
changes. At first, choose a wider angle for 
your half-passes as your horse will not have to 
bend as much. Only later on should you opt 
for a steeper angle. The method to school 
canter half-passes is the same as in trot (see 
above): Start out with short periods of time 
and extend them according to how quickly 
your horse understands. Diagonal aids are 
essential: your inside leg needs to act in 
harmony with your regulating outside rein; 
your outside leg corresponds with your inside 
rein, which may never serve as support your 
horse can lean on but has to flex it clearly in 
the poll. In order to check if you are doing it 
correctly, you can use überstreichen (release 
of the inside rein). Your horse should keep its 
poll positioning and self-carriage. During half-
pass, your inside hip plays a special role: it 
needs to adapt to the direction your are going 
in and to the hip movement of your horse, i.e., 

it needs to follow forward in a relaxed manner 
with each canter stride. Your horse’s inside hip 
will lead and yours needs to follow if you want 
to sit balanced. Your hip will be “moved by 
your horse’s movement”. 

6. Bending exercises to straighten the horse – 
preparation for flying changes  

At this point, your horse should be able to 
dependably execute lateral movements in trot 
and canter. Even though I could directly move 
on to pirouettes from here, I will introduce 
you to flying changes first – the reason being 
that we have fulfilled all necessary 
preparatory work. The time has come. 

What? When I am talking about bending 
exercises in order for a horse to eventually 
move straight and evenly, I mean that it is 
balanced and yields in body and poll at all 
times. “At all times” is to say in all three gaits, 
on curved lines and during all exercises. If, for 
example, you give an asking rein aid with your 
inside rein, your horse is supposed to follow 
instead of resisting – it is supposed to yield. 
Your horse demonstrates self-carriage, 
accepts both reins and does not use your 
hands to rely on. 
Why? Even though bending exercises were 
already essential during lateral work, I would 
like to focus on them again at this point as 
they are the basis for flying changes. If your 
horse is not yet able to carry itself in all 
situations, flying changes will be difficult for it 
to do. Flying changes require great lateral 
flexibility on both sides. Through straightening 
bending exercises, 

# forward thrust builds up closer to your 
horse’s center of gravity; 

# your horse’s hind hooves follow the same 
tracks as its fore hooves (on straight and 
curved lines); 

# your horse carries its weight equally on both 
hindlegs; 

# carrying power increases. 

How? Canter and counter-canter reveal if your 
bending exercises were successful. First, ride 
in true canter for a short period of time but 
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with counter-flexion. With your new inside 
rein you flex your horse to the outside while 
checking if it follows your aid. Repeat flexing 
your horse to the left and right a couple of 
times until it has learned to willingly follow 
your aid to both sides. If your horse was 
relying on the reins to begin with, the exercise 
could not be done successfully because your 
horse could not carry itself. In counter-canter, 
this exercise is even more demanding. Your 
horse needs to be even more balanced and 
able to carry itself while you must be in a 
position to ride it without it depending on 
your hands. For example, you track left but 
canter right while flexing your horse to the left 
every now and then – your horse needs to 
move without using your hands as support in 
any way. Your responsibility is to keep your 
horse balanced and prevent it from simply 
“falling” from one side to the other. If 
necessary, support it through appropriately 
shifting your weight. Since bending exercises 
with the objective of straightening your horse 
have so many advantages, I suggest you 
incorporate them into the daily training of 
advanced horses. 

7. Flying changes – basic rough cut  

What? In order to do a flying change, your 
horse needs to change canter leads during the 
short suspension phase (after the phase in 
which it supports its entire weight with its 
inside foreleg). Therefore, a canter 
characterized by a distinct suspension phase is 
always preferable to one with a short 
suspension phase. Whether or not your horse 
is blessed in this regard depends on its 
conformation. Your horse is supposed to 
change leads fluently and in a relaxed manner, 
remain straight, keep its forward motion and 
look noble while doing so (cf. The Principles of 
Riding). At Third Level, only single changes are 
required; at Fourth Level and above, you need 
to show fours, threes and twos as well as one-
tempi changes. For more information, see 
“How”. 

