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               Chapter One
               
 
               I walk down the street.
 
               There is a deep hole in the sidewalk.
 
               I fall in.
 
               I am lost … I am helpless.
 
               It isn’t my fault.
 
               It takes forever to find a way out.

            
 
            
               Chapter Two
               
 
               I walk down the same street.
 
               There is a deep hole in the sidewalk.
 
               I pretend I do not see it.
 
               I fall in again.
 
               I can’t believe I am in this same place.
 
               But it isn’t my fault.
 
               It still takes a long time to get out.

            
 
            
               Chapter Three
               
 
               I walk down the same street.
 
               There is a deep hole in the sidewalk.
 
               I see it is there.
 
               I fall in … it’s a habit … but my eyes are open.
 
               I know where I am.
 
               It is my fault.
 
               I get out immediately.

            
 
            
               Chapter Four
               
 
               I walk down the same street.
 
               There is a deep hole in the sidewalk.
 
               I walk round it.

            
 
            
               Chapter Five
               
 
               I walk down a different street.

            
 
            
               © 1993 Portia Nelson
 
               From There’s a Hole in My Sidewalk, Beyond Words Publishing Inc.
               

            

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Introduction – 
How to Use This Book 
            

         
 
         Learning to ride well is a mammoth task – far larger than most riders realise. But paradoxically, skilful riding is also much more possible than most people’s experience suggests. Whilst beginners make rapid progress, most of them become club level riders who are stuck on a plateau despite the investment of time, money, hope, prayer and will-power. If you are willing to ‘think outside the box’ it need not be this way.
 
         Much of the received wisdom of riding is hearsay, yet most riders act as if those traditional tenets were etched on tablets of stone. Those familiar phrases simply describe feelings that a good rider had one day and then taught to her student, who taught them to her student, who taught them to her student … and so on, like a giant inter-generational game of ‘Chinese Whispers’ (also known as ‘Telephone’). Somewhere along the line they became generalisations considered good for all riders at all times – rather than helpful pointers for certain people at certain stages in learning.
 
         The meaning of some of them, like ‘push’ for example, has changed so dramatically over the years that their interpretation has evolved from chalk to cheese. This process has led to a culture of vagueness and misunderstandings, perpetuated and believed by teachers and pupils alike. The chain continues since few people are brave enough to challenge it by asking, ‘Exactly what do I push with, and how do I push with it?’ (The answer to this is on page 36.) We all know that this level of inquisition might not endear us to our teachers – and their reaction could, of course, cover up the fact that they do not know the answers. Thus the blind keep leading the blind, whilst the small percentage of sighted (or talented) riders cannot untangle the web and teach us all to see.
         
 
         The horse world is rich in descriptive knowledge that tells us what horse and rider should look like. But traditionally we lack good information about ‘how’. Good riders just do it, without knowing how they do it, and without understanding why you are not like them and cannot do it. Furthermore, what they say they do may well not match what they actually do – hence they can actively maintain the split between popular misinterpretations and their personal embodied (but not necessarily verbal) understanding of riding.
         
 
         Even when good riders accurately report what they do, what works for them may not work for you, and many of those traditional phrases represent feelings worth aiming for when you are already an accomplished rider. ‘Grow up tall and stretch your leg down’ is one of these. Good riders usually tell us about the tip of their personal iceberg of skill and have little conception of the enormity of the skill-base that lies beneath the surface of their awareness. What eludes the average rider are the skills that these good riders take for granted and cannot put into words.
         
 
         It has been my personal mission to uncover this hidden part of the iceberg. During twenty-three years of research I have done everything in my power to expose the secrets of talent, breaking them down into ‘bite-size chunks’ and finding ways of describing them that work for average riders. The net result is that I and my colleagues can clone good riders. Accomplished riders who are aiming for the top seek my expertise with the ‘fatal flaws’ that have proved persistent and hard to fix, whilst many club level riders simply want to know that their basics work well enough to prevent them from torturing their horses.
         
 
         In our work it is as if we give each rider a tool kit, or refine the tool kit that she already has. This ‘first tool kit’ concerns her body, for its position and texture, its asymmetry, and its stability (or lack of it), affect the horse profoundly. In both you and your horse there are places where movement ‘goes through’ and places where it is blocked, deadened, dissipated or disorganised. As you affect him and he affects you, the influence of your body mechanics, for good or ill, is enormous – but this is rarely acknowledged. Many trainers, for instance, ignore the rider’s way of sitting and think only of teaching her to ride the school movements. These form the rider’s ‘second tool kit’, and when done correctly (from a body that functions well) they undoubtedly have profound training effects. But we cannot afford to negate the exquisite sensitivity that horses have to our body mechanics.
         
