Prix St. Georges Lesson

CLINIC

We bring the experts to you. This month: Canter half-pirouette.

BY MARY FLOOD WITH MARGARET FREEMAN

HIS 1S THE SIXTH INSTALLMENT

in a series of virtual lessons that

focuses each month on a spe-
cific gait or movement at each level,
from Training through Grand Prix. The
movement this month is the canter half-
pirouette, which is part of the FEI Prix
St. Georges test and also is required at
USEF Fourth Level and the FEI Young
Rider level.

Our lessons are conducted by USDF-
certified instructors. This month’s in-
structor is Mary Flood, a certified
instructor through Fourth Level who
has earned the USDF bronze, silver,
and gold medals. She is a past winner
of the Grand Prix at Dressage at Devon
(PA) and the Festival of Champions
(N]). She owns and operates Wildfire
Farm in Lovettsville, VA.

Before We Begin

Before you can work on canter pirou-
ettes, you must have an excellent foun-
dation in the basics (refer to the training
scale, illustrated on the next page). You
must have the ability to precisely con-
trol your horse’s lateral (right and left)
and longitudinal (back to front) bal-
ance, to give effective half-halts, to sus-
tain his lightness, and to ride using
quiet aids. Pirouettes require great
impulsion, speed control, and self-
carriage. I would not want a student
to try riding canter pirouettes until she
had developed a good seat. Good “feel”
and timing are musts.

Additional prerequisites: Your
horse’s canter strides must be of good
quality, and you must have the abil-
ity to extend and collect that gait.

PSG PIROUETTE: Good energy and bend in this canter pirouette, as exhibited by USDF-certified

instructor Christopher Hickey aboard Regent

His lateral work should be solid so
that you can use it to control any re-
sistance to collection. You’ll use
shoulder-in to control the direction
of his inside hind leg, and travers
(haunches-in) to control the direc-
tion of his outside hind. He must be
able to canter pretty much “on the
spot” for a few strides (for more, see
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April’s “Clinic™ on the “very collected
canter”), and to malke clear canter-
walk-canter and canter-halt transi-
tions. It’s also critical that he be able
to execute walk pirouettes success-
fully. He needs to understand the po-
sition and balance required for the
-walk pirouette before you progress
to the canter pirouette. »
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THE TRAINING SCALE or “pyramid of training”

Warm-up and Assessment

If you were my student, I'd begin by
watching to see that you and your horse
show balance, confidence, and relax-
ation in all lateral work, including shoul-
der-in, travers, and renvers. You'd
practice those exercises at all three gaits,
including the walk. T'd have you do voltes
to prove control and suppleness. We’d
also work a little bit on shoulder-fore at
both trot and canter, because that’s the

position you’ll need to have before and
after the canter pirouette.

Before I begin working on canter
pirouettes with a horse and rider, T first
teach pirouettes in the walk, which im-
prove the horse’s suppleness and increase
his activity. He should be able to do ren-
vers, travers, shoulder-in, and half-pass
in the walk. Any time you slow some-
thing down, you help the rider to get a
better concentrated feel and an idea of

where the horse is at every moment,
stride by stride. In the walk pirouette,
you can address whether he steps to the
outside or the inside, loses the rhythm,
or loses the bend. The rider learns the
aids, timing, and feel. You can stop the
moment things go wrong. The learning
happens a lot faster.

There are many variations of exer-
cises used to develop and improve walk
and canter pirouettes. Here are a few
of my favorites.

Warm-up exercise 1: Box turns at
the walk. Box turns, also called square
voltes (angled figures with their cor-
ners a series of quarter-pirouettes) show
that the rider has control and that she
can keep the relaxation, connection,
and roundness, all with her weight in
the right place.

I like to do box turns off the wall,
from quarter line to quarter line in a
square, because that way the rider does-
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n’t have the wall to depend on. The
turns should alternate between a quar-
ter-pirouette and just a shallow turn,
with two of each per “box.” Sometimes
T’ll make the box a rectangle instead
of a square, with longer “sides” on the
quarter lines. This gives the rider a lit-
tle more time to lengthen and then col-
lect the walk before turning again. The
basics of how, when, and where come
into play. Too much bend makes the
pirouette especially difficult in the be-
ginning stages. If you lose the haunches
a little bit, a bit of counterflexion will
regain control.

