TRAINING

Keeping it ClASS1CAL |

NADINE FRANCOIS TEACHES DRESSAGE FROM A CLASSICAL PERSPECTIVE AND HAS BUILT UP A
LOYAL FOLLOWING IN NEW ZEALAND. AND WHILE THERE MAY BE SOME CONFUSION WHEN IT
COMES TO DEFINING ‘CLASSICAL' DRESSAGE, NADINE'S WAY OF TRAINING COULDN'T BE SIMFPLER:
IT'S ABOUT PRODUCING A SOFT AND HAPPY HORSE, WHILE THE RIDER SITS IN PERFECT BALANCE.
HELEN FIRTH REPORTS. PHOTOS BY TRISH DUNELL

or most people, the words ‘“classi-
Fcul dressage’ probably conjure up

images of the Spanish Riding School’s
famous white Lipizzaners. Certainly, the
Viennese school is the only one to have
been preserved since its inception in the
16th century, and its art and breeding ideals
have survived intact.

But just what is classical dressage, where
is its place in the modern world and how is
it different from the German or Dutch ways
of training? Those are hard questions to
answer and a source of great debate around
the world. However, whether classical or
German, all dressage training has similar
ultimate goals. Most modern trainers pro-
mote good communication, compassionate
methods and working in harmony with the
horse - these are traditional or ‘classical’
ideals that have stood the test of time,

Some of the riders on Nadine Francois'
clinic say there is a lot of confusion sur-
rounding classical dressage, but that it's
really just a way of riding that allows the
horse to find his balance and remain happy
in the work. One participant said she felt
the main difference is that the rider gets

frustrated that they can’t do the work right,
rather than getting frustrated at the horse!

“I think all dressage should be classical,”

says MNadine. “You must achieve the right
balance and lightness, from the very begin-
ning of your training, until the end.”
Dressage judge, rider and instructor Joan
Matheson recommends MNadine to her own
pupils, and has also had lessons herself. She
says it's a softer and slower way of riding,
which may not look so competitive to the
casual observer. “However, it’s much better
to put expression into a soft horse than to

try and force expression into a tense horse,”

she says. Like the other riders on the clinic,
Joan expresses appreciation for a training
system that makes the advanced work pos-
sible, regardless of the rider's strength or
age. “I prefer the thought of a horse that's
happy and willing to work for you - espe-
cially when you're old and you can't set up
a fight and win!"

Similarly, judge and trainer Errol O'Brien
has been enjoying his own lessons with
MNadine. “She's excellent when it comes to
the influence of the rider’s seat, which I
believe we're lacking in the country,” he

feels. “Nadine has helped my horse without
doubt — she's excellent for a horse that is a
little bit fiery, as mine is."

Nadine’s students work quietly and she is
careful not to create resistances or problems.
However, soft and slow does not mean that
the horses don’t progress. In fact, Nadine
feels her way of training is often faster,
because the horses are not placed under too
much physical pressure, and so they enjoy
their work. Certainly, a six-year-old mare
in her recent Cambridge clinic was happily
performing counter-canter, half-pass and
beginning piaffe in-hand, all without the
slightest hint of anxiety or stress.

Joanne McNicoll, who loves her lessons
with Nadine so much she has actually trav-
elled to Portugal twice to train with her, says
this is a gentle way of riding, yet still gets to
the advanced work.

“In the past I'd watched a few people get
to Grand Prix and it was all whips and spurs
and cinched nosebands, which made me
think | wasn’t brave enough to do it. But
when | met Nadine and saw her horses, |
realised it was possible to get there without
all that,” she says. “It's not about body build-

Nadine Frangois

Belgian dressage trainer Madine
Frangois has been teaching for more
than 3o years. She trained for a
decade under the late Portuguese
maestro Nuno Oliveira, regarded by
many as the best dressage rider of the
20th century. Nadine's approach can
best be described as classical, and
closely mirrors Oliveira’s methods,
including the in-hand work.