 
         When we riders run out of tools we all resort to shove, kick, pull and pray; but long before this (when there is but a tiny nick in our chisel) we start having negative effects on our horses. They are born with the ability to read us like a book, and they play on our weaknesses, evolving their evasive patterns around the loopholes that we offer them. They mirror us, in both our rightness and our wrongness. Also, they know our bottom line – how determined we are, and how little effort we will accept. When you change, your horse changes, and you are the key to evasions, limitations and attitudes that many would attribute to him alone. The impact you have on him is far greater than you realise.
         
 
         Whatever level you ride at or aspire to, coupling this realisation with effective teaching tools turns your riding into a journey of learning and exploration, and this makes it much more fun for both you and your horse. Approaching it like this certainly beats going round and round in circles making the same mistakes, facing the same frustrations, and trying harder in response. As Portia Nelson says so beautifully in her poem, the ‘hole in your sidewalk’ will not go away, but once you have realised its existence you can begin the process of choosing not to fall in it. From the time that your ‘eyes are open’ it does not take so long for you to choose to ‘walk round it’, and ultimately, we can all decide to ‘walk down a different street’.
 
         This is an interesting time for my work. In the world of fitness and exercise, core muscle strength is being recognised as an essential component. It is being emphasised particularly in the Pilates system of training, and in work with physioballs (also known as gymnastic balls), and many fitness trainers now believe that it enhances almost any sporting skill. The basis of my message has been that the need to stabilise the body on top of a moving horse demands this strength, and that this is the most basic component of talent. Only now is laboratory research attempting to discover  what good riders actually do (as opposed to what they say they do). We will soon know beyond any shadow of doubt that the rider who looks and feels as if she is doing nothing is actually presenting one of the greatest optical illusions of all time.
         
 
         You may want to read this book straight through to gain an overview of the ideas it presents. When you begin your work with it, go slowly and take time. Be open-minded and curious. Meld a willingness to experiment with a thorough, diligent approach. Remember that this is only the tour guide, just as your teachers are only tour guides. You yourself must take the tour.
 
         It is much less fun to travel alone than with friends, so I hope you will find someone to journey alongside you. Even talking on the telephone or sharing emails can help. But your best companion is a friend with a video camera who will exchange sessions with you, for (alongside your horse) instant visual feedback is your most effective teacher. When you only have your bodily sensations to go by, it is all too easy to con yourself, and the biggest challenge of the learning process is the way that changes always feel so much bigger than they look. This is just the same phenomenon as getting an ulcer in your mouth or losing a filling, and discovering that what feels to your tongue like a huge great blemish looks in the mirror like a tiny little pin-prick.
         
 
         To experience the full impact of this, fold your arms, and then unfold them and fold them the other way round. Be sure you have really succeeded, for the old habit is like a ‘hole in your sidewalk’ that could suck you back into it. This new way of doing it will feel strange – but probably not half so strange as the changes you need to make in your riding.
         
 
         You do yourself a great disservice when you set limits on how weird you are willing to feel, and many riders are convinced that they have done enough when they have made only 20 per cent of the change they really need. The most recalcitrant would rather fall repeatedly into that same deep hole than experience the ‘weirdness’ of walking around it. So when you are tempted to argue your case from your kinaesthetic sense of rightness, and to believe your body and not your friend, remember that it is time to call on the objectivity of her video camera. Only when you have become a very accomplished rider can you be reasonably sure that your body will look the way that it feels.
         
 
         There is another, equally confusing side to the coin, for as you habituate to a new and weird feeling, it ceases to feel so strange. Then, you may be left asking yourself if this is happening simply because your body is habituating to the change, or because you are selling out on the original feeling and not ‘going for it’ enough. Conversely, if you are ‘going for it’ with such determination that it is staying equally weird over time, you have probably already hit ‘over-kill’. Without objective visual feedback it is hard to (a) become weird enough initially, and (b) keep track of that feeling as it gradually becomes your new norm. So believe your friend’s objective diagnosis, and when you are giving feedback remember that you are in the objective position, and encourage her to believe you.
         
 
         Finding a friend to work with may not be easy, however, and the people where you keep your horse may think that you are crazy to embark on this journey; they may ridicule you, and try to get you to stop. Unfortunately, there could be some truth to their criticisms, since you may appear to ride worse before you appear to ride better. During the stage when you are ‘between the devil and the deep blue sea’ you may both look and feel uncomfortable. But stick with it, and realise that if you succeed in changing your riding significantly for the better, you may upset the status quo in the environment where you keep your horse. You may find that you pay a price for your skills.
         
