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In the saddle
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Our trainer
Izzy Taylor is the 
latest in an eventing 
dynasty. Her 
grandmother was 
placed at Badminton, 
her mother rode for 

Britain at Young Rider level and 
her aunt won the first-ever 
Burghley horse trials.
But Izzy’s success speaks for 
itself – she represented Team GB 
at the 2013 European 
Championships and was selected 
for the British squad at the 2014 
World Championships before her 
mount Allercombe Ellie picked up 
a minor injury in training. Izzy’s 
season finished in amazing style, 
with a 7th place at Burghley and 
overall 5th in the 2014 British 
Eventing rankings.

Our models
KBIS Briarlands 
Matilda gave made 
her British team 
debut at the 2013 
European Champs in 
Sweden. In 2014, she 

finished 17th at Badminton and 
7th at Burghley. 

Six-year-old, 17hh 
Bugbrooke is 
beginning his second 
season eventing. He 
arrived as a weak 
five-year old and is 

now showing real talent as he 
grows into himself.

Eight-year-old 
Briarlands Birdsong 
is competing at 
Intermediate and 
CIC** level. 

Constance O Cool is 
five years old and has 
competed at BE100 
level.

PART ONE  In this feature. . .  ➤ Get the most from your horse                               ➤ Develop his focus ➤ Improve your transitions ➤ Teach him to stretch

Good dressage marks are 
all about a solid 
foundation. So whatever 
level you ride at, getting 
the flatwork fundamentals 
right will improve all 
aspects of your riding, 
says eventer Izzy Taylor

Regardless of a horse’s level of training, the 
most important thing is that he 
consistently responds to the rider’s leg 
and hand aids and is accepting of the 

bridle. My event horses need to be prepared to 
answer and react to the questions I put to them, 
but this is also true of any horse if you want to 
enjoy riding him.

For your horse to respond correctly, it’s 
important that you give clear signals when asking 
for transitions and movements. While this is 
obviously an important part of gaining good 
marks in a dressage test, when you’re schooling at 
home or even out hacking, you want a horse that 
is responsive and balanced. Getting the basics 
right is important for the development of any 
horse, and I’m going to show you how I do it.

Izzy Taylor’s‘
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Stretch and flex
Stretching is really important because, as well as 
releasing the muscles across your horse’s back, it 
also encourages him to 
take the contact down 
rather than evading the bit 
by dropping behind the 
vertical or sticking his 
head in the air.

When it comes to asking 
for bend, you’re looking for 
your horse to make a 
consistent shape 
throughout his whole body 
– from poll to tail. Bend 
isn’t about just pulling his 
head round to the inside. If 
you do that, your horse will 
fall onto his outside 
shoulder on a circle or turn, 
which will compromise his 
balance. To avoid this, 
keep a consistent contact on the outside rein, and 
use plenty of outside leg to tell your horse you 
don’t want too much bend through his neck and 
body. If he continues to fall out through his 
shoulder, it’s time to take a step back. Ask for less 
flexion and once you’ve got control of the outside 
shoulder, increase the amount of bend slowly, 
focusing on control of the outside of his body.

At the start of every schooling session I like to take 
five to 10 minutes walking, trotting and cantering 
the horse on a long, but not loose, rein. This means 
I still have contact, but I’m not asking for any sort 
of collection – it helps relax the horse into his work 
environment, and allows him to stretch out in a 
long, low outline. It will sometimes take a bit longer 
for a young horse to realise that this is what I want 
in the beginning, but once they have learned to do 
it as a part of their cool down and reward at the 
end of a schooling session, they soon associate the 
longer contact with stretching, which is so 
important for them. 

Transitions
It’s really important to be decisive with your aids and very clear 
about when you want your horse to make an upward or 
downward transition. To reinforce this, use the school markers as 
points to make your transitions. This will help you prepare – use 
a half halt before the marker to tell your horse something is 
happening. If he is a little too forward-going, practise your 
downward transitions into a corner. The physical barrier of the 
arena fence will encourage him to respect the request you are 
making, and it has the added 
advantage of helping you to 
avoid being too heavy with your 
hand to get a result. As your 
transitions become more 
consistent, practise them away 
from the main track. Taking 
away the security of the edge of 
the arena will help you check 
that your transitions are straight! 

