Stephen Clarke - FEI Judge’s Clinic – Taupo  New Zealand 2006
As Stephen Clarke reminded us in the, whether we are riders, trainers or judges, we all need to sing from the same songbook.  As breeding progresses, we have the opportunity to ride horses with better and better movement, and better rideability. Riders are improving, more and more riders have the training scale ‘in their bones’, so they are training on foundations which will serve them well as their horses go up the levels. 

The ‘six commandments’ in the German Training Scale, are the basis for Dressage, no matter which angle we come at it from. The horses who will be most successful will be those who show secure rhythm (and ideally cadence within that rhythm), suppleness, contact and impulsion, with ever greater capacity to be straight and to collect as they move up the grades.  

How can we be confident that horses are fulfilling their potential to be good movers? The Germans have a term for a horse going with an ingredient we want – ‘Rűckganger’ literally translated as a ‘backmover’, he will be a horse who is mentally and physically loose, so he can use his whole body in the walk, trot and canter. 

In tests where horses do not get such good marks, judges often want to see more relaxation and suppleness through the jaw, poll, neck and back, before horses were asked to produce more thrust. We need number 2 on the training scale, to achieve 3, 4, 5 and 6 on the scale. If a horse becomes tight, ie we lose number 2 (suppleness), and we then ask for more of number 4 (impulsion), the rhythm often suffers, the contact often gets heavy, the angle of the curb often becomes too great, the horse pushes  but he can’t carry, so he has little chance to be in balance and self-carriage. Stephen Clarke has observed at several of his seminars, the more impulsion you want, the more submission you need. Asking for more impulsion (number 4) can create more problems if we do not have enough submission through numbers 1, 2 and 3 on the training scale.

Dressage is a fascinating and complex business, for most of us it probably takes a lifetime to master, and even then many of us will not ride at Grand Prix. Years ago, I read an interview with a Hungarian International rider Gyulla Dallos, whom I admired for his elegant riding of the magnificent grey World Cup stallion Aktion. Many will remember Aktion’s lightness and willingness, achieved through his wonderful ability to carry weight behind.  When asked, Gyulla Dallos said he had not had many Dressage lessons in his life, he found he was able to ride through natural ability and feel!  Well that certainly makes some of us feel humble! Clearly Gyulla Dallos is not the average rider in the street. For most competition riders, riding every day is not enough, most of us need an informed pair of eyes on the ground to help us when we train, as well as an appetite to read and learn more about our fabulous sport. 
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