 
         If I succeed in inspiring you to move beyond reading this guide so that you actually take the tour, give yourself at least three months before you decide that the scenery is not for you, or that the mountain is too steep to climb. Remember that the foothills are rarely the most interesting part, and that you always have to climb some way before you see the view. I am saying this in the hope that you will be patient if the pay-off is not immediately worth the effort. Your first faltering steps, however, could be life-changing. Be prepared for either possibility.
         
 
         There is enough material in this book to last you for over two years. It takes you to the stage of riding your horse in carriage in rising trot, and even if you think you know how to do this, you are bound to find some nuances that have escaped you. Given that less than 5 per cent of riders do this (to my eye) really well, there may also be some fundamentals that have escaped you. If this approach captures your interest and excitement, back it up with my other books and videotapes, which also cover sitting trot, canter and lateral work. Even without that additional input, you can extrapolate the information given here into those realms, for all of the principles of rider/horse interaction still hold true. The iceberg is built on the same hidden base, though expanding it into more advanced work requires additional high-precision tools in your tool kit.
         
 
         Above all, enjoy your horse. If you decide to take this journey, you will learn to speak his language, and as your body becomes able to say it in ‘horse’ rather than ‘human’, you will find him instantly more cooperative. He will thank you for finally making sense.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter 1
            
 
            The Basic Position – 
Alignment
            

         
 
         [image: ] Description of the ideal
         
 
         Alignment concerns how the body is stacked up. Most people have heard  about the ideal shoulder/hip/heel vertical line, but few people pay much  attention to this idea. The rider who has it would land on the riding arena  on her feet if her horse were taken out from under her by magic. This is  obvious in riders from the Spanish Riding School. Like them, riders with  good mechanics have their stirrups set at a length which places the thigh  bone at about 45° to the ground. This places the calf at a similar angle, and  means that the angles in the rider’s joints are more closed than most people  expect.
         
 
         Ideally, the rider’s heel points back and down towards the horse’s hock, but  this must be done with the foot just resting in the stirrup rather than pressing.  This requires an unusually flexible ankle joint, and it is sufficient for the  rider to get the heel level with the toe in this position.
         
 
         [image: ] Common starting points
         
 
         Many riders think of having their lower leg ‘on the girth’ and of keeping  their heels down. This commonly results in them sitting in the armchair seat, with their backside behind their feet. This rider is often round-backed, and she rides with a fairly short stirrup, making her thigh bone too horizontal, and placing her knee too high up on the saddle. The tilt of her pelvis leaves her sitting on the back of her buttocks, with her seat bones pointing forward. Riders in this category range from novice riders who are passengers to confident riders who like to ride on trails and jump. It also includes professional riders who bring on young horses and compete. Whilst jumping riders need a shorter stirrup, many exaggerate their position, with their feet too far forward and their pelvis too tucked under them.
         
 
         
            [image: ] 
               A beautifully organised rider and horse.

            

         
 
         Aspiring dressage riders often try to grow up tall and stretch their legs down. They tend to ride with their stirrups too long, and their thigh almost vertical. In order to open the angle between the leg and the torso to this degree, the rider has to hollow her back. The tilt of her pelvis makes her seat bones point back. She also lifts her chest and often her chin, stretching the whole front of her torso and pulling her stomach in. Some riders keep their pelvis reasonably well aligned (instead of sticking their backside out behind them), but then bring their shoulders back from the  waist. Their seat bones will usually point forward. Eventually, this  posture is likely to lead to back pain. If one compares these riders to a  martial artist, it becomes clear that their ‘tallness’ de-stabilises  them and leads to a loss of power. This is rarely recognised in  teaching.
         
 
         
            [image: ] 
               (a) Hollow-backed rider, has seat bones pointed back, and thighs too vertical.
 
               (b) ‘Sophisticated hollow back’, often seen in more experienced riders.  From the waist, the rider leans back and lifts the chest.
 
               (c) Round-backed rider, whose front is ‘C’ shaped. Has seat bones pointed forward, thighs rotated out and knee too far up.
 
               (d) Well-aligned rider, seat bones pointed down.