Why? Flying changes are part of every test you 
find at Third Level and up, which is what 
justifies their being discussed at this point. 
When it comes to their meaning with regard 
to gymnasticizing your horse, flying changes 

reveal if it moves independent of your hands, 
is able to carry itself and collect in uphill 
balance. 

How? The answer to the question about how 
to school flying changes is manifold as there 
are lots of ways to teach your horse how to 
change leads. Even though this depends on 
various aspects, preparation is key. We should 
have completed all steps at this point. I, for 
my part, prefer the following method: Canter 
your horse in counter-canter down the long 
side (preferably 60 meters). In order to 
prepare for the exercise, check if you are able 
to flex your horse as if to change to true 
canter (yielding to and obeying the new inside 
rein) as described in step 7 of this article. You 
also need to make sure that your horse 
accepts both reins equally and is, therefore, 
balanced. (If we were supposed to jump up 
and down, we would need to be balanced in 
order to do so – the horse is no different in 
this respect!) Once your horse is ready, give 
your aids just before the suspension phase: 
your outside leg will serve as a trigger to make 
the horse change leads. Both your reins need 
to stay in constant contact to your horse’s 
mouth. However, put a little more pressure on 
your new outside rein. You must not simply 
flex your horse to the new inside as this would 
prevent its inside hindleg from reaching 
forward. (You should have already made sure 
that you can flex your horse to the new lead 
as this is a prerequisite in order for your horse 
to change leads.) If your horse does not 
immediately change leads, apply your aids 
once again until it does. Do not create tension 
or let your horse get hectic. Do not punish 
your horse if it does not do the exercise 
correctly. Its trust in you would be destroyed 
immediately. For example, if you were to 
change leads from left to right canter, your 
outside leg would give the impulse for your 
horse to change while your outside rein in 
particular remains regulating. The reaction of 
your horse depends on your preparation, its 
sensitivity, its basic speed and its training level 
at the time. Your seat needs to be balanced 
and directed forward in order to support your 
horse in finding its own balance. Do not try 
and achieve changes by moving your body in 
an exaggerated manner as this is 
counterproductive to balance. You need to 
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already have experience in flying changes in 
order to school a young horse! The first couple 
of times, you only want your horse to show a 
reaction to your aids and to do a flying change 
– it is not important if your horse changes 
early in the front or late behind. At this point, 
all you want to do is establish a basic 
understanding or a rough cut of changing 
leads. I suggest that you find out right from 
the beginning which direction or lead your 
horse prefers to change to. This is what you 
start with (from easiest to most difficult) in 
order to give your horse some confidence or 
security. In the beginning, always ask for a 
flying change at the same spot – assuming 
that you have prepared it adequately. Give the 
aids only if your horse feels right to you: it 
needs to be balanced, accept and reach into 
both reins equally and demonstrate an uphill 
balance in collected canter. You can also ask 
for a flying change to true canter while riding 
counter-canter on a circle line. Even though 
the change will be more difficult with regard 
to staying balanced, it will seem more logical 
to your horse. Right before the flying change, 
you need to support your horse by distinctly 
shifting your weight to the inside: during 
counter-canter left, your weight needs to be 
on the left; during counter-canter right, it 
needs to be on the right. The reasoning 
behind this is: it is of great importance that 
your horse be safely balanced before a flying 
change – if not to say your horse should have 
a slight tendency towards the side it is bent to. 
While you are cantering left before changing 
to right canter, your horse should put a little 
more weight on its left side. This way during 
suspension phase, your horse will have 
enough space and freedom to reach far 
forward with its new inside hindleg. If there is 
too much weight on its right side already 
before the flying change, your horse will tip to 
the right and have difficulties reaching 
forward with its right hindleg. The position of 
your new inside leg I will only marginally touch 
on here; your former outside leg will slide 
forward onto the girth and take the position 
of forward-driving inside leg. The impulse you 
give with your new outside leg is much more 
important; your new inside leg should just 
smoothly slide into place. Your weight aid is 
only of secondary importance as well. It goes 
without saying that after a flying change you 

