If I Can Do It, You Can Too!

What is a 50-year-old woman, with multiple health problems, doing trying to learn to ride dressage?  That’s what my kids said when I signed up for my first lessons.  I was just out of the hospital with sepsis.  I’d had four hip-replacement surgeries during the course of my life.  My kids told me I was out of my mind. 

After my first couple of lessons, I told my daughter that my trainer had taken me aside and told me I needed to lose weight.  I needed to be really committed to riding if I wanted to do anything with dressage.  My daughter said, “Mom why are you beating yourself up like this?  Why do you want to do such a snooty sport with all those rich people who you can’t afford to compete with?”  When I think about it now, I know she made a good point.  Yet, I have never been one to conform to what I “should” be doing.

Without consulting with my trainers, I bought a green-broke 17.1 hand Dutch warm blood thoroughbred cross gelding shortly after starting lessons.  My daughter came with me to load him in the trailer.  After he reared in the trailer, shot out the back and then flipped over on his back, my daughter asked me, “What could you be thinking mom?”  Dillon had been running free on a Wyoming pasture all his life.  He did not want to settle in to riding in a trailer.  The first time I saw him I thought he was the most beautiful rearing prancing gelding I’d seen in a long time.  Because he was untrained, I could afford him.  

After six months Dillon and I had improved.  Dillon was covering more ground at a trot.  I was able to post the trot for 10-15 minutes without stopping to catch my breath.  I could actually get on the saddle by myself.

Then one night Dillon was terribly injured in the trailer.  I thought he would have to be put down.  What a blow!  He made it through the night and then the week, but the vet said he would need at least six months to recover.  He’d possibly never recover fully.  I went back to taking lessons on one of my other horses while I worked full time and doctored “D” in the evening.

Soon four months had passed.  Dillon had lost a lot of weight, but he seemed willing to be saddled and worked for short periods of time.  He was weak, but he liked to move.  So he made an effort during each ride.  We slowly worked together to improve.  I could almost coordinate my left leg to my right hand.  Dillon could work for nearly 30 minutes without getting sore.  What a slow and difficult process this dressage riding was!

After a year I got very discouraged.  I went to shows and watched how graceful the riders and their equine partners were.  I knew Dillon and I were so far from even making an appearance that I wondered why I wasn’t satisfied with my Western saddle and the trail riding I’d done for the past 30 years.

I signed up to be the Volunteer Coordinator at the Rocky Mountain Dressage Society’s end-of-the-year championship show.  The weekend before the show, I got multiple blood clots in my lungs!  My daughter had to start coordinating the volunteers at the show without me.  The second day of the show I was able to take over.  I loved the work, the riders, the judges, and the horses walking back and forth to the arenas.  I knew that the passion stirring in my soul was worth the discouragement and illness I was prone to.

The reason I was working so hard was because I loved the sport.  I loved the connection between horse and rider, the way the horses and riders looked together, the self-discipline, and the overall commitment required.  I have already had to stretch out of my comfort zone to do this thing.  Now I realized all the more that I had to put my worries and self doubts aside and focus on the work.  

My efforts persisted.  I was riding a minimum of three times a week and sometimes four or five times.  I felt stronger.  I could feel my overall balance and Dillon’s walk improve.  People at work started to treat me differently.  They seemed to want to be around me, would talk to me, ask my opinion, and whether I wanted to go to lunch.  At first I didn’t understand why I was receiving increased attention.  Then I realized it was because I carried my self differently, radiated increased energy, smiled more often and had more confidence.  My sacrifice to ride dressage was paying unexpected dividends!  

Dillon and I just kept working together.  We had a terrible time getting the canter.  First it was difficult for him to keep his balance, and then it was difficult for me to keep my position without falling forward.  We worked for a year trying to get the balance that we needed from each other.  We didn’t seem to be making any progress, but we kept working.  Then one day Dillon took the correct lead!  I sat up for a couple of strides.  After that, the canter came together quickly.  Now he usually picks up the correct lead.  I sit up and move with him - just like it has always been easy for us.  

In a couple of weeks, I hope to attend a schooling show.  It has taken me two years to get to this point.  I am still an overweight middle-aged woman, but I have changed.  I have more poise and confidence.  Dillon has muscled up. Together we feel very good about our overall efforts.  Now when people ask me “what was I thinking” when I decided to ride dressage, I just smile.
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