Warm-up exercise 2: Transitions
on a circle. Ride a 20-meter circle at
the canter in both directions with sev-
eral intervals of very collected canter
and then medium canter. This exercise
will test your horse’s ability to “sit™ as
well as your control.

Next, on the same 20-meter circle,
ultra-collect the canter each time you

cross the center line, returning to col-
lected canter in between. This exercise
will improve your ability to determine
when and where your horse will in-
crease the activity, which is needed for
the eventual turn of his shoulders into
the canter pirouette. After this exer-
cise is successful in both directions, try
riding a very collected canter as you
approach the center line; then make a
quarter-turn onto the center line and
halt at X. When your horse increases
the activity before the turn, his shoul-
ders can easily come around onto the
center line. The halt reinforces the col-
lection needed, reminding him to stay
balanced and on your seat aids.
Warm-up exercise 3: Spirals. Spiral
from a larger circle into an eight-meter
volte at the canter, and then maintain
that diameter on a clear two tracks.
Then ride travers for two or three
strides, keeping your horse’s shoulders
on the circle without coming in any

further; then go back to straight. This
exercise will really strengthen him and
improve his fitness. Later, you can de-
crease the size of the volte and make
an actual pirouette, but then return to
a large circle in medium canter. Really
pay attention to the position of his out-
side shoulder. This exercise is demand-
ing, so be sure to give him rest breaks.

The Exercises

When I school, I ride very few actual
pirouettes because the movement puts
tremendous stress on the horse’s joints.
Instead, I train the components. Perfect-
ing pirouettes is more about refining
the control and the balance. Good
pirouettes are not possible without
good balance and quality in the can-
ter. Don’t think only about making the
turn, but also about being able to step
out of the turn at any moment. The
forward element is just as important
as the sideways element. Too many rid-
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ers want to do the finished product be-
fore they learn the parts. The decep-
tive thing about pirouettes is how many
individual parts there are.

Here is the FEI definition of the can-
ter pirouette (reprinted with permis-
sion from the 2006 FEI Rule Book, Art.
413): “The pirouette (half-pirouette)
is a turn of 360 degrees (180 degrees)
executed on two tracks, with a radius
equal to the length of the horse and the
forehand moving around the haunches.
... [TThe forefeet and outside hind foot
move around the inside hind foot,
which forms the pivot and should re-
turn to the same spot, or slightly in
front of it, each time it leaves the
ground. At whatever pace the pirou-
ette (half-pirouette) is executed, the
horse, slightly bent in the direction in
which it is turning, should, remaining
‘on the bit” with a light contact, turn
smoothly around, maintaining the ex-
act cadence and sequence of footfalls of

that pace. The poll stays the highest
point during the entire movement.”
A correct half-pirouette is preceded
by a couple of strides of very collected
canter, followed by a turn of 180 de-
grees in three or four strides, with the
radius roughly the length of the horse’s
body. Mistakes can also be made if you
fail to pay attention to the quality of
canter after the pirouette: Your horse
needs to maintain the collected canter
when he comes out of the movement.
At Prix St. Georges, the half-pirouette
is performed on the diagonal between
H or M and X, followed by counter-
canter back through the corner and
then a flying change at C.
Biomechanically, the canter footfalls
in the pirouette become four-beat in
the turn instead of the usual three, as
the diagonal pair (inside hind and out-
side fore) doesn’t touch down at the
exact same moment. Because the horse’s
forehand is elevated during the pirou-
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ette, however, the canter appears to re-
main three-beat. The tempo of the can-
ter appears to quicken as well.

Here are a few exercises that I use
to develop and improve the pirouette.
Caution: When your horse gets tired,
you must give him a break. All of these
exercises require patience and time.

Exercise 1: Square voltes. Ride the
same pattern that you used in the “box
turn” walk exercise above, this time
making a quarter-pirouette on two sides
of the square, opposite each other, If
that goes well, then ride a quarter-pirou-
ette at each corner. Maintain a slight
shoulder-fore position before and af-
ter the corners.

Exercise 2: Triangle. Ride from H
to [ to M in left-lead collected canter,
making a quarter-turn at I (see illus-
tration on the next page). This pattern
develops accuracy and your awareness
of where to go. It also helps the rider
to think of the half-turn as one quarter-

After more than twenty years, BRENDERUP REAL TRAILERS is
still the only European engineered horse trailer built in the U.S.
Every one is getting the message - YOU DON’T NEED A
TRUCK if you own the right trailer: BRENDERUP.

