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Transitions

Part 5 of a six-part series on finding success at Second Level

By Beth Baumert
Photographs by Susan]Stickle.com

ast month, we talked about half-
Lhalts. Half-halts ask the horse to

balance under you. Transitions,
the subject for this month, also ask the
horse to balance under you: by thrust-
ing energy through his topline to
the bit in upward transitions, and by
transferring weight to the hindquar-
ters in downward transitions.

In the warm-up phase of your
schooling session, we’ll concentrate
on transitions between and within
gaits. Then in the work phase, we’ll
look at the transitions that develop
collection directly. These are the tran-
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THE RESULT: Mica Mabragariia and Infanta HGF demonstrate a_ﬂutd cadenced, springy col-
lected trot. Mica achieved that by retaining the power from Infanta’s medium paces while using

half-halts and transitions to create this beautiful balance.

sitions that skip a gait: trot-halt-trot
and canter-walk-canter.

Transitions
and Engagement

Roughly speaking, transitions are ei-
ther successful or unsuccessful. The
successful ones engage your horse.
Unsuccessful ones disengage him.
Disengagement leads to further prob-
lems, such as loss of straightness and
balance.

What’s engagement? Misunder-
standings abound around this term.
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ENGAGEMENT: Infanta HGF demonstrates
the moment of engagement in canter. Her hind
foot steps under the center of gravity and car-
ries both herself and Mica.

In an attempt to clarify, the USDF not
only defines what engagement is but
also what it is not.

According to the USDF Glossa-
ry of Judging Terms, engagement is
“increased flexion of the joints of the
hind legs during the weight-bearing
phase [italics mine], and of the sacro-
lumbear joint, thus lowering the croup
relative to the forehand. A prerequi-
site for thrust/impulsion”

And here’s what it is not: “Engage-
ment is not ‘hock action, and it does
not refer to the length of the stride of
the hind leg, which is ‘reach”

‘When and where does engage-
ment happen? Engagement happens
only when the horse’s hind foot is flat
on the ground and bearing weight.
But where is the hind foot? Ideally, it’s
exactly under his center of gravity (see
photo above). When you, the rider,
have a nearly ideal position, your cen-
ter of gravity is stable and is direct-
ly over your horse’s center of gravity.
When your horse’s inside hind foot is
directly under both of you, your horse
is in “self-carriage” This is the situa-
tion that feels glorious, and you won-
der, Why doesn'’t it feel like this all the
time? The reason is that the placement
of the inside hind foot needs to be ide-
al in order for this nirvana to happen.

In Part 2 of this series (July/Au-
gust), we talked about shoulder-fore
positioning. You'll be doing your tran-


mailto:editorial@usdf.org
http://SusanJStickle.com

sitions in shoulder-fore, so let’s briefly
review this important concept.

In shoulder-fore, your horse places
his inside hind leg under his center
of gravity—in the space between his
two front feet. The outside hind stays
in the same track as the outside fore.
When he’s positioned in this manner,
he carries himself and you too.

When do you use shoulder-fore?
All the time. Shoulder-fore isn’t ex-
actly an exercise. It’s the position in
which experienced trainers ride. It’s
simply riding in balance (as opposed
to out of balance).

Placing your horse’s inside hind
hoof in an exact location may sound
ridiculously difficult, but with persis-
tence you can do it, and your horse
will be so happy that he’ll start to
meet you halfway—because being in
balance makes him feel good.

Mica’s Thoughts
on Transitions

rom Fourth Level USDF-cer-
Ftified instructor/trainer Mica

Mabragana (our photo
model), here are a few great
concepts and ideas about riding
transitions.

* Transitions create freedom.
The lazy horse will become
sharper to your aids, allowing
you to be quieter with your
driving aids. The hotter horse
will learn to wait for you, al-
lowing you to /et him move.
When we are able to let the
horse move freely, we create
harmony.

* | also like to add transitions
within movements; this is a
great way to keep checking
the honesty of your work. Can
you do a walk-trot transition
within your shoulder-in, for
instance?

* You want to feel that you
whisper the aid and the horse
shouts the answer—not the
other way around.

A Special Challenge

The goal in all downward transitions is
to make them in an “upward” way—to
ride forward with activity into short-
er strides. No one ever pulled her way
back into piaffe, shoulder-in, or any
other movement.

Review last month’s article on the
half-halt, and look at the section de-
scribing the half-halt that makes your
horse’s neck longer. If you can achieve
that, you can ride downward transi-
tions in a upward way.
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Likewise, if your horse isn't en-
gaged in an upward transition, he’ll
push himself onto the forehand and
away from your seat. You want to
make upward transitions in a way that
retains the engagement of the down-
ward transition.

