Essays after Mark Rashid Clinic: #2 Impulsion

Impulsion needs to come after softness. The energy has to be there from the very first step (it’s that step which dictates every step after). So you can very quickly see, in the first stride from halt, whether you have the energy you want or not. When already moving, if the horse is ‘asking’ “can I go slower?” and the rider doesn’t respond, the horse will figure its ok and will slow. By the time the rider responds it is 4-5 strides later and you have lost a lot of impulsion. The rider needs to catch it much earlier – when/before the horse asks. When losing impulsion while moving, you need to catch it as soon as you can, even at the point the horse thinks of going slower. The sooner you catch it and ask for continued/more impulsion, the less you have lost and need to make up (i.e. the smaller the correction needed). Plus the horse will more quickly associate the cue with continued impulsion, and know that the rider is listening to and answering their “questions”.
So let’s start with rider attitude. Sometimes with big heavy horses, we treat them “big and heavy” so that’s what we get. There’s often no physical reason why they can’t move with softness and lightness. The rider should be able to use a normal amount of pressure and get a response – after all these big horses can still feel a fly. Mark repeatedly advised riders to use the amount of pressure they wanted as a finished result, rather than using more initially and hoping to get lighter. [A rider commented that his horse had been getting lighter and lighter in his responses, and he had expected that would make it easier to ride, but it was actually getting more difficult. Mark commented that we tend to teach them something, and then ride like they don’t know it. Once they start to know what we have been teaching, we don’t need to use the same amount of cue and it can get less and less.]

One of the riders reflected that the horse was losing impulsion. The rider was thinking “he’s losing impulsion” and that’s what happened. It would be better for the rider to think “I need a bigger walk/trot !” as the message the horse gets is very different. Mark talked about having “the walk just below/under the trot”, which was a noticeable energetic (but not rushed) walk. Some of the horses were offering trot at this stage, and the rider simply needed to ask for walk again (quickly).

Mark also comments (in different situations) that the rider needs to rider all the time. It was noticeable that when the rider got distracted, by a noise, or by knocking a cone, or the horse stumbling, it took a good 30 yards or so to re-establish what they were working on. This is because the rider was mentally elsewhere and stopped riding for a second or so, during which time the horse has travelled 30 odd yards.

In addition the rider needs to ride with purpose. Mark used a point-to-point exercise, getting the rider to “fetch” him an “e”, fetch him the bell, and so on from around the school. This acted to get horse and rider focused and energised. Like “I Spy” the rider has to go to the chosen point as fast as possible (for the longer distance, the horse would get into canter). The difference in both horse and rider was instant and obvious. But, as Mark said, the “job” you have doesn’t have to be big or important or even make any kind of logical sense. In some cases the “job” was simply to stay on a circle, inside a line of cones. (i.e. there is no end or outcome to the job, but there IS a focus to it). The horse just needs to know that it needs to be done. And so do you – as Mark said “if it’s not important to you, don't do it!” (It is interesting to note that “riding with purpose” works equally well with nervy horses, so in fact it is something that should always be there, not just for sluggish or zippy horses)
Finally, if the horse was still not giving impulsion after working on softness and purpose, Mark would look at the response to the rider cues.

Mark said to them "how much pressure do you WANT to have to use?" then got them to use that as their "cue". If the horse doesn't respond he'd get the rider to "show" the whip (waggle it in the air). Next phase is to slap YOUR leg with the whip, and only after that touch the horse with it. Very few of the riders had to go beyond the leg-slapping phase and, even then, only the first few times. 

If the horse shows a "try" to respond, you don't escalate. The horses quickly learnt that responding to the leg earned a release from the cue and pressure.
One of the riders commented that in looking for a “brighter” stride, he felt he was using too much leg. Mark reflected back and asked him to think about what it takes for a person to move from walk to run. The energy lifts, the weight moves, you land on the outside of the foot, the hip rolls (figure 8). When riding, the movement is the same – you shouldn’t need more than that.

So far the focus has been on horses lacking impulsion. But what about horses where impulsion is not lacking – what more can we do as riders? 
With more than one of the riders, Mark asked them to “see” the hind foot landing further forward just behind the rider’s leg.

With one combination, the horse initially had to come out of frame to achieve it – but rider commented that her image was only of one foot. By changing her mental image to both feet, the horse’s stride became smoother and more consistent.

MR talked about the horse “centre” and the rider “centre”. The rider aims to connect the centres and “lift” the horse.

After working on the hind footfall, the rider next works on the same thing at the front – and “thinks” of swinging the shoulder further forward out (hind should simply follow). If there is a problem, you simply go back to hind foot image and re-establish that first.  Again clarity of rider image is important. If the rider mentally swaps from hind to front between strides, the horse is less smooth and balanced.

