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FOREWORD

foreword
I first met William Micklem at a training clinic in Massachusetts in
1971, when I was 13 years old. It was exciting for me to learn
classical dressage from someone whose passion was eventing, and it
was apparent, even then, that William’s teaching philosophies were
ahead of their time. Later that year, William introduced me to the
champion British eventer Lucinda Green. He told Lucinda to
remember my name because I would win an Olympic medal one
day. I never forgot that moment: William was the first person
outside my family who believed in me. His teachings became the
foundation for my riding. He taught me that you must always show
a horse what to do and never use force. I learned about the
partnership you have with your horse and how sacred it is.
William has studied horse and human behavior all his life and has
mastered the relationship between the two. His unique eye for a
talented horse is unprecedented. Over the years, he has found
many great Irish-bred horses for me, including Biko and Mr.
Maxwell. For my husband, David O’Connor, William is responsible
for the purchase of two great Olympic horses, Gilt Edge and
Custom Made. William’s horsemanship continues to be the flagship
of our training program.
I feel very privileged to have spent so much time under William’s
tutelage. He has shaped my career, as he has so many others. Now,
for the benefit of us all, he has put pen to paper in the Complete Horse
Riding Manual to share his knowledge throughout the world. Enjoy
this timeless contribution to the horse world.

Karen O’Connor, Olympic medallist
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introduction
One of the many benefits of horse riding is
that men and women can compete on equal
terms, and that both the young and the more
mature can ride successfully. Unlike so many
other sports, you can continue riding and
improving for a lifetime. It is both a sport
for all and a sport for life.
It is important to be well taught initially. If
you establish the core skills early, everything
else falls into place automatically. Rather like
a snowball rolling down a hill and becoming
bigger and bigger as it gathers more layers of
snow, every ride will bring new knowledge
and help you develop your expertise.
With the right foundation stones, you may
be one of the tens of thousands of ordinary
people who find that horses and horse riding
allow them to do extraordinary things. It is my
intention that this book will be an integral part
of your riding education and will complement the
work you do with your coach, as well as inspire
you to do more with your riding.
A CONSISTENT APPROACH
In horse riding, there are many ways of doing
things—for example, two riders may use differing
aids to ask a horse to canter. Although this will
achieve what is required, it is important to
recognize that simplicity and up-to-date methods
are the keys to success. Some techniques or pieces
of equipment may have been accepted for many
years, but it is important to be flexible enough to
allow a good idea to give way to a better idea and
make any necessary changes to your approach.
EXPLORING THE COUNTRYSIDE Gentle trail riding is good
exercise, as well as being beneficial to the human spirit. It allows
you to enjoy beautiful countryside, away from busy roads.

As far as possible, my aim is to find methods that
work for all horses and all riders, in all activities
and at all levels. It is a difficult task, but using
consistent methods has benefits for all riders
and is a fundamental advantage when producing
a complete book of riding, rather than
concentrating on one activity alone. This book
is laced together with key skills that work for the
beginner rider and the more advanced rider, for
the dressage rider and the showjumping rider, for
the younger rider and the older rider.
Even the journey to Olympic level can be based
on easy steps if your training is well structured.
You will find that the specialist chapters in this
book on dressage, showjumping, and cross country
are all interlinked. Showjumpers will need to refer
to the dressage chapter as well as the showjumping
chapter, because so much of their work is based
on dressage. Similarly, the eventing rider will
need to concentrate on all three activities.
In each of these chapters, the prerequisite
skills for the rider and for the horse are outlined
before the practical exercises that lead to
competition work are explained. The competition
work is divided into four progressive levels, and
you are encouraged not to be too modest in your
aims. By setting yourself achievable targets, you
will have a structure for your training and you
can work toward meeting your long-term goals.
COACHING YOUR HORSE
This book will also go a long way toward giving
you a model that will make you a good trainer, or
coach, to your horse. The whole idea of a learner
also being a coach is unique to equestrian sports.
It is an essential dimension of riding and an
essential part of a rider’s education, because if
you ride, you influence your horse, for good or
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for bad. The horse is very adaptable and willing
to respond to any consistent stimuli, so if your
horse makes progress, it is easy to be deceived
into believing that you must be training in the
right way and, worse still, into assuming you
are a good trainer. The chapter on basic horse
training gives you advice on how to train your
horse in the best way. There are two keys to good
training: your methods must always be consistent
and progressive, and you must always work
EASE AND EFFICIENCY If a riding exercise is done well, it
will be easy. There is no need for great physical strength, just
good training of both the horse and rider.