Lrenide i
Ircnacrup

REALTRAILERS

The Proof is in the Pulling!

Give us a call 1-800-745-1306

or click
www.brenderuprealtrailers.com

USDF CONNECTION | JUNE 2006 31



CLINIC

Three Canyons

Equestrian Facility

State-of-the-art facility in premier
NW Bend location on 76 ac .

A gated entrance leads through
gorgeous grounds w/mature pines,
meadows & large ponds with water-
falls. The traditional main house
evokes southern charm with 3
bedrooms, 5 baths, 4601 square
feet. Features include a wrap around
front porch, 10 ft. ceilings, a gener-
ous use of waindows, gourmet
kitchen, gorgeous master suite.
exquisite details & finishes.
Equestrian facility improvements
include a spectacular 31,000 sqft
barn, indoor arena with 30 stalls
& viewing room, outdoor arena, 15
paddocks, hay bam, 4 horse exer-
ciser, round pen, & tack shop.
Offered at 83,655,000
Call for a complete marketing package.

Mark Valeeschini,PC
Broker
CRS, GRI

| 541-419-1597

View virtual tour ar:
www.mark4property.com

Coldwell Banker Morris

486 SW Blufl Dr, T
Bend, OR 97702 ] }

4 MORRIS
541-383-4364 REAL ESTATE
l?’l\’ﬂ!C{fycnldwellhanker. &
com

32 JUNE 2006 | USDF CONNECTION

§

\ A
H{\ j-M
4
N A

;‘
1!
EA -B
K+ FF

A
EXERCISE 2: TRIANGLE. This pattern allows

several progressive variations. After you master
the quarter-turn at |, you can try a one-third
pirouette at | onto the center line toward C and,
later, a half-turn at | heading back toward H.

turn at a time. You must feel the bal-
ance in each step and not rush. Repeat
the exercise in the other direction, on
the right lead.

Exercise 3: Diagonal turn toward
the wall. Begin in your horse’s easiest
direction. Let’s say it’s his left lead:
Ride left-lead canter from H to B. One
horse’s body length from the wall,
pirouette left and proceed along the
track, toward M (see illustration
where). Repeat the pattern on the right
rein from M to E. The wall helps to
collect him before the turn and helps
you to feel him taking more weight be-
hind. The turn must be performed sys-
tematically, and he must wait for you
to allow his shoulders to turn.

Exercise 4: Turn from quarter line.
Ride down the quarter line in counter-
canter, with your horse’s leading leg

A
EXERCISE 3: DIAGONAL TURN. The wall

acts as a barrier to help collect your horse and
prepare him for the pirouette turn.

ILLUSTRATIONS BY JIM DODSON

toward the wall. Make a half-pirou-
ette toward the wall (essentially a five-
meter half-volte at this point). Because
this exercise is done toward the wall, it
enables the rider to give the reins and
allow the horse’s shoulders to turn. The
horse has to rock back, and the rider
has a boundary and is less likely to pull
the horse around.

Exercise 5: Over and forward. In
the middle of the arena, alternate be-
tween riding three strides of pirouette
and three forward strides. Then reduce
to just two strides of each. This exer-
cise is especially useful for the horse
that gets “stuck™ and can’t get out of
the pirouette because it gives the rider
control of both the forward and the
sideways movement.

Exercise 6: Half-pass and turn, If
your horse has a tendency to lose the
hindquarters in the pirouette, ride half-
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PIROUETTES ON FOOT

Fine Dressage Apparel
Sometimes it can be helpful to ask a student to dismount and walk though 9 pp

the pirouette on foot (this technique can be useful in teaching other for Horse and Rider

movements as well) so | can stand next to her and help her master the
position and the motion of her hips. I've found that if a rider can't walk a
movement, she usually can't ride it. The unmounted session can really speed
the learning process. “Cantering” on foot helps you to feel the action of the gait
in your hips, especially when you bend your knees and make a turn. Your legs
correspond to your horse's right and left hind legs. You can get the feeling of
how he drops his haunches and bends in the direction of the turn.