will reposition your new inside hip in a way so 
you can follow your horse’s movements in 
canter and sit in a relaxed manner. Do not 
move more than is absolutely necessary. 
Other methods of teaching your horse flying 
changes: 

# Change from true canter to counter-canter 
down the long side: it might be that your 
horse does not like changing leads towards 
the wall; sometimes, walls are constructed at 
a steep angle, which might keep some horses 
from changing leads. 

# Half circle and return to track: the point at 
which you would have to change leads is fixed 
– inconvenient for learning. 

# Over a pole: your horse might jump more 
than it would change leads; might result in 
changes performed with a high croup and late 
behind. Considering all the information above, 
you can see how extensive and difficult it 
really is to learn how to do flying changes. This 
is why only experienced riders should teach 
young horses how to do them. 

8. Flying changes – advanced stage and fine-
tuning  

What? Once you have mastered the basics, we 
can proceed to fine-tuning your flying 
changes. This is to say that your horse has 
gained an understanding of the exercise and 
has been familiarized with it, however, it does 
not yet accept your aids automatically or is 
able to do flying changes at any time. 

Why? Why does fine-tuning deserve a special 
paragraph? The reason is that you cannot be 
sure that your horse will execute a flying 
change any time you ask it to do so. The 
peculiarity of flying changes is that they are 
either performed successfully or 
unsuccessfully – similar to show jumping 
where you either make it over a jump without 
knocking down a pole or you do not. You still 
need to carefully prepare your horse before 
you ask it to change leads. You need to feel 
your horse in order to find out if you have 
chosen the right time – Is your horse ready 
yet? Do not take anything for granted at this 
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point. Otherwise, you might risk long-lasting 
mistakes, particularly changing late behind. 

How? At this point, you will want your flying 
changes to work out more often and more 
dependably. You will want to practice them at 
different spots within the arena in order to 
achieve a certain degree of stability in 
performance. Try asking your horse for a flying 
change somewhere else in the arena than the 
spot you usually use; also ask for the exercise 
on curved lines your horse does not associate 
with changes yet. Start out with flying changes 
in places your horse knows and has done lead 
changes in before. Once your horse is able to 
perform dependably, you may vary the places. 
You should pick a spot between to markers 
where you are planning on asking for the 
flying change, but you may only follow 
through if you feel that your horse is ready. 
Over time, narrow down on the spot you 
picked. Once you and your horse have gotten 
better, you can raise the level of difficulty by 
asking for a flying change at a specific point. 
You need to decide whether you want your 
horse to do the change on the outside track, 
near the wall or on the diagonal. It depends 
on how your horse feels to you and/or how 
supple it is. In order to prepare for 
competitions, include exercises out of Third 
Level tests such as flying changes on the 
diagonal at X; at a marker; change from 
counter-canter to true canter at C or A; out of 
medium canter (significantly more difficult); 
going large and then turning left or right, 
respectively, crossing center line; down center 
line (even more difficult). Where you are 
headed from here is one-tempi changes. But 
more about those in the next issue … 

9. Very collected canter – first preparatory 
exercise to canter pirouettes  

What? Very collected canter means that your 
horse is able to collect in such a way as to 
shorten several canter strides in succession 
while covering as little ground as possible. In 
Germany, people like to call it “cantering on a 
plate”. It almost seems like your horse begins 
to sit. You need to keep its movements 
rhythmical, active and impulsive in order to 
prevent it from losing its forward drive. Your 
horse needs to always be ready to go forward 

in short strides with impulsion and energy. It 
sometimes happens that for a second or so 
the three-beat turns into a four-beat canter as 
your horse “slows down” and sits to a higher 
degree. Its inside hindleg touches down a split 
second before its diagonal outside frontleg. To 
the naked eye, this will hardly be detectable. 
You need to make sure, however, that your 
horse’s movements give the impression of 
active canter strides (cf. Principles of Riding 
2nd volume). 

