Hunt Cap or Cowboy Hat?

Prospective students often ask, “Do you teach English or Western?”  I’m always taken aback by the question.   Is the caller imagining hunt caps or cowboy hats?  Is this a costume class or what?  You see for me there’s never been a distinction.

I grew up on an Iowa farm.  For twelve years, I rode my quarter horse mare bareback.  I was barefooted in shorts.  My bridle was one adapted from a draft horse bridle.

I never once rode in a saddle until I was 26 years old.  It was a big clunking ranch saddle on the 3000-acre spread of a Montana friend of mine.  I found it odd that my Montana ranch friends really didn’t care much for horses.  After that ride, it made sense.  Riding in that big chair-like rig was nothing like riding bareback!

I didn’t take a riding lesson until I was 35 years old.  My instructor said, “You must buy a saddle.”  I’m sure I whined and protested, but then I did try out different saddles.  The only one I could barely tolerate was a used dressage saddle – already 15 years old.  I loved that saddle!  I had a ring installed to attach a crupper.  The crupper made the saddle even more stable in the Colorado high country.

I took up competitive trail riding.  English and Western didn’t apply here either.  One would see various combinations of tack:  hunt seat saddles and hackamores, Western saddles and snaffles, endurance saddles and curb bits.  It was “whatever works” and is humane.  The fit and the function were far more important than appearance.  I must say that over the years I did competitive trail riding, any rider who started with a Western saddle soon replaced it with something lighter.

My husband and I were outfitter/guides in the Pike National Forest 1991-2003.  Prospective students may have said, prior to their first riding lesson, that they wanted to ride Western; but when we explained why we used dressage saddles, they quickly adapted.  When it came time for trail riding, someone had to ride in a Western saddle since “you can tie more stuff on it”.  Now our students protested.  They didn’t like the heaviness and the way the stirrups confined their knees. 

It sounds as though I am biased against Western saddles.  That’s not really true.  I rode in a wonderful lightweight used Western saddle for many years.  It was not until I became more aware of the value of my seat as an aid that I demanded a more perfectly balanced saddle.

From 1981-1996 we showed Arabian horses.  We showed all disciplines:  hunt-seat, saddle-seat, and Western.  I used my old dressage trail saddle in Arabian dressage classes.  This saddle was the foundation under my native Arabian costume.  (This was the only time since childhood that I was able to ride barefoot again!)

At Centaur Rising, we teach dressage.  It’s the classical foundation for all riding.  My beloved Senador could be described as an English type horse.  I showed him hunt-seat, saddle-seat and dressage.  One day, in 1996, we had entered a student on Senador in a hunt-seat class at the Fall Charity horse show.  On a whim, I decided to post-enter him in a Western class.  I’d never ridden him in a curb bit or ridden a jog or a lope with him.  No problem!  Senador loped and jogged slower than the horses that had only been trained Western.  He placed an acceptable fourth place in a large class.

Conversely, I had a mare that I only showed Western.  We sold her to a young woman who won everything there was to win in hunter pleasure.  You see, good training transcends all disciplines!

Over the years I’ve come to realize that when a person says, “I can’t do that.  I only ride Western”, I realize that many people regard “Western” as undisciplined riding.  In truth this is hardly the case.  In some breeds, excellent Western pleasure riding requires all of the basics of a second-level dressage horse.

If one thinks that Western riders do not post the trot, go to a rodeo.  You’ll certainly see pickup riders posting the trot.  It’s the only way to get across the arena at the trot quickly.  You can see cowboys on the range do this too.

We once had a man from Hawaii stay with us for a clinic with a German dressage trainer.  The man was a superlative Western rider having started hundreds of colts in Texas.  His disciplines were cutting and reining.  He’d never taken a dressage lesson!

Since the man was rather heavy, we put him on our part-draft mare.  All eyes were glued on him!  He had a wonderful seat and a very calming way with the young horse.  He excelled in the dressage clinic as well as anyone.

“Good riding is good riding is good riding.”  It has nothing to do with what you wear!
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