within the horse’s capabilities. Examples of
Olympic horses, such as Biko, Custom Made,
and Gilt Edge, with their brilliant riders Karen
and David O’Connor, are included in the book
because they show the importance of good
training. Together with my brother John, we
spotted the potential of these young horses, but
it was their early training that gave them the
foundation for their future success.
HORSE-AND RIDER PARTNERSHIP
Our relationship with the horse has always been
based on more than pure performance targets.
It is important to realize your responsibility to

I N T R O D U C T I O N

the horse and to guard this special relationship.
This book is based on the philosophy of treating
each horse as an individual and developing the
horse’s natural outline, paces, and abilities. It
demands both an educated and humane approach:
for example, the use of force or mind-numbing
repetition of an exercise until you achieve a
particular result is unacceptable.
With good training, the horse will retain
his spirit and individuality, and will become a
responsive and willing partner in the long term.
Over a period of time, many people find their
partnership with their horse becomes the most
satisfying aspect of all their equestrian activities.
ENJOYING YOUR RIDING
Every rider is an individual and has particular
needs, and this concept forms part of the
philosophy of this book. This is why it is
important not to be too fixed on the idea of the
perfect position or the perfect progression to an
exercise. Since there is such a huge number of
variables in horse riding, the words “correct”
or “perfect” are rarely used. The best methods
include keeping your focus on what you and your
horse can do and working from this point, rather
than focusing on what you cannot do.
If your aim is a personal best then enjoyment
must be part of this endeavor. Learning must be a
mixture of effort and delight. This is the basis for
quality work, which is not only the aim of
competition riders but also the route for a long
and happy life for any horse.
CAPTURING THE DREAM
The partnership between horse and rider can
be inspiring and motivating. We can all benefit
and achieve more as a result of our work with
horses. You will be invigorated by the amount
of freedom, courage, and success horse riding

CHAMPIONSHIP COMPETITION Not every rider wants to
compete at a high level, but horses make it possible for ordinary
riders to do extraordinary things. If you aim high, you could
achieve great success.

can bring you, and this can motivate you to give
more in other aspects of your life, too. If you
believe in yourself, it is possible to achieve
extraordinary results.

William Micklem
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CHAPTER ONE

the beginner
rider
Once you have found a suitable riding
school and instructor, learning the basics
of riding is not difficult, and you will be
surprised at how quickly you progress.
At the end of your first lesson, it should
be possible for you to control your horse
at a walk and at a trot in the riding arena,
and even for you to be led out on a short
trail ride. Once you have established the
basics—getting on and off, starting,
stopping, and steering—you can learn
how to balance at a rising trot and even
to canter. Having mastered these initial
riding skills, it is only a small step to
your first jump.
You may feel nervous at first, but
there are ways to combat your fears.
The simple techniques outlined in this
chapter will provide the foundation
for your progression to riding activities
and equestrian sports at all levels.
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getting started
Learning to ride is not difficult, and with the guidance of a good coach,
you can progress quickly and safely. The first step is to find a riding
school that has good teaching facilities, suitable horses, and the necessary
safety equipment. Start off with individual instruction for your first few
lessons, before joining a group session.
FINDING A RIDING SCHOOL
You will find riding schools advertised in riding magazines
and listed by equestrian organizations, but a recommendation
from a friend who rides is ideal. A good school does not have
to be big, but it must have a small, enclosed arena for novice
lessons. The horses and students should look relaxed and
happy in their work. Equipment should be in good condition;
leather tack, for example, should be soft and flexible, because
if it is brittle, it could snap and cause an accident.