Why? Very collected canter is of great 
importance. It improves your horse’s carrying 
power and flexing of its haunches, which will 
make it easier for it later on once it has to 
carry weight and keep its balance during 
pirouettes. If your horse cannot perform very 
collected canter, it will be too fast for 
pirouettes and unable to turn on a small circle. 

How? The exercise is very demanding of both 
horse and rider. You need to get your horse to 
collect by giving many half-halts. I suggest you 
give your aids in succession: First, the asking 
aids (or non-yielding if necessary) until your 
horse shows a reaction and slows down 
without losing energy. At the same time, your 
seat needs to be passive while you keep the 
tension in your body without actively driving 
your horse forward. If necessary, you can 
influence your horse by following its 
movements more slowly. The moment your 
horse wants to slow down, your legs need to 
lightly drive it forward again to keep its 
forward motion – from the back to the front. 
Apply your rein aids equally on both sides in 
order to influence both hindlegs – a 
transmission through your horse or backwards 
impulse, so to speak. Apply non-yielding aids 
until your horse shows a reaction – do not pull 
but be gentle and flexible so your horse 
understands what you want! The connection 
between your hands and your horse’s mouth 
needs to be constant and elastic so you can 
follow your horse’s movements. You run the 
risk of applying your rein aids too strongly 
which leads to loss of rhythm and might result 
in your horse’s becoming short in the neck. 
Once your horse stops using its hindquarters 
properly, you know that you need to apply 
your aids more precisely. Apply your weight 
aid more slowly as your horse will try to adapt 
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to your rhythm and follow you. However, your 
passively following your horse’s movements 
must not be without body tension on your 
part. Your body remains erect, which requires 
a certain amount of tension. Your horse 
interprets this as a forward-driving aid, which 
it needs in order to keep cantering. Do not 
start moving backwards and forwards with 
your upper body in an attempt at driving your 
horse forward. Drive your horse forward with 
both your legs. In order to keep your horse 
cantering, your inside leg is applied at the 
girth while your outside leg slips back slightly 
behind it as if you were taking a step forward. 
Your forward-driving aids establish a 
connection between body and mouth – a 
transmission from the horse’s back to its 
front. In the beginning, it might be helpful for 
both you and your horse to use a stick and 
gently apply it to the hindlegs. This should 
encourage your horse to further flex its 
haunches. A skillful rider will be able to keep a 
constant, elastic connection between the 
respective body parts or from back to front 
through the reins and vice versa, respectively. 
To fine-tune the application of your aids is 
necessary. You need to enclose your horse 
within your aids! 

10. Voltes in travers – second preparatory 
exercise to canter pirouettes  

What? Voltes in travers represent the second 
preparatory exercise on the way to pirouettes. 
You will be riding a volte in canter while asking 
your horse to do travers at the same time. In 
preparation, we have been working on travers 
in canter (see step 5). Your horse is bent while 
actively cantering with distinct strides. Your 
inside leg activates your horse’s inside hindleg 
while your outside leg determines the 
direction and encourages your horse’s outside 
hindleg to step underneath its center of 
gravity and carry more weight. 

Why? During voltes in travers, your horse is 
supposed to step underneath its center of 
gravity; by moving its haunches to the inside 
you prevent them from falling out. A perfect 
preparatory exercise for pirouettes. 