Stretching is really important 
because it encourages him to 

take the contact down

Stretching helps your 
horse to relax

Use markers to help 
define your transitions
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Mind on the matter
Distractions are part of life when riding, and 
certainly when competing. And getting your horse 
so focused on you and what you’re asking that he 
ignores what’s going on around him is really 
important.

The best way to teach your horse to cope with 
distractions is by recreating them at home, rather 
than in a show situation where it will be harder to 
address new problems. Make the best of what you 
have available – my school has mirrors and 
advertising boards around it, which helps 
desensitise my horses to competition arenas that 
often have hoardings around them.

Some horses become tense when there are 
jumps around. If your horse reacts to fences even 
when you’re not jumping, don’t ignore the issue – 
work him around jumps until he relaxes. It’s 
important he learns not to tense up in anticipation 
of jumping.

My school is close to the yard, so any activity is 
noticeable, and there are often sheep in the 
adjoining field. I don’t avoid schooling just 
because a horse finds the sheep spooky – in fact 
it’s great for them to get used to another different 

situation! And the same is true for noisy activity on 
the yard.

Something that can really distract a horse if 
he’s not used to it is anything that flaps – for 
example tarpaulins or tents. If that sounds like 
your horse, then again face the issue rather than 
avoiding it. 

Of course, it is important to know whether your 
horse is genuinely worried, or if he is simply 
evading work and being silly. If there is something 
specific that your horse is shying away from, begin 
by riding a circle at the far end of the arena. As he 
settles and stops being so focused on whatever is 
spooking him, slowly edge your circle closer and 
closer to the ‘monster’. Keep your horse bent 
slightly away from the object but keep your inside 
leg on to ensure he doesn’t fall in on the circle to 
avoid getting closer to the spooky object. 
Remember your position, too – keep looking up in 
the direction you want to travel, not down or at the 
object itself. By encouraging your horse take the 
contact and keep moving forward, you will be able 
to retain his attention and gradually work him past 
the dragons. 

Freshen up
If your horse is a bit switched off, or seems to lack 
enthusiasm, don’t panic. There are a number of ways 
to get the bounce back into a horse who is feeling a 
little jaded. Try schooling him out hacking, rather than 
in the confines of the arena. Focus on transitions, 
lateral work and turns. 

If your problem is a lack of impulsion in his flatwork, 
place a couple of jumps in the arena and incorporate 
them into your schooling session. The main aim is to 
make flatwork fun again for both of you, and to 
revitalise your horse’s attitude and make him want to 
show off again. This won’t just make your flatwork 
experiences better, but will also be key to producing a 
good dressage test. It’s important that your horse loves 
what he is doing. 

Do be realistic about your horse’s temperament 
and also your riding ability – it’s important not to 
create a situation that you cannot see through to 
its conclusion. And remember to stay calm – don’t 
get into a battle, keep it a conversation. I always 
advise people to never dismount. 

If your horse is a bit sharp, or doesn’t deal 
particularly well with new environments, it’s a 
good idea to take him to a 
couple of shows before 
actually competing. School 
or lunge him, and allow him 
to soak up some of the 
atmosphere. Then, when it’s 
your time to compete there 
is one less thing to have to 
concern yourself with. 

Likewise, as my horses 
progress up the grades, I 
make sure they gradually 
get used to the proximity  
of the crowds they will 
encounter on the  
bigger stage.

Top tip
➤ Stay straight 
as you ride 
down the centre 
line by focusing 
on keeping 
impulsion in 
your trot and 
looking up and 
above the end of 
the arena.

The best way to teach your horse to cope with 
distractions is by recreating them at home

Distractions are good 
– they can help teach 
your horse to focus

Use small jumps to 
get the spark back!

Reassure him if he 
becomes tense
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Get more marks
Even if your horse doesn’t have the flashiest of 
paces, you can maximise your marks by riding 
movements as correctly as possible. And this extra 
accuracy has a benefit at home, too – a horse who 
is responsive to your aids, regardless of what you 
are doing, is a far more pleasurable ride.

