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By Terri Jordan • The Natural Gait

Wintertime is just around the corner. Here are some exercises 
and suggestions to help keep you and your horse from going 
stagnant during the next several months. 

FORGET THE SAME OLD/SAME OLD
Some riders travel only along the rail in the indoor arena.  Adding 

a bit of variety to the routine can help ease boredom in your horse.  
With a bit of imaginative thinking, you will have a better chance of 
keeping your horse engaged.  You don’t necessarily need obstacles to 
accomplish this; although adding trot rails, barrels, poles, or small 
fences, all help to keep you AND your horse challenged and focused.

A forward, focused horse comes from the rider’s aids (leg, seat, 
and hands). These aids together provide the “rail” that the horse 
needs to stay straight and focused. 

Let’s start with our legs, which play an important part in our 
riding, providing some of the “push” and “direction.” We all have 

heard, “Keep your heels down,” but it is a natural tendency for some 
riders to push on their stirrups instead of letting the weight go into 
their heels. They end up pushing their legs out away from the horse 
instead of letting their legs rest on his sides. 

Our hands hold the reins, helping to guide the horse in the 
direction of travel, keep him straight, and create a bend.  

For now, I would like to concentrate on the leg and rein aids for 
the exercises below.

Your leg placement on your horse’s side determines which body 
part the horse will move. I will refer to this placement as “your foot.” 
Are you moving the front end? Your foot placement will be closer 
to the cinch. Do you want the ribs to wrap around your leg in an 
arc as if on a circle? Your foot placement will be somewhere in the 
middle of the horse’s body.  Do you want to move the hindquarters 
over? Your foot placement will be farther back on the rib cage. You 
will need to adjust your foot placement on your horse’s side until 
your horse gets the message; until he does what you are asking.  
Experiment and listen to your horse.

Ok, now you are more aware of your legs and how to use them. 
You understand that the true “rail” is between your reins, your seat, 
and your legs, and is not the wall of the arena. 

ARENA EXERCISES
To keep your horse alert, interested, and participating in the 

arena, versus just going through the motions, we are going to ride 
circles, diamonds and squares.  For instance, a circle can be ridden 
large, small, or spiraled in and out.  Squares consist of straight lines 
and corners or turns.  You can perform these turns using the front 
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end and the hind end in your corners.  Your 
horse can make a turn performing a turn 
on the haunches or a turn on the forehand, 
even at the trot!  Diamonds come after your 
circles and squares feel good.  Don’t rush 
your horse.  A diamond is a straight line 
with the corner becoming a hairpin turn. 
Look behind you, over your shoulder, keep 
your chin up and bring your horse with you. 

A couple of simple rules to keep in mind:

o Keep your horse soft; if he gets 
upset or braces, go back to the gait 
or pattern in which he was soft.

o These exercises are performed at 
walk and trot in both directions. 

o PLEASE do not canter until trot is 
soft and relaxed. 

o Change it up - be imaginative.  Ride 
a circle, then ride a square, then 
change the size of your circle and 
square.

o Change the locations in the arena 
that you are riding these patterns.

o DON’T DRILL ANY ONE PATTERN.
o ONLY when your horse is soft, 

willing and quiet should you move 
on to the next gait or pattern. 

o Don’t forget to use your legs.

      By using these patterns, your horse will 
become more in tune with you. He will put 
more effort into the riding session because 
it will engage his mind, and you will feel 
him liven up, becoming more confident and 
willing because it is fun for him, too!

REMEMBER TO HAVE FUN!!  
If you go at this with a “gotta git ‘er done” 

attitude, you AND your horse will soon 
become blase’ and bored. But if you make 
winter arena riding challenging and fun, 
spring will be here before you know it!

“No More Bored Horses;” (Continued from page 7)