How? Start by riding a volte in canter away 
from the track towards the middle. The size of 

the volte is of secondary importance. You 
need to focus on keeping the strides even and 
rhythmical. Once your horse is able to perform 
the volte rhythmically, ask for travers. In the 
beginning, a few strides are enough. You can 
raise demands after some time of practice 
until your horse is able to canter in travers for 
up to two entire voltes after another. You 
want your horse to get used to consequently 
carrying more weight for a longer period of 
time without losing rhythm. You need to keep 
applying gentle forward-driving aids (directed 
from back to front) so your horse does not 
cease to step towards and into the bit. The 
tendency to go forward must remain. 

11. Training pirouette  

What? Training pirouettes basically describe a 
combination of canter travers and very 
collected canter. At this point, you should 
have gymnasticized your horse in a way to 
render it flexible enough to canter in a small 
circle with distinct flexion and bend, turning 
its forelegs around its hindquarters. Your 
horse will carry more weight on its 
hindquarters while its croup is lowered due to 
increased flexion of the haunches. In the next 
issue, I will introduce you to pirouettes in 
great detail. 

Why? You need to practice training pirouettes 
before actual pirouettes in order to teach your 
horse right from the start to increase the 
weight it carries on its hindquarters, to keep 
moving, and to not just throw itself sideways. 
You will give your horse the chance to get to 
know pirouettes step by step. 

How? Similar to step 10, ride a volte in canter. 
Even though the size of the volte is of 
secondary importance, see to it that you ride 
it towards the center of the arena in order to 
be able to vary its size. During the exercise it 
can be helpful to go straight for a few strides 
in order to maintain rhythm. Once you have 
established rhythm and collection, ride travers 
(travers voltes) while at the same time 
applying half-halts in order to increase 
collection even more. Even though you should 
display the tendency to canter on the spot, 
your horse’s hindquarters should move in a 
relatively large circle in order to maintain 
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forward motion. In the beginning, your horse 
is going to try and avoid staying balanced due 
to increased strain on its hindquarters. In this 
case, apply weight aids to support it. If your 
horse tends to lean inwards, shift your weight 
to the outside and vice versa in order to re-
establish its balance. To begin with, ask for 
only a few strides at a time in order to 
familiarize your horse with carrying more 
weight on its hindquarters without expecting 
too much of it. Less is more. You will actually 
be able to see for yourself how straining this 
exercise is for your horse. After a few very 
collected strides, stop the exercise and come 
back to it over the next couple of days. As 
usual, practice training pirouettes equally on 
both leads; start with the lead your horse is 
most comfortable with in order to raise its 
trust and feeling of security. Conclusion The 
11 steps discussed above represent various 
exercises, gymnasticizing elements and school 
figures that all contribute to collection. They 
will increase and improve collection and 
suppleness. 

In my opinion, flying changes represent the 
most difficult stepping stone as doing them 
correctly depends on and is influenced by very 
many factors. If, however, you correctly 
interpret the Principles of Riding and the 
Training Scale, you can master this obstacle. In 
the next and last installment of this series, I 
will introduce you to (half-)pirouettes, 
sequence changes, piaffe and passage.  

 

The Author 

Karin Lührs successfully studied to be a PE and 
Religious Education teacher. She also is a 
recognized riding instructor (FN-Level A) and a 
member of the board of examiners to award 
licenses to future riding instructors. For her 
achievements in dressage and show jumping 
shows, she received the German National 
Equestrian Federation’s Golden Riding Award. She 
proved her immense knowledge about horses 
based on kinesiological findings by publishing her 
book 111 Lösungswege für das Reiten (FNverlag). 

