Boyd Exell workshop

Monday 21/02/11

Boyd Exell and Brett Parberry compared the similarities between driving and riding and it was agreed that there were a lot of similarities. For example, a horse moving forward is when it is striding out, it’s a feeling; when driving it’s a feel of the horse constantly pulling forward. Boyd demonstrated the feel of the reins by holding someone by the back of the shirt with them tilting forward; it should be the feel of the horse just going over the edge of a cliff; anything more and the feel is too strong; likewise in the other direction it feels the horse is sucking back.

Details make the difference. Boyd explained in his warm up for an event, that the individual horses in his team will require different lengths of time to warm up. For example he will warm up his wheeler horses first, then one of his leaders with the spare and finally the other leader needs only 10 minutes warm up before the event. Also the length of warm up time will vary depending on the temperature, with cold windy mornings requiring longer warm up times. When warming up, you just want to touch each movement, you want to keep the horses alert and attentive. Don’t change your feeding program prior to an event. Boyd also gave an example of how he varies the pressure when backing up the team. Initially it is light pressure, once the horses start pushing back into the breaching, its a slight increase in pressure as the horses start working to get the vehicle moving, once the vehicle is moving and rolling along, there is lightening of the pressure again.

Competitions make you better. You have to lose competitions to learn how to win them. You need to create intensity. This is a major problem in Australia where there are competitions few and far in between.

Both Brett and Boyd attested to the benefits of videoing yourself riding/driving and playing it back. It is excellent feedback. Criticism will make you better. You need the eyes on the ground from your instructor to also give you feedback.

Practice the dressage test several times beforehand. See where the mistakes are. People get so fixated on doing circles, that they forget about the test. Remember to drive the line.
Getting the right horse. Is the horse good under pressure? Both Boyd and Brett look at temperament when buying a horse. Boyd buys his horses from the high performance sales in Europe. Most of these horses have been under saddle beforehand. Boyd is not too particular about the breed (i.e. had geldelanders beforehand and irish sport horses prior to that). He looks at flexion of the hocks. 85% of horses will accept the carriage.
Judging a test

With a team of horses, people’s eyes are drawn to the leaders rather than the wheelers. Also under saddle people are drawn to the front end. We should always be judging the horse from the backend as that will show if there are any problems or lack of collection. We viewed three dressage tests on DVD and Boyd pointed out where the drivers were covering up weaknesses or faults in their team. For example whilst doing a shoulder in, the driver didn’t ask too much of his leaders, as he didn’t want to risk exposing a weakness and giving the judge an excuse to take marks off (it’s good ring craft).  Also when we were watching a team in the bottom arena, Boyd pointed out that the team looked fine in the straight but as soon as it hit the corner, it exposed the false collection by the traces to the leaders going loose. To help the leaders work better, he adjusted the bits to plain cheek for the leaders. This made the driver work a lot harder but made it easier for the leaders.
Halt

Boyd practices halts everyday at the end of a session for 20 minutes Practice halts, walk offs, halts. A halt needs to be immobile, look like a statue. You don’t want an abrupt halt but no step back. immobility needs to be for a few seconds.

Half halt

A half halt rebalances the horse and gets it on the hind end. How many half halts should you do? As many until you get the result. Boyd is able to eventually get a half halt with 2 fingers, but 2 fingers can still be quite strong.

Shoulder in

Shoulder in is good practice for helping to collect the horse. In a team the leaders are the ones who do the shoulder in. You can use the left trace on the left leader to assist in shoulder in. A shoulder in has the hindlegs on the track and shoulder off the track – 3 tracks.

Like a snake the tail must follow the head.

Tuesday 22/02/11

Cones

A cones course is won or lost in the first 4 cones.

Warming up for the cones, Boyd always takes his team for a pleasant 45 minute drive, then practices the cones for an hour beforehand. 

Walking the cones course

Boyd carries a gps watch to measure how many metres. He walks the cones course 3 times. The first time to measure the distance he has to travel. He then counts how many technical difficulties will slow you down. Things like figure of 8s, boxes and cauliflowers will slow you down. Go fast where you can go fast and slow down when it gets difficult. Need to view the course in terms of metreage and time. At higher levels of competition to make it more exciting for spectators, they will for example ¨reduce¨ the distance i.e. they say it is 600m when it is really 670m. This makes it a fast time. Measuring the distance with the gps watch helps Boyd to know whether alarm bells should go off.

Whilst walking the course, you need memory points of where to speed up slow down and points to aim for.

Cones training

Boyd uses cones practice daily as warm up and cool down for dressage.


Above is a cones pattern, where you go around in a 20m circle  for example on the left rein, keep going around that circle till it is fine, then move in a straight line to next circle and continue on left rein in a circle. Repeat on the third circle. Change rein and repeat the exercise.

Practicing cones in a circle, helps prepare the horse for a cones course, so when turning around the corner, rather than approaching the cones square on, can approach it on a curve like a 20m circle.

Also practice chicanes with 5 sets. When driving a single horse the outside nose needs to line up with the outside cone. Always turn in the first half of the chicane.

Then just have miscellaneous cones everywhere

Driving a cones course

How fast can you go? Trot? Canter? Gallop? You can drive as fast as you want as long as the horses brain is going slow. You can only drive as fast as your slowest horse. Get the leader horses to shoulder in whilst approaching the cones. Cones and obstacles should be circles and half circles. When going uphill, the horse tends to fall in and go straight up the hill, so never pull the rein too hard whilst going up the hill as they will straighten too quickly.

You need to split your times, so that you know at a certain point around the course whether you are on time or should speed up. Even though the groom is not allowed to talk they can assist by telling you without moving their lips. You need 2 or 3 places in the course to check your time.

Marathon Obstacles

Walking the obstacle

Boyd got the group to walk an obstacle and decide the routes they would take. From gates B to C there were several options, so he got individuals to pace the distance for each route. If there is more than 8 paces longer than the other route, it is too many. He then got the individuals to run the route and time how long it took them for a particular route. Whilst running the route they would simulate where the horse could go fast and where it would have to slow down. The route chosen was based on how many paces and the time.

When walking an obstacle, need to look at the various options for each gate, even the ridiculous options, otherwise you might miss a simple option. Once an option is assessed it can be dismissed as it may be too long and didn’t create another option. Also checking all options allows for an escape route.

Whilst walking the obstacle use a clock face to work out the curves around the circle. Otherwise you may come to the gate too flat. You also need to find your datum points around the obstacle; what posts etc should you be aiming for to get around a corner. You need to think about planning and positioning prior to driving an obstacle. Think what you have to do on the day (of event) and work backwards.
You need to mould a curve into your horse before you get to the turn. Circles are easier and more horse friendly than weaving. Get your navigator to remind you where to slow down or go wide at a certain obstacle