Transitions in Warm-Up

The first thing I ask almost any stu-
dent is: “Show me the best free walk
your horse can do.” This test reveals
what the horse offers in terms of
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rhythm, energy, and suppleness when

he is relatively unimpeded by the rein

aids. (See the photo opposite for an

image of an impressive free walk.)
Always start your warm-up with

a free walk. Then go on the diago-

nal and transition to a medium walk

through the corners and on the short

side of the arena (see photo opposite).

Repeat until it’s good. These transi-
tions help everything.

Transitions between and with-
in gaits. Start with transitions be-

tween gaits: walk-trot-walk-trot. Trot-
canter-trot-canter. Do your best to
stay straight (your horse’s shoulders
aligned with his hindquarters) by us-
ing shoulder-fore. The inside hind
steps in the space between the two
front hooves, and the outside hind
should stay in the same track as the
outside front. It shouldn't drift out.
Test whether your upward tran-
sitions are successful. When you go
from walk to trot or from trot to can-
ter, does your horse step to your hand
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His Jumping Arena:
+ Attwood Equestrian Surfaces (AES) design 75m x 45m with in-base drains.

+ AES Euro Tex Footing: The unique composition of AES micro-supreme
microfibers, further enhanced with Geopad felt and Cleff elasticated fibers
providing lateral and vertical binding to achieve optimum consistency and
cushioning. Perfect!

+ Arena design and footing by AES.

Her Dressage Arena:
+ Attwood Equestrian Surfaces (AES) design 60m x 20m with in-base drains.

* AES Pinnacle Footing: A proprietary footing system that is dust-free and never
requires watering, produced from meticulously selected sand, coated with
viscoelastic polymer and blended with AES micro-supreme microfiber. This
formulation provides consistent concussion reduction and rebound unlike any
other surface on the market today.

+ Arena design and footing by AES. «

HE SURFACES

Riding Surfaces for Equestrian Athletes

www.equestriansurfaces.com ¢ 888.461.7788

EQUESTRIAN

Ei Please visit us on Facebook.
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FREE WALK: The free walk uses every muscle
in the horse’s body in rhythmic relaxation. This
free walk would get a very high score. It has a
pure rhythm, sufficient energy and overstride,
and beautiful reach through the topline.

P

FREE WALK TO MEDIUM WALK: In the
transition, the rhythm, tempo, and energy stay
the same. Only the frame and length of stride
change.

and “draw on your reins” in the tran-
sition? Does the thrust from the hind
leg “connect” him from back to front?

Next, test whether your downward
transitions are successful. When you
go from trot to walk or from canter to
trot, can you feel the inside hind hoof
under your seat in the transition? Can
you add a tiny bit of weight to it so it
“connects” the front to the hindquar-
ters? In profile, your horse will look as
if he connects in his frame from be-
hind and keeps his neck long. =

Dressage training
at your fingertips.
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] through
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Improve your
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Need help with a specific issue?
Use our video tutorials
to help solve your problems.

= Over 1000 online video tutorials available 24 X 7,
with 10 new videos added monthly!

= Training instructions from the world's top
professionals, plus insights, score and commentary on
real tests, movement-by-movement from the sport's
most celebrated judges!

= Training level thru Grand Prix, applicable for
amateurs and professionals, all disciplines and
breeds.

Dressage Training Online is... The perfect
complement to your dressage education,
whether your aspirations are improvement of
dressage basics or olympic dreams.

Never buy a single DVD again!

m%’g%iﬁm DRESSAGETRAININGONLINE.COM

Connecting you o ;
with the Visit our Buy A Dressage Horse section,
where members always list for free.... featuring video

with 100% of sales listings from sellers

across the globe!
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Help Your Horse feel

a
Ah-mazing!
Back on Track’s Mesh Sheet
goes beyond keeping your horse’s
body warm; it uses welltex tech-
nology that’s proven* to increase
circulation and reduce inflammation,

helping your horse go from “Ouch™
to ” Ah!”" after every ride.

* see website for veterinarian test results
And when your horse Feels good
you feel it too!

"l put Back on Track blankets on my horses
as much as possible. It really keeps their
bodies supple and loose. | can feel the
difference right from the beginning of the
warm-up. When their bodies feel good,
they are happy and ready to do the work.”

Michelle Gibson, Olympic rider,
bronze team medal, Atlanta 1996

N\ Back on Track®

Cares for the wear and tear that
naturally occurs with exercise

In USA:

Web: wwuw.backontrackproducts.com
Call: 1-888-758-9836

Email: info@backontrackproducts.com

Now ride transitions within the
gaits: working trot-lengthened stride-
working trot. Working canter-length-
ened stride-working canter. Again,
help your horse stay straight by riding
in shoulder-fore.