magazine page 104 

Sonntag's thoughts 

By Isabella Sonntag 

We will never be able to do animals justice if 
we do not have the decency and courage to 
learn from other humans. Using your heart to 
guide your actions is key. For decades, I have 
been exploring the great wide world of horse 
trainers or those who help increase the 
knowledge of riders and the well-being of 
horses Ö At the same time, I am part of the 
majority of riders or customers, respectively, 
that strives to gain the best possible 
knowledge available. In November 2009, 
during the opening speech of one of my 
events in Verden, Germany, I asked my 
audience to push their reset buttons: to forget 
about their preconceived notions, to just take 
in what they would be experiencing during 
this day event and to take home what they 
thought would be an effective method to 

further improve their training. Judging by the 
feedback I received, several hundreds of 
people out of the 3.000 present followed my 
advice and were grateful for the amount of 
instructive information we had provided. 
What I find alarming, though, is that lots of 
trainers are relatively ignorant. They are quick 
to reproach someone simply for following a 
different path of thought in their method of 
horse training or for setting different focal 
points Ö My question is: In addition to having 
extensive practical experience in working with 
horses and a vast amount of horse-related 
knowledge, does real horse people not also 
have to prove themselves as being worthy 
human beings? Is it not true that at the end of 
their lives, all great horsemen acknowledged 
that ONE HUMAN LIFETIME was not enough to 
completely understand how all aspects of 
horse training are interrelated? I would really 
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like for all of us to show a little more humility, 
to treat each other with respect, to meet at 
eye level and, most of all, to not promote 
oneís own training method as the only 
approach possible Ö People who do not 
detect even the smallest of gaps in their own 
system must certainly be partially blind Ö 
People who do not question themselves at 
least once a day ñ especially if they have not 
yet trained a dozen or so horses from 
beginning to the highest level of classical 
dressage (And, seriously, who can claim to 
have achieved this?) ñ should humbly face the 
facts Ö All of this I wish for the horses! Since 
they are the ones who will have to put up with 
us eventually. And I wish it for the people 
investing their money in training ñ and for 
their wallets. Maybe the following wintry 
impression will help underline my thoughts in 
a crystal-clear way: Every discipline, every 
method of training and every realization is like 
a snowflake, which you need to grab and 
understand before it touches the ground and 
melts. You must accept its knowledge like a 
child that has never before seen a snowflake 
fall from the sky. Would a child judge the 
snow? No! It would be delighted, would want 
to touch the snowflake and ask its parents 
where these white ìplaythingsî came from. 
Being open-minded and curious as a child 
would signal a humble attitude towards an 
instructor whose knowledge can be of great 
value and help you make some important 
discoveries on your way ñ as long as you are 
willing to accept it without prejudice. All the 
snowflakes that are considered unimportant, 
however, will silently accumulate to form an 
avalanche of disregard, which will eventually 
bury the self-righteous after having been 
triggered by their own ignorance. In todayís 
world, we are all hungry for recognition 
because we are trapped by materialism (no 

success, no income). This is why we like to 
impose actions on others in order to profit 
from them personally. In light of this, true 
masters distinguish themselves by accepting 
new ideas. Only those who have carefully 
prepared themselves and, thus, learned to 
keep their personal opinions, wishes, desires 
and passions separate from their limited pool 
of knowledge will be able to decide between 
what is true and what is wrong when 
confronted with new perceptions and new 
ideas. They also need to have learned to not 
consider an idea to be correct only because 
they like it. They have practiced to accept 
truths different from their own and 
understand their validity. Every form of art 
can only reach absolute perfection if you have 
taken the penultimate step of learning to 
recognize and to accept different ideas or 
symbols. This step, however, is limited to a 
chosen few while most people will never even 
get close to this point. It is reserved for true 
masters only. Piaffe and Wu Wei Publishing 
Company provide all trainers and instructors 
with a platform who have proven to be true 
horsemen. This is why, in 2010, we will be 
organizing six workshops to further the 
training and knowledge of horse and rider. 
These courses will be taught by famous riders, 
trainers or horsemen who we think highly of. 
They strive to share all their knowledge with 
you and openly admit to the necessity of 
having to learn more about horse training 
themselves and not having reached perfection 
by far. 

Yours, 

Isabella Sonntag  

 

 