            

         
 
         Both round- and hollow-backed riders hear the phrase ‘push your heel down’ and suppose that they should press hard into the stirrups. However, the foot should just rest on the stirrup, since pushing down invokes Newton’s third law of motion (which states that every action has an equal and opposite reaction). Thus it creates an equal and opposite push up, which straightens the knee and hip joints, and sends the rider’s backside up and out of the saddle. This explains why so many riders sit to the trot better without their stirrups. 
         
 
         [image: ] The fix
         
 
         Firstly, diagnose yourself. You need visual feedback to help you decide if you are round- or hollow-backed. If you get this wrong, your work with this book will take you even further up your gum tree!
 
         I always begin realigning the rider by bringing her lower legs up over the front of the saddle so that they rest there. In this position, most people can find their seat bones and get them to point straight down. When you (or better still when a friend) brings down your leg, you need to make sure that the thigh is rotated inwards, with the flesh from the inside of the thigh drawn round to the back. Be sure that you think of the thigh and calf creating an arrowhead shape, where the knee is at the point of the arrowhead. The knee must be out in front of the hip, and it is a big mistake to try and bring it back under your hip by making the thigh and calf more vertical.
         
 
         This is the time to check the length of your stirrups. You may well need to adjust them to bring the thigh bone to 45° to the ground (if you are relatively inexperienced) or slightly more vertical if you are a more established rider. Err on the side of caution, and remember that this change will feel bigger than it looks. Putting your stirrups up just one hole can make you feel as if you have changed from a dressage rider to a jockey, whilst lengthening them one hole can make you feel that your base of support  has been eroded. Commonly, people have to alter their stirrup length by  two, three and occasionally even four holes, with the majority of riders  having to take their stirrups up. Be prepared for the shock, and stick  with it, however weird you feel!
         
 
         
            [image: ] 
               The angles at the rider’s joints, assuming that the thigh bone and calf  are the same length, and measuring the hip angle from the thigh bone and  not the top of the thigh: (a) more experienced rider; (b) more novice  rider.  

            

         
 
         
         
 
         
            Common responses 
            
 
            These vary from:
 
            ‘This makes the inside and/or the front of my thighs feel like they are being stretched.’
 
            ‘My thighs, knees and toes are rotated in much more.’
 
            ‘My feet feel as if they are somewhere way back behind me by the horse’s stifles.’
 
            From round-backed riders: 
            
 
            ‘It’s hard to keep my waistband and sternum advancing like this. I keep wanting to give way in my middle.’
 
            ‘I don’t feel safe lined up like this. What if he bucks?’
 
            From hollow-backed riders: 
            
 
            ‘I feel like the Hunchback of Notre Dame!’
 
            ‘I’m so slouched and toppling forward, and I can’t bear feeling this inelegant.’
 
            to:
 
            ‘It’s as if my brain cannot talk to the middle of my back. It’s so hard to get my waistband to come back.’
 
            and:
 
            ‘At least it doesn’t feel so weird any more, but I’m still finding myself reverting to the old way when I’m stressed.’
 
            ‘So I’ve over-corrected and gone from rounded to hollow? So now for the next phase …’

         
 
          
         Make sure that both stirrups are the same length, and keep them like this even if they do not feel level when you know, objectively, that they actually are. Then be sure that the ball of the foot rests lightly in the stirrup, and that the knobble of the ankle bone lies directly under the bony knobble at the top outside of the thigh.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         For round-backed riders – Getting a shoulder/hip/heel vertical line requires you to sit less ‘on your pockets’ and further forward on your pelvic floor, with your pubic bone closer to the saddle. Your waistband and sternum almost certainly need to be in advance of their normal position, and you may need to feel that you are lifting your chest. The net result has to be that your pubic bone, belly button, sternum and collar bone form a straight vertical line. Advancing your sternum and waistband may feel very stressful, but do not let them drop back. If you find this really difficult, it can help to think of the points of your hips sticking out through your breeches. Keep noticing if your seat bones point down or forwards.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         For hollow-backed riders – Your waistband must come back to take the hollow out of your back. This might even make you feel as if you have been punched in the stomach. Your chest will need to drop from its excessively lifted position, and it can help to think of your chest aiming towards the horse’s ears (and in some cases even lower). Bringing the body into the posture of a martial artist requires you to feel as if you are becoming short rather than tall. Think of dropping your ribs down towards your hips, and notice that far more of the back of your backside is now down on the saddle. This is a particularly useful landmark. Do your seat bones point down or back? Again, the net result has to be that your pubic bone, belly button, sternum and collar bone form a straight vertical line. Be sure that your collar bone is not behind your sternum. Think of them as a T shape with the bar of the T (the collar bone) directly over the stem of the T (the sternum). This will almost certainly make you feel as if you are leaning forward. 
         