Stretch. Stretch your horse often
during your warm-up and also during
the work session. The stretch reminds
him that he is always to follow the
rider’s hand in a downward-forward
way and to reach for the bit. If he stays
connected in the stretch, his back will
come up. If your horse can stretch at
any time, you'll always be able to low-
er his neck and lift his back, which
you'll want to do frequently in devel-
oping collection.

Transitions in the
Work Session

After your warm-up, pay attention to
the transitions that skip a gait (halt-
trot-halt-trot and walk-canter-walk-
canter). These are the transitions that
directly create collection. In the up-

T
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EFFECTIVE STRETCH: Although we could
find prettier photos of Infanta stretching, this
one clearly demonstrates her straightness

in bend and the way she’s reaching with the

inside hind leg toward her center of gravity.

ward transitions, the horse has to lift
his forehand instead of pulling with
his front legs. In the downward tran-
sitions, he’s required to add weight to
the hindquarters.

Tips for Riding Transitions Between Gaits

hange one thing at a time. In the case of transitions between
gaits, you're going to change only the rhythm. You'll go, for ex-
ample, from a two-beat trot to a three-beat canter and back to a
two-beat trot. Keep everything else the same.
* Keep the flexion and bend the same.
* Keep the outline the same. Your horse shouldn’t sprawl and get lon-

ger in the upward transition.

* Keep the circle of energy the same. Unless you want more energy,
there’s not necessarily more energy in the faster gait than in the
slower gait. A transition is an energy conversion: You are converting
trot energy to canter and canter energy to trot.

* Keep the line of travel the same. Don’t change direction at the same
time that you’re changing the rhythm, and don’t let your horse fall

off your line of travel.

Look for the right moment. The transition will be most successful
when you ask for it when you have access to your horse’s hind leg. Look
for that moment in a quiet way. Many trainers talk about “prompt”
transitions, and that’'s often misunderstood. Prompt, in dressage, means
timely, obedient, and in front of the leg. It doesn’t mean hurried or
tense. In fact, a prompt transition is rather thoughtful and deliberate
because it's from an engaged hind leg.

Keep your horse’s neck relaxed. Make these transitions occur because
your body is communicating with your horse’s body.
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TROT TO HALT: In response to Mica’s half-
halts, Infanta shortens her stride and comes to
a square halt

CANTER-WALK-CANTER: At the time
of this photo shoot, Infanta was just learn-
ing canter-walk-canter transitions; but in

a matter of a few weeks, she had gained a
little strength and a lot of coordination and
confidence

Be picky about making these tran-
sitions “clean”—no shuftly steps in be-
tween the gaits. Go from halt directly
to a two-beat trot and back to a halt.
Go from a deliberate four-beat walk to
a three-beat canter and back to a de-
liberate walk.

Try this exercise: Canter-walk-
canter. To develop a more collected
canter, ride a ten-meter circle at each
of the RSVP letters. Count twelve
strides of canter on each circle (six
strides per half-circle); then count
twelve strides of canter straight down

SHIPPING

BOTH
WAYS

(Yeah, we
took care
of that, too.)

Our Price Match Guarantee and
mean
you'll always pay less at SmartPak.
And our Happiness Guarantee
and
mean if you don’t absolutely love
everything you ordered, we'll
happily take it back, on us. With the
latest looks from Ariat, Horseware
Ireland, Charles Owen and more,
our smarts will look good on you.

<% SMARTPAK

SmartPak.com | 1-800-431-3916
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Joint Support
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Pharmaceutical Grade
effective Joint Support.
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Collagen Type Il * Omega 3&6

20 years of proven results
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www.grandmeadows.com

Tips for Transitions that Skip a Gait

he same rules apply here as for transitions within and between
Tgaits. Only the rhythm will change. The bend, line of travel, and en-

ergy stay the same. The neck stays relaxed. The hindquarters initiate
the transition.

Trot-halt-trot transitions require collection. The exercise directly low-
ers the hindquarters and lifts the forehand. Here are some tips for riding
trot-halt-trot transitions:

1. Be playful in your schooling because your horse definitely will need
practice. He'll make mistakes. Don’t punish him. Play it like a game, and
you'll both be winners in the end. Do these transitions at predictable
places (A, B, C, and E or R, S, V, and P) so he learns to anticipate and
meet you halfway.

2. If your horse is blatantly disobedient in an upward transition, don’t
punish him during the transition. Use the leg, spur, or whip as an encour-
aging aid after the transition.

3. The same is true of the downward transition. If he’s disobedient,
do a few steps of rein back after the downward transition. The rein back
is another movement that directly creates collection, and it puts the hind
legs in a position to carry in the ensuing upward transition. Take advan-
tage of that position: Ride out of the rein back in collected trot by initiat-
ing the transition with the engaged hind legs.