Three-loop serpentines    follow the same 
principles of riding a figure of eight. Although of 
course you are obviously riding smaller half circles 
and so the change of bend and direction comes 
around more quickly. The three turns should 
divide the school evenly, and it’s important to ride 
the movement as one smooth line. As with the 
figure of eight, make sure you use the corner 
before starting the movement to make sure you 
and your horse and balanced.

Look up and around the first turn, keeping your 
horse working around your inside leg, but 
controlling his hind quarters by placing your 
outside leg slightly behind the girth. A consistent 
contact on the outside rein will support prevent 
your horse’s shoulder on the turn. As you cross the 
centre line, ride straight for four or five strides 
before asking for new direction and bend with the 
corresponding aids. It is important that your horse 
works round your leg rather than you pulling him 
around the movement. Remember to change your 
diagonal with each change of direction.

Figures of eight    are easy enough if you know 
how – imagine riding a series of half circles, with a 
couple of strides straight as you change direction 
through X. Before starting the movement, ride 
deep into the first corner – this will help ensure the 
difference between the corner and the first half 
circle is obvious. Then, as with riding a circle, pick 
out your markers and remember to change diagonal 
over X. Allow for a couple of strides completely 
straight before changing bend and moving off onto 
the opposite rein. Break the movement down into 
four half circles, using the core skills of riding 20 
metre circles to keep the balance and rhythm 
through the entire movement, and focus on the 
quality of the change of bend and direction.

The 20 metre circle    is designed to highlight 
how supple and balanced your horse is. So, it’s 
important not to let your horse fall in or out 
through his shoulders or hindquarters out. These 
are both common ways of a horse avoiding 
working through from behind and moving straight. 
Rather than thinking of riding a circle, ride a 
diamond shape and aim to hit each point for one 
stride before moving on to the next. By looking up 
and around from point to point, you will be able to 
ride a smooth, continuous movement. 

Your horse should be moving away from your 
inside leg. At the same time, it’s important that you 
support him with your outside rein and outside leg. 
Don’t restrict your 20 metre circle work to the 
ends of the arena – if you always ride your circles 
with three sides to support you, the chances are 
that your horse will develop a tendency to rely on 
the fence. Instead, circle from mid-way down the 
school (for example from B or E) to stop any 
hanging to the outside and using the walls as a 
security blanket.

Personal preference
➤ I don’t allow any horse to be ridden off my yard without a 
neck strap. This isn’t a reflection of how naughty they are or how good the 
rider is – it’s about safety. I use a neck strap on my youngsters for all three 
phases when competing, and for both jumping phases on my more 
experienced horses.

➤ These days many people put boots on their horses as a matter of course. 
But I prefer to school my horses with bare legs, rather than booting or 
bandaging them – of course unless they have a specific issue. Boots can 
create heat in the legs that you then spend time icing to release. I’d rather 
not use them, and keep it simple.

➤ Dressage saddles be quite intense for a youngster, and don’t give a rider 
much security if things go wrong. I don’t ride my horses in one until they are 
very settled and happy in their job. If they are still a little sharp or naughty I’ll 
keep them in a general-purpose saddle for as long as it takes for them to settle.

HHH Rate this feature
Go to tinyurl.com/RateSpring15 for a chance 
to win a Mountain Horse Crew jacket (see p9).

How long?
Don’t get hung up on schooling your horse for a 
long period of time. The key things to focus on are 
consistency in the contact, bend and straightness. 
These are the areas I focus on when training my 
young horses, and I only school them for about 20 
minutes at a time to begin with. There is a lot for 
them to think about and mentally as well as 
physically they have growing to do, so shorter 
sessions work better. The older, stronger horses 
may get schooled up to 45 minutes, depending on 
what I want to work on.

Go online to find out 
Izzy’s advice for 
lateral work, and get 
the inside track on 
her training with 
Charlotte Dujardin.

horseandrideruk.com

Web extra

A perfect circle will help 
you to a perfect 10!