Your hat should
fit comfortably
and be
fastened
with a
three-point
chin strap.

Bridle

WHAT TO WEAR
It is not necessary to spend a fortune on gear for
riding, but there are some essential items: pants
or riding breeches in a soft, stretchable fabric; a
comfortable shirt or sweater that will not restrict
your movement; footwear that supports your ankles
and has a small heel; elasticated half chaps (leggings
covering the lower leg); and riding gloves.
Protective headwear should always be worn. A good
hat that conforms to safety standards will be provided
by the riding school. A hat should have a three-point
chin strap so that it cannot slip out of place while

THE COACH
Look for a qualified and
registered coach who is
experienced in teaching
novice riders. A good
coach will answer all your
questions about riding and,
when you start lessons, will
allow you to progress at a
rate that suits you. Above
all, he or she will encourage
and motivate you, no matter
what age or level you are.

Bit

Reins

Gloves

The coach

Half chaps

Footwear should
have a good
heel so that
your feet
cannot slip
through
the stirrups.

G E T T I N G

you are riding. At a later stage, as you begin riding outside
the arena and jumping, a body protector (a reinforced,
sleeveless jacket) is also advisable.

A SUITABLE HORSE
The best horse for a novice rider is quiet and well-trained,
responding easily and consistently to both coach and rider.
The grab strap is a
loop on the front
of the saddle for
the novice rider
to hold on to.

Breastplate

General-purpose
saddle

Girth

Front
brushing
boot

Stirrup

S TA R T E D

Older horses are ideal because they are generally calm and
laid-back, and small horses are less intimidating and easier to
get on and off. For most adults, an obedient cob (see p.378)
between 10 and 25 years old is perfect.
Your coach will advise you on which horse will be suitable
for you and appropriate for your height and weight. You will
discover very quickly that your horse is your partner, and
the relationship you develop with him is often the most
rewarding aspect of riding.

INTRODUCING THE TACK
Before you are ready for your first lesson, your coach will
introduce the main pieces of the horse’s equipment, or tack.
The reins are attached to the bit, which is held in place in the
horse’s mouth by the bridle. The stirrups are attached to the
saddle, and your coach will adjust them to the appropriate
length before you get on the horse.
As a beginner rider, you will be using a
general-purpose saddle, which is shaped
to give great support and comfort. The
saddle has a strap called a breastplate
attached to the front. This is the strap
that stops the saddle from slipping back
out of place, but it also serves as a secure
point for you to hold on to in your early
lessons when you are still getting used
to being on horseback. In addition, the
saddle has a loop called a grab strap
attached to the front arch, which you
can hold on to for security.

Saddle cloth

COACH, HORSE, AND
RIDER Your coach will
select a suitable horse for
you to ride, advise you
on what to wear, and
introduce you to all the
horse’s equipment.
Hind
brushing
boot

VISITING A STABLE When you visit
a riding school, look for welcoming staff
and well-maintained facilities.
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GROUP AND INDIVIDUAL LESSONS
There are a number of different types of lesson for the
beginner rider, but they will always take place in the safety
of a small, enclosed arena.
Group lessons allow you to watch and learn from others,
as well as to gain confidence from riding with people of an
ability similar to yours. You may learn with three to five
other riders, and then, as you improve, with up to twice
this number if space allows. Lessons will be up to an hour
and a half in length.
Your first lessons, however, should always be one-to-one.
In these sessions, you will ride by yourself under the direction
of your coach, getting used to the movement of the horse,
establishing balance, and practicing starting, stopping, and
steering. Depending on your level of confidence, your coach
may suggest you have two or three individual lessons before
you join a group session.