Nadine has her own stable in
Partugal, where she rides and
teaches, and she also gives clinics in
New Zealand, Australia and the United
States. She has been visiting New
Zealand for 10 years and her students
include professional riders, top
national judzes and keen amateurs,
who say she is *the real deal’. All
the riders on her recent clinic were
enthusiastic about Nadine's soft and
calm training approach.
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Nadine’s training tips

Don’t create more with your leg than you
can balance with your hand. “If yvou push
too much, you have to take too much in
your hands,”

* Adjust yourself to the mood of the horse,
“This doesn't mean that vou allow the
horse to do whatever he wants. But if you
feel your horse is in a bad mood, ask less,
50 you don’t enter into a fight with him. The
day after you can ask a little more again.”

Shoulder-in is probably the most important
training exercise, because in it you have
control over the harse's entire body,

Always stay quiet with your hands to
encourage the horse's neck to be stable,

ing as a rider; it’s an elegant way of riding.
The rider does less, so the horse can do maore.

Yow're not shutting the horses down, but let-
ting them dance for you, by sitting in a bal-
ance and putting them in the right place”

The in-hand work

In-hand work has largely fallen into
neglect since the days of the great masters
of bygone centuries, with Spanish and
Portuguese trainers proving the exception.
They still integrate it into all of the horse’s
education, and vsually start the lateral work
in-hand.

The advantages of working in-hand are
numerous: the handler can closely observe
the horse and see how he moves; the horse
learns to accept the whip as an aid; it
prepares the horse for the ridden worl; it
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Sue Abram and her seven-pear-old mare Alla-
Danner (Anamour-Whitsun, by Weltmeyper] warm
up in walk

allows the handler to keep a check on the
horse’s balance and builds trust berween
horse and rider.

Madine learned the in-hand work under
Nuno Oliveira. "It helps most horses a
lot, because you are not on the horse’s
back, causing him to lose his balance, and
you can correct him a little more easily
from the ground,” she explains. “Before 1
ride my young horses for the first time, I

The rider's seat and welght is influential when asking for
the downward fransifion. Joanne McNicall and her six-
vear-old mare Anja (Anaomour-Whitsun, by Weltmeyer)

usually do a little shoulder-in with them
in-hand. If you prepare the work before
upsetting them with the weight of a rider,

vou get much less resistance later on”

MNadine also teaches baby steps of piaffe in-
hand before starting flying changes under
saddle, saying it helps to bring the horse
rounder and improves the balance when
cantering. She progresses little by little,
allowing the horses to build up muscle and

loanne and Anja in counter-canter

consistency. As when riding, she has finger-
tip light control, asking the horses to slow
down with her body more than the reins.
“Working in-hand or lungeing is the
same as riding — if you use too much hand,
it shortens the horses neck and thev go
behind the wvertical. You must stay quiet
with your hands and encourage the neck of
the horse to stabilise. You can't touch with
the whip and pull at the same time, It's the
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same as riding — when you push, you always
have to open the door”

Nadine teaches her students how to do
the in-hand work themselves, saying like
anything else it's simply a matter of practice.
“The timing is the most important thing. It
is better to do the wrong thing in the right
moment, than to do the right thing in the
wrong moment.”

Alternating rising
trot and sitting
trot on the circle
helps the horse
come into a
better balance
and is also a
good preparation
for camter
transitions

The classical seat

All the great masters, past and present,
agree that a firm, quiet and central seat
helps the horse come into perfect balance.

Unsurprisingly, Nadine places great
emphasis on the rider’s seat. She can think
of one Kiwi student who had such a terrible
position their horse was basically out of
control as a result. When Nadine rode the
horse herself, it was fine, so she prescribed
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a course of lunge lessons for the rider to
improve their way of sitting.

“Because your position does 80% of the
work,” she explains. “Even on a 20-metre
circle, if you are sitting the wrong way you
will have to do too much with your hands
and your legs, when just bringing your posi-
tion in the right direction will put the horse
on the right track.”

In the downward transitions, the rider
should also use their position and weight
more than their hands, Nadine explains.
She will often use the words, ‘And vour
body is walking' when telling a rider to
execute a trot to walk transition.

“If you let your seat keep trotting with
the horse, you are actually asking him to
trot,” she says, “The first thing you have to
do when you want the horse to walk is to
think about the walk and put your position
as if you were walking. So you have to be
a little stronger in the lower part of your
back, and that should stop the horse, so
vou are not obliged to take too much rein.”
At the same time, while Nadine constantly
reminds riders to soften their fingers, she
warns that it's not about giving the reins
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