Canter-walk-canter is one of the prerequisites for the flying changes
you'll need to do at Third Level. Special tips for these transitions:

1. Make sure that the walk is marching and somewhat collected.
Many riders make the mistake of asking for collected canter from a
medium or even a disconnected walk. Likewise, the canter has to be col-
lected to get a transition to collected walk.

2. Your horse will probably be inclined to consider the walk a rest
period. You know better! Work the walk. Teach him to keep the walk
marching by doing a movement soon after the transition to walk. For
example, ride a turn on the haunches or a walk pirouette to keep him
active and collected, thereby helping to ensure an engaged upward tran-
sition to collected canter.

3. Take advantage of the other things you've learned about develop-
ing collection. For example, practicing canter-walk-canter transitions on
a 20-meter circle won't help you much, but doing it on a ten-meter circle
will give you a bit of collection for free. Then ask for the downward tran-
sition when your horse is facing the wall so that he’ll be more inclined to
stay under you.

4. If your horse doesn’t come back easily in the downward transition,
ride half-halts with a long neck until he learns to take small, active steps
that will put him in a better balance to do the downward transition. If he
misunderstands and breaks (which he will), just canter again. That's the
only way to teach him that half-halts don’t always mean that you're go-
ing to trot; sometimes they mean that you’re going to take smaller, more
collected steps. Make the canter very round and cover the same amount
of ground as the walk, and it will be easy to walk. When you‘re in the
short canter, he'll ask you, “Can | walk now?” You might say, “OK"—or you
might say, “Wait a second.” Don’t wait too long, though, because you'll
lose the activity. It takes strength to maintain such a collected canter.
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We Know Horse People

- "dehner

Where Quality is Tradition

3 Buckle
Field Boots

Classic dress
riding boots
available in
custom-made
and stock sizes

Newmarket

We know the boot you want and
how you want it. But most of
all, we know how to make it
work for You.
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Tel: (402) 342-7788 * Fax: (402) 342-5444
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O have clients...

* Learning "on the bit"?

* Who are nervous?

* That ride sensitive horses?
* Who sometimes get left behind?

* Have trouble riding "softly"?

If you answered
"Hes“ to any of
these questions,
call now for a

FREE VIDEO
and learn how
Rein-Aid can
help you to help
your clients.

REIN-AID

Helping You To Help Your Horse
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CANTER DEVELOPMENT: Ten-meter circles
at the letters RSVP. Each circle comprises
twelve strides, with twelve strides on the long
side between each circle.

the long side before you make an-
other circle (see diagram). Counting
the strides helps you to get the right
length of stride within each half-cir-
cle and on each 24-meter straight line.
This puts your horse in a balance in
which it’s easy to achieve a self-per-
petuating collected canter.

Next, add to each canter circle a
downward transition to walk as you
approach the wall. Teach your horse
to accept three half-halts before your
transition to walk. He should prepare
on the first two half-halts and walk on
the third. Walk to the next RSVP letter
and then ride a walk-canter transition
into your next 12-stride circle.

After the work session, stretch
your horse forward and down in an
outline and a balance that remains
connected. Ride the stretch in both di-
rections. As collection develops, the
difficult work will become easier; but
always stretch your horse’s muscles
afterward, and reward him so he feels
like a star. A

Next month: I'll introduce you to my
student, Jessica Morgan, who was the
2010 Adequan/USDF Adult Amateur
Second Level champion with her mare,
Weltdancer. In the Adequan/USDF
Second Level Horse of the Year stand-
ings, Weltdancer was reserve champion
by a fraction of a point. Jessie is proof
that amateurs can sometimes ride as
well as—or better than—the pros. Next
month, we'll show you how Jessie made
that happen, and you can too!

Thanks to our photo model, Mica
Mabragana, of Bedford, NY; and Wel-
lington, FL. Mica is riding Infanta
HGE a seven-year-old PRE mare by
Idilio, owned by Mary Magee and bred
by Hampton Green Farm.

Beth Baumert is a Fourth Level USDF-
certified instructor/trainer based at
her family’s Cloverlea Farm in Colum-
bia, CT.

Tips for Riding Transitions Within Gaits

within a single gait, the only thing that changes is the length of the

Focus, again, on changing only one thing at a time. In transitions

horse’s outline and stride. Rhythm, tempo, and bend stay the same.

The line of travel doesn’t waver. Your horse’s neck stays relaxed. The circle
of energy stays the same (unless you expressly want more energy or less).

Take a page from last month’s article about half-halts: Lengthenings
need to come from behind. If the front legs initiate the transition, your
horse will be on the forehand in a flash, and you’ll end up sitting in a
hammock with the hind legs trailing. Ride the hindquarters first while
you tell the forehand to wait a second.
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