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Good Hands, Seat and Aids

As I always preach... driving is just like riding.  If you really look at this statement, it is very true.  We need good communication through our aids (hands, legs/whip and seat).  Yes, I included our seat.  Sitting on the box seat of your carriage utilizes many of the same muscles and movements as when you ride.  When the carriage is moving at a trot, if you are in a two-wheeler, you feel the movement of the trot in a slight up and down movement.  It is up to you to absorb any movement your horse may offer you with your hips, just as in a saddle.   Feet should be firmly on the floor for balance, but not pushing hard, and upper arms should be just in front of the rib cage.  Hands should be in a direct line to the saddle terrets just as in riding dressage; elbow, hand, mouth of the horse.  

Good hands are a lifelong pursuit that all riders and drivers strive to achieve.  Having good hands means that you drive with an independent seat on the box, you have relaxed shoulders, supple elbows, soft wrists and fingers firmly holding the reins without clenching.  Your horse must trust your hands to respond with a relaxed jaw and poll, while keeping a steady, elastic connection.  Your good hand[s] encourages your horse to use his back properly, which enables him to pull more comfortably and efficiently, allowing for supple bending and effortless engagement of the haunches.  

Having a firm, secure seat on the box, with a supple torso, is very important to develop those good hands.  If you are using your hands to maintain your position on the box, and loosing your contact, your horse will become afraid of the contact and brace against the bit or in many cases avoid the bit and become either above the bit, or behind it.  A scenario we do want to experience.  If your elbows are locked, the reins may snap loose and then get tight, making the contact to the horse jerky and too unsteady.  Your fingers need to be able to soften without slipping on the reins.  I bet you are just asking yourself the same question I did many years ago…how do I do this while holding the whip?  The hold you have on the reins is with a closed fist, not a clenched fist.  Then the ring finger and middle finger have a nice firm grip on the rein remaining rein falling through your palm.  The whip, which is held in the right hand, is then balanced by the butt-end resting on the fleshy part of the palm and on the thumb.  The whip is never held tightly…it is balanced in this way as to prevent your hand from cramping.  As anything else, it takes practice.  With this method, your hand is concentrated on the rein and not on the whip.  This is a very important factor in communicating to your horse.  

When using your hands to soften your horse, start with the minimum aid possible.  Begin softening with your fingers.  If your horse responds, then lighten your finger movements, but do not allow your hands or arms to lock.  If your horse does not respond, increase your aids by softly working your elbows.  Be careful to soften by using little vibrations.  Avoid any "sawing" back and forth with your hands.  Always lighten the vibrations as soon as your horse responds.  This is where feel and connection with your horse becomes so important.  

Another important factor is…Whenever we take a rein back, we MUST drive the horse forward with either our voice, as in "Up" or a click of the tongue or a rotation of the whip's lash.  Always drive the horse forward into the bit kindly and he will submit to your hand.  Why do we ask the horse to move forward into the bit???  Well, whenever we take a rein backwards as in pulling the rein, we stop the hind leg.  We want the horse to submit to our aid (hand) but not stop the forward motion of the stride.  Therefore, we must ask the horse to keep the stride true and not shorten it, or slow it down.  Also, we only take one rein back at a time and one rein only.  If we use both reins, we are then asking the horse to slow down or halt.  The outside rein is kept in a steady contact and the inside rein asks the horse to flex and bend ultimately submitting to the rein command.  Again…it takes practice, but when you master this technique…any horse you ride or drive will respond favorably.  

Don't forget…when your driving companion does just the littlest response correctly…Praise him or her and make a big deal out of it.  You will have many happy drives and become the envy of other drivers out there!

Safe driving to all!

Linda