USEFUL RIDING TERMS
There are some riding phrases that you will find it
useful to understand before you start your first lessons:
INSIDE AND OUTSIDE When you are riding around an
arena, your inside leg and hand are the ones on the inside of a
bend, and your outside leg and hand are the ones on the outside
of a bend. These terms are also used to refer to the horse’s legs.
RIGHT REIN AND LEFT REIN If your right hand is on the
inside, you are riding on the right rein. If your left hand is on
the inside, you are riding on the left rein.
OUTSIDE TRACK AND INSIDE TRACK If you are riding
around an arena close to the perimeter, you are riding on the
outside track. If you are riding closer to the center of the arena,
leaving room for a horse to ride on your outside, you are riding
on the inside track. Pass oncoming riders left hand to left hand.

LEAD AND LUNGE LESSONS
Individual lessons tend to take two forms. In a lunge lesson,
the coach stands in the center of the arena and controls your
horse with his voice and whip, and a long rope attached to
his bridle. You and your horse move around the coach on a
circle of approximately 50 ft (15 m) in diameter. This is an
extremely effective way of learning, because it allows you to
progress gradually without being daunted by the thought that
you must be in charge of the horse.
You will start off at a walk and will move in both directions
around the arena. You can hold on to the breastplate or the
grab strap for security—depending on the length of your

Alert other riders
before entering
the arena

Keep a safe
distance between
you and others

arms, you might find the grab strap easier to reach than
the breastplate. You will quickly develop your balance and
gradually learn how to communicate with and control the
horse yourself. Soon, you will be ready for the lunge rope
to be detached and progress to riding independently in the
same controlled space under the supervision of your coach.
Some beginners benefit from having an individual lead
lesson. In these sessions, your coach will lead your horse
around the arena at a walk and possibly a little trot, while
instructing you on what to do. A useful extension of this is
for the coach to be on horseback, leading your horse at a trot.

Pass another rider
with left-hand
shoulder to lefthand shoulder

AT THE RIDING SCHOOL
In a riding arena, there are certain rules
to be aware of. Always be vigilant when
entering or leaving the arena, and make
sure that all the other riders are aware
of your presence. Ask someone to help
you open and close the gate—you should
never leave the gate open while there
are horses in the arena.
If you are walking, halting, or
dismounting, do this away from the outer
edge—the outside track—so that you do
not get in the path of other riders who
may be trotting or cantering around the
arena. By following these simple rules,
everyone can enjoy safe riding.

G E T T I N G
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TRAIL RIDING
Once you have had your initial lessons and feel comfortable
and confident in the saddle, a good equestrian facility will be
able to offer you the opportunity to “hack out” or go trail
riding on tracks and bridle paths, without the necessity of
venturing onto open roads.
Hacking is a superb way to spend time in the saddle and
practice the basic skills you have learned in the arena until
they start to become instinctive. The freedom of riding in
the countryside in the company of other riders, and the
gradually increasing ability to go up and down hills and
jump small obstacles, make this a wonderful exercise. For
some people, this is what being able to ride is all about.
OUT ON A HACK While you are still learning to ride, your
coach may attach a lead line to your horse’s bridle and lead your
horse so that you can go trail riding at an early stage of your
training, for between 15 minutes and an hour.

A FIRST LESSON
It is possible to learn the basic techniques of riding in a
short session, such as this 1-hour program. During this
type of program, your coach will lead you through the
basic riding skills, including getting on and off, sitting,
walking, trotting, steering, and stopping. Before you start,
your coach may suggest that you practice some of the
basic techniques on a stationary wooden horse for 15 to
30 minutes, so you can get a feel for the saddle, hold the
reins, and even practice the rising trot before you are
introduced to your horse.

STARTING, STEERING, AND STOPPING This 15-minute
phase is carried out on the lunge, while you practice the
techniques for controlling and communicating with the horse.
Your coach will teach you how to hold the reins, and show you
the simple signals you can make to guide your horse. (See pp.24–25)
REVISION AND PRACTICE When you feel comfortable
and relaxed in the saddle, your coach may take you and your
horse on a lead rope on a 15-minute trail ride, so you can
practice and enjoy your new riding skills.