 
         The sensations of being forward, slouched and short will be very disconcerting and you are unlikely to have the courage to venture far enough from your original ‘home’. Making these changes profoundly enough will also require you to address your breathing pattern (see Chapter 5). Riders who are ‘too tall’ usually breathe in their upper chest, and this maintains the lift of their ribcage, along with a top-heaviness and a lack of resilient strength. Learn to drop your ribs and your breathing down.
         
 
         [image: ] Troubleshooting – now
         
 
         Believe the objective feedback you are getting about your line-up, and keep doing it, however strange it feels! Which of the changes you have made would you most like to sell out on? This will be your downfall.
 
         Remember that unless you are jumping, it is not important to push your heels down – and even then, you must not press hard into the stirrup. Pushing the heel down and forward towards the horse’s knee will always cause you to lose your alignment. The ball of your foot must rest (not press) on the stirrup, mirroring the way in which a diver stands on a diving board about to do a backward dive. If your weight goes into your heel you start to dive backwards, and you will have to invoke compensatory strategies to keep your balance. You will either lean back, pull on the reins and ‘water-ski’, or will forever find yourself tending to fold forward towards ‘two-point’ and jumping position.
         
 
         If your reins get too long, your hand will come back towards your body, and then your body will come back. Round-backed riders are particularly vulnerable to this mistake. Keep your reins short enough for your hands to stay out in front of the horse’s withers.
 
         [image: ] Troubleshooting – on through time
         
 
         The concept of aligning the body over seat bones which point straight down sounds very simple, but it is amazingly elusive to many riders. If you manage not to sell out on the idea, you can expect to ‘overkill’ in a variety of ways before you finally stabilise and find ‘home’. The options are leaning  forward and back, as well as rounding and hollowing your back. Your lower leg is most likely to stay too far forward, but you may eventually over-correct and bring it too far back.
         
  
         Keep getting objective visual feedback from friends, photographs, video or mirrors, and adjust accordingly. Remember the golden rule: believe what you see, not what you feel.
 
         [image: ] Test yourself – have you got it?
         
 
         When the rider is correctly aligned, an observer standing at 90° to her could impose a stick figure on her silhouette. This test sounds far too simple to be true, but it is an extremely useful guide.
         
 
         Both round-backed and hollow-backed riders need to check that they end up with their seat bones pointing down and a straight vertical line up their front from their pubic bone to their belly button, sternum and collar bone. Monitor this regularly, and keep track of the images or ‘feelages’ that best help you get there.
 
         If someone placed her fingers between the ball of your foot and the stirrup, would they be screaming? Imagine this as you ride, realising that your weight must be placed somewhere, and that the weight that was in your feet must now be taken in your thighs.
         
 
         [image: ] Off-horse exercises
         
 
         Sit on your hands, palms down, on a firm chair. Practise moving slowly between the extremes of rounding and hollowing your back, and feel where your seat bones point as you do so. Make the movements smaller and slower until you can distinguish exactly where ‘down’ is. Notice whether you have an equal range in both directions, or whether rounding or hollowing your back comes more naturally to you. Build up your car seat if necessary so that it becomes a firm, level surface, with a back that supports your spine. Practise sitting with your seat bones pointing straight down, and your back in ‘neutral spine’.
 
         Neutral spine is the ideal spinal alignment, in which the spinal curves (which are more or less exaggerated in different people) are balanced. The spine should not be ram-rod straight – it curves forward behind your neck, slightly back between your shoulder blades, forward at your waist, and back at your sacrum. One curve is often more pronounced at the expense of the others, but pointing your seat bones down gives you a first approximation of neutral. If you are struggling with your alignment on or off horse, book a session with a physical therapist or other bodyworker, telling her that neutral spine is your goal. If you have back pain, living, working and riding in this alignment may well keep you pain-free.
         
 
         Sit on a hard chair with your seat bones pointing down, and your feet resting on the ground. Then press hard into one foot, and notice what happens to the seat bone on that side. It will almost certainly lift. This is Newton’s third law in action, demonstrating exactly what happens when you push into the stirrup. Now push on the opposite foot. Does this feel less familiar? If it does, you have demonstrated how you habitually defy gravity on one side of your body, and how strange it feels to do so on the more grounded side. This tendency explains how and why you lose one seat bone, and get a lean and twist in your torso. Welcome to the world of asymmetries! Save this information for later.
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