If a student already knows the basics of the pirouette movement, then you
don't need to cover this on the ground. But doing so can be a big help to a rider
with a difficult horse or to
someone who just doesn't have

the feel or who has attempted
canter pirouettes without good
basics. The unmounted work helps
to clarify the mechanics of the
movement. | usually get an “aha”

moment: “That's where my hip
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quarter or a half turn. Then ride half-  the field to gain suppleness and for- Bucas
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pirouette and half-pass back again.  prerequisite before beginning pirou- . .
This exercise really helps to control the  ettes, and conditioning will really im- Equissentials

horse’s outside hind leg. You have to
be careful, however, not to use the half-
pass to enter or leave the pirouette while
riding an actual te-st, especially if your
horse has a tendency to lead with the
haunches too much, because you will
then deviate from the diagonal line that
the test requires.

Troubleshooting

Let’s take a look at the most common
pirouette faults and how to fix them.

Horse comes off the bit and hol-
lows his back. Go back to the basics.
Work on throughness and condition-
ing. Get out of the ring a couple times

prove your horse’s ability to perform
this and other collected movements.
Horse turns too quickly. If he does
the half-pirouette in fewer than three
or four strides, he’s lost his balance and
probably isn’t staying connected to your
outside rein. He needs to wait for you.
Return to the “over and forward” ex-
ercise as described on page 32. Make
certain that you’re sitting centered in
the saddle. Riders sometimes use too
strong an outside leg or sit too heavily
toward the inside, either of which can
cause the horse to spin through the turn
because he’s just being obedient. The
rider doesn’t realize the position flaw
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and then corrects the horse for some-
thing that he was actually told to do.

Pirouette takes too many strides.
If your horse does the half-pirouette
in more than three or four strides, he
probably is leading too much with his
haunches. Position him straighter and
make him more forward to your leg.
In the canter, alternate between the
box-turn exercise and forward strides
between quarter-turns, which will help
to free his shoulders.

Horse swaps leads behind. This
happens when the horse isn’t strong
enough and has lost his balance. A
horse will often switch leads in the
pirouette because the movement puts
too much weight on his inside hind leg,
and he has to relieve that. Counter-
canter work will make your horse
stronger, as will shoulder-fore in the
canter, which also will keep him on the
outside rein. Give him more time to
develop strength by alternating a few

steps in the very-collected-canter work
with collected or medium canter.
Horse breaks from the canter.
Forward and collected transitions will
tune him up and make him more re-
sponsive to the leg. He needs to be a
little “hot” to the leg, but not tense.

Focus on keeping
the balance in
each step of the
pirouette turn.

However, your leg-to-hand timing
may be off as well, or you could be rid-
ing with too strong a leg or too strong
a hand. If your horse is very respon-
sive to your seat aids and you stop your
seat to use your leg, then he may feel
your blocked hips and stop. The light-
ness of the aids, the calmness of the
rider, and the rider’s centered seat all
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come into play. Strive to develop an in-
dependent seat and leg so that you can
combine the aids properly, using your
leg to bring him up to your seat and
then using your seat to direct the turn.
If you push or send him around the
turn, he stops and waits for you be-
cause you got behind him. As the herd
leaders, we lead our horses. If you lead
in your riding, you hardly ever have to
send. You get a lot more cooperation.

Horse loses bend and falls in on
the inside shoulder. Ride shoulder-
fore to develop lateral suppleness and
balance.

Horse’s haunches fall in. When
this happens, the pirouette gets too big.
If your horse’s haunches fall in, leg-
yield back into the outside rein until
he waits. Use this exercise to teach him
to step a bit forward—not sideways—
with his inside hind leg.

Know Where You're Headed

From a half-pirouette, you can move
into a three-quarters turn by changing
where you exit. For a full pirouette,
think about putting together two half-
pirouettes. Don’t think of a pirouette as
a whole turn. Instead, focus on keep-
ing the balance in each step of the turn.
Make small adjustments as a preventive
measure rather than waiting until the
movement falls apart and you have to
make a bigger correction. As with all as-
pects of dressage training, riding pirou-
ettes takes very good timing, quiet
harmony, good communication, and
respect for the horse when he tries. At
no time should you lose your patience!
Go back to basics. Move slowly up the
training scale. Prepare your horse prop-
erly for each new degree of difficulty.
Take your time, and enjoy the journey.

Next month: Courtney King discusses
the Intermediate I canter “zigzag.” A

Margaret Freeman is an equestrian journalist

" and a USEF “S” judge from Mt. Kisco, NY.




