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Findley Believes Dressage Is For Any and Every Horse

	MANITOWOC

     Dressage comes with the aura of fancy horses and high-dollar rigs, but learning it can benefit every horse, no matter its age, breed or temperament, says expert equestrian Kathy Findley.

     Findley has seen the results.  The longtime 4-H enthusiast has created her own philosophy, guidelines and training methods for horses, and has ridden to great success.  She’s an acclaimed equestrian, and coaches both youths and adults.  A nationally carded judge with 10 years of experience, she has been named Wisconsin Judge of the Year.  

     Findley is also a Master-riding Instructor through Certified Horsemanship Association, one of the longest standing horse associations in the nation.  She travels throughout the United States, certifying people who want to become equestrian instructors.

    Findley will travel to Manitowoc for the Horse-A-Rama, April 8-9, where she is headlined as a featured trainer.  Her presentation, “Show Tips,” draws vast experience and is specifically geared toward better showmanship.  “I love working with kids, in particular, and watching them grow and learn through the process of riding and caring for their horses, “ she said.

     Kathryn Michalski, 15, of Greenfield, studies dressage under Findley.  She rides and shows “Artie,” a 26-year-old purebred Arabian who’d spent his entire life on the trails until Findley bought him two years ago and began his transformation into classical performance.  

    Findley favors her 26-year-old Saddlebred, Chance.  He was a third-level dressage horse before being put out to 
	pasture for 12 years.  She bought him two years ago,

and is giving him a second enjoyable wind in the ring.  “Obliviously, I’m not biased toward age, “she said.  “Older horse can be the most wonderful creatures that you will ever find.”

   Dressage means to train,” and is one of the oldest equestrian disciplines.  “We start all of our horses in what you would call dressage, which simply means a very well-balanced horse, “Findley noted.

    It doesn’t matter what saddle, clothing or horse is involved, she stressed, whether you ride in Western gear, on a hunt saddle or aboard a Saddlebred or reining horse.  

    She teaches her students to ride with a tall, lifted posture.  Shoulders, hips and heels should be in a line, which puts the center of gravity over the horse properly, and the seat should be supple and deep.  “Bring your tailbone down underneath yourself,” Findley advised.  “It’s called sitting on your pockets, and it will keep your seat where it should be.”  

    The rider’s hands should be over the withers.  In Western, they’ll be slightly in front of the horn.  Arms should be at a 45-degree angle, with the thumbs on an angle toward each other.  Shoulders should be comfortably back, and the neck high.

     Findley finds that youngsters tend to ride with their eyes down.  “That’s a no-no, unless there are some really cute boys going by,” she joked.  “Remember to quickly refocus. Think of riding a horse like a driving test – always watch where you are going.  And don’t worry about falling off.  Everyone falls off.  Just get 
	right back on.

    Findley wants to see horses warmed up on a loose rein.  The horse’s head will

be down, with rounding through the crest and back for a very relaxed frame.  How do you achieve it:  Ride your horse from the back to the front, she advised, noting that the propulsion, the energy, comes from the rear end.

    A good exercise to supply and balance any horse is to ride with the animal’s shoulder in and haunches out, then vice versa.  The horse’s shoulder is off the track, Findley explained.  Put one leg back so the horse moves its haunch away from the pressure, and the other leg slightly forward.  The rider’s light hands and legs control the horse’s body, helping it come into the hand and reach for the bit.

     The bull’s-eye is another suppling exercise.  The rider rides a round circle, applying one leg to the rib cage and asking the horse to move away from the leg.  Her other leg is back just a tad to get the inside tipped in and work the horse into a spiraling circle.  “You want to just see the corner of the horse’s eye,” Findley said. “Use lots of outside leg, and gradually make the circle smaller.  Take three to five circles to work in, then gradually move out.”

     If the horse doesn’t response, use a bit of spur or a little bit of whip to the hip to move, she advised.  For example, the left hind leg should be crossing the other hind, moving into the outside right fore hoof print when the horse is spiraling out, she noted.  

    The bull’s-eye exercise teaches the horse to supply through the poll, ribs and tail.

     A turn at the forehand, or 
	front end, supples a horse by teaching it to move away from pressure.  “Wherever you put your leg, it should be touch, touch, touch,” Findley noted.  “Keep the front feet static, while the hind legs move around.”  

    Such finesses is accomplished by riding from the back to the front, using your legs, not your hands, she said.  “The natural aids are seat, hands, legs and voice,” she explained.  “In order, I prefer my weight, seat, legs and then my hands.  I talk all the time, and my horses know walk, trot, canter from wherever I am.”  

   Findley trains her students to ride the same way, except in emergency situations.  “Then you do whatever you need to do to be safe,” she noted.  

    The American Indians knew the secret of great horsemanship.  “They rode their ponies without their hands,” Findley said.  “That’s where we came from, it’s where we should be, and its what a horse should be.  It’s my goal, and I believe it should be everyone’s.” 
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