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An Independent Seat continued...

the leg has to come directly under the rider’s body in order to
stand up and stay up. If the leg is moved forward, even just a
little, the rider loses balance and will fall back into the saddle.

When sitting down for a breather it helps if the rider can actually
think about kneeling down, which causes the knee to go forward
and down and the seat to be lowered gently rather than sitting
down, which causes the rider to sit more heavily to the back of
the saddle and the legs to come forward.

Once the standing in the stirrups position at a standstill has been
mastered, it can be practiced at the walk, still holding the neck
strap. It should be possible for the rider to feel the muscles in the
front of the thighs working and the tendons that run from the calf
to the heel (the Achilles tendon), stretching. Make sure that this
exercise is not over done at first and have frequent breaks. Work
up to letting go of the neck strap in walk, which then leads to the
next step which is to do this at a trot, initially with the neck strap.
This requires the correct amount of suppleness and tone in the
muscles and the joints so it is important that riders build up to it
slowly. It is surprising the amount of very experienced and even
fit riders who find this too difficult at first, however it quickly
becomes easier. The eventual aim is to be able to trot around
standing in the stirrups without having to rely on the neck strap.

Once this exercise has been established, the rider should be
able to walk and trot standing in the stirrups while balancing
on the horse, and be able to absorb the movements of the horse
into the hip, knee and ankle joints. Any stiffness in these joints
will prevent the rider from being able to do this and will cause
a feeling of insecurity. A common scenario is that of bracing the
knees — this can be helped by having the ‘eyes on the ground’
describe what they see.

The first and foremost step in gaining an
independent seat is in learning to stabilise
the lower leg.

Some riders feel pain in one ankle more than the other, this is
because many people have a different amount of flex in each
ankle either naturally or more commonly due to past injury.
For many riders simply wearing a figure eight bandage or ankle
brace is enough to give them instant relief and help enormously
with their riding. If feeling more stretch on the outside of the
ankle than the inside when standing in the stirrups, again, check
that the inside of the ball of the foot is being correctly loaded.

MOVING THE SEAT WITH THE HORSE

Now the rider needs to be able to move their seat with the
horse. Unless giving the horse a specific aid with the seat - and
this should only be on a well trained horse from a rider who
has fully mastered the primary aids - the seat must follow the
movement of the horse’s back. In walk this means that as well
as the pelvis moving forwards and backwards slightly, following
the movement, not shoving the horse along, the seat bones
should dip alternately as the horse walks. When the horse takes
a step the belly swings to one side as the back leg on that side
moves forward through the air. If the rider’s seat is following the
movement of the horse’s back properly each seat bone dipping
and lifting in turn will be felt.

In trot, the belly of the horse also swings to the other side as each
back leg swings forward through the air. When standing in the
stirrups and balancing on the horse the rider should be able to
feel the alternating dipping of each side of the horse’s back. If
the rider is allowing their weight to travel down the leg without
blocking the movement by gripping or bracing the knees they
will feel each heel dip slightly in time with this dipping of the
horse’s back. Therefore the rider can now tell where each leg is
during each stride by feel alone.



SITTING TROT

To achieve ‘sitting’ trot, bend the knees
(kneel down), from the standing in the
stirrups position, lowering the seat into
the saddle. The rider should keep a certain
amount of weight going down into the feet
as they ‘sit’ to the trot as this helps the legs
stay engaged, rather than disengaging.
When a rider’s legs disengage they creep
forward and upward, causing balance to
be lost and starting the vicious cycle of
gripping and raising the centre of gravity.
This causes the rider to feel even more
unbalanced. Keeping the legs engaged and
under the body means that the movement
of the horse is absorbed by the rider and
is directed down and out through the legs
rather than up and into the torso, neck
and head, which causes the wobbling
midsection and head that is often seen in
riders during sitting trot. Again, a person
on the ground can help by describing what
they see.

Breath evenly, engage the stomach muscles
and lift the sternum whilst keeping the
back of the neck long - as if being lifted to
the sky by the hair on the top of the head.
When practising this the rider may only be
able to get a few good strides of sitting trot
at a time before beginning to bounce — as
soon as this is felt, the rider should go as if
to stand up again and this will redistribute
some weight back down into the stirrups.
Experiment with how much weight is
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Once the rider
can stand in the
stirrups with the
horse standing still,
then this should
be practiced at
the walk and then
the trot, while still
holding the neck
strap if needed for
balance.

The muscles in the
front of the thighs
should be working
and the tendons
that run from the
calf to the heel (the
Achilles tendon),
stretching.

needed in the seat in order to achieve a
good sitting trot. When riders get the hang
of this technique it is usually a light bulb
moment - for both rider and horse - as the
horse can be felt relaxing through the back
as the rider is moving correctly with the
movement, instead of against it.

THE HANDS
Once the rider is able to balance standing
in trot without the need for the neck strap
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it is still a good idea to keep it in place and
hold on to it lightly, along with the reins,
so it can be used if needed to save the
horse being pulled in the mouth, if balance
is lost.

Maintaining this position can be practiced
whilst schooling various movements, i.c.
figure of eights etc. Then the rider may
also practice alternating between sitting trot,

rising trot and standing trot, to gain even
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An Independent Seat cont..

The movement of the horse should be absorbed
in the lower half of the body (from the pelvis,
down through the joints and into the feet)
rather than the upper half of the body.

more control of their body and further
improve balance. Once the horse’s
rhythm and directional control is able
to be maintained whilst alternating
between the three trots - sitting, rising,
standing - the rider has come a long
way indeed. For those who like to trail
ride, alternating the three trots can be
practiced over various gradients - an
excellent way of improving balance.

The hands —readers may be thinking,
surely they should have been sorted
out much sooner. The problem is,
until a rider has an independent seat
(i.e. the limbs are able to be moved
independently of each other and the
body) hands cannot be still when

required, or move fluidly to give aids without the rider experiencing
a certain amount of loss of balance. When the seat is not independent,
the limbs are used to counterbalance movement in any other part of

the body. An extreme example of this

is when a beginner rider uses

the legs, their hands tend to shoot up in the air. In more experienced
riders these moments of loss of balance are much more subtle but
they may still be there and they prevent a rider from developing

good hands.

Good hands should follow the movement of the horse’s head in walk
and canter and be still in trot. In rising trot, the elbows need to open
as the rider rises up, and close as they sit (kneel) down again. This
is where many riders have the most problems with their hands in

trot. One solution is to lengthen the neck strap and the rider
holds it along with the reins, which teaches them to keep their
hands still because they actually feel the pull in their hands as
they go up and forward (in rising trot). Care should be taken
to keep the backs of the hands facing outward, as turning the
hands downward as if pushing a pram or riding a bike, brings
the elbows out and rotates the scapula off the back.

By practising riding this way the rider will start to develop still
hands as their brain begins to ‘file’ this new feeling. Hands
should have a very light but steady contact with the horse’s
mouth, therefore the fingers should curl gently around the reins.
The rider needs to watch that the fingers are neither open nor
tightly clenched.

Once an independent seat has been attained attention can then
be paid to the small things, such as untoward movements of the
hands or whether the contact is even under the balls of the feet,
and make adjustments to rectify these things. The finely tuned
sense of balance an independent seat gives allows the rider
greater freedom of movement — for example, if a stirrup is lost
it is easy to get it back without even having to stop the horse. All
of these benefits and many, many more may be enjoyed once an
independent seat has been developed.
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