INTRODUCTION Your coach will take 5 minutes to get
to know you and find out if you have had any previous riding
experience. He or she will check your hat and footwear before
introducing you to your horse and the main pieces of equipment.
GETTING ON AND OFF During the next 10 minutes,
your coach will demonstrate how to get on and off. The horse
will be held as you practice getting on with the aid of a large,
solid mounting block. You will be shown how to sit naturally in
the saddle, and then you will dismount and repeat the exercise.
(See pp.20–21)
WALKING AND TROTTING Your horse will be attached
to a lunge rope, and for the next 15 minutes will remain in
the full control of your coach. This will allow you to concentrate
on your balance and comfort at a walk and a trot without
worrying about controlling your horse. You will not be holding
the reins, but will hold on to the breastplate or grab strap.
(See pp.22–23)

A LUNGE LESSON During a lunge lesson, focus on keeping in harmony
with the horse’s movements. Hold on to the front arch of the saddle for
security, but avoid resting your weight on your arms, because this will
unbalance you. In later lessons you will try taking your feet out of the
stirrups and practice keeping your balance without their support.
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getting on and off
Before you get on the horse, your coach will adjust the length of
the stirrups and provide you with a large, solid mounting block to
stand on. Practice getting on and off until it feels
natural. Once the method shown here has been
mastered, you can quickly progress to mounting
with the aid of a leg-up (see pp.28–29).

Hold the breastplate and the
end of the reins.

GETTING ON
Step onto the mounting block and turn to face the
rear of the horse (1). Hold the end of the reins and
the breastplate in your left hand. Hold the righthand side of the stirrup in your right hand, twist
it toward you, and place the ball of your left foot
in it (a). Let go of the stirrup and grasp the
right-hand side of the front
arch of the saddle (b). Hop
around to face the same
way as your horse (2),
keeping your left toe
away from the
horse’s side. Using
your right arm to
help support your
Keep your head low
weight and balance,
and be careful to keep
spring up and swing
your right leg clear of
your leg over the
the horse’s back
horse’s back (3).

(b) Hold the saddle arch
in your right hand.

3

(a) Facing the rear of the
horse, take the stirrup in
your right hand and place
your left foot in it.

2

AT A GLANCE

1

2

3

4

5

6

7
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O N

A N D

O F F

THE SITTING POSITION

4
Keep your
shoulder in
line with
your hip

Relax your
shoulders and
breathe naturally
Wriggle down
into the saddle

Keep your knee
in line with the
ball of your foot

Gently lower yourself into the saddle
and place the ball of your right foot in
the off-side stirrup (4). Sit naturally
in the saddle. It can help your balance
and security if you imagine a vertical
line running from your shoulder to
your hip and another from the middle
of your knee to the ball of your foot
(see left). Hold on to the breastplate
with both hands and the end of the reins
in one hand, and look in the direction
you want to go.
SITTING SECURELY When sitting centrally
in the saddle, your lower legs should be
vertical and touching the horse’s sides.
Take both feet out
of the stirrups.

5

6

Keep the stirrup on the
ball of your foot.

GETTING OFF
Hold the breastplate and the end of the reins in your left hand
and hold the front arch of the saddle with your right hand.
Take your feet out of both stirrups (5) and lean forward a
little. Then swing your right leg over the horse’s back (6) and
either drop down lightly onto your toes without touching the
horse (7), or slide down more slowly. Make sure that you
land lightly, with bend in your knee and ankle joints, and
facing in the same direction as the horse.

7
Bend your knees
to absorb the
impact on landing
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walking and trotting
Once you are sitting in the saddle, the next step is
to get used to the movement of the horse in the
walk and trot before you learn how to hold the
reins and control the horse yourself.Your coach
will attach the horse to a lunge rope, and control

him from the ground. Hold on to the breastplate
to help maintain your balance; sit into your
saddle; and let yourself go with the motion of the
horse, first in a walk, and then in a trot.You will
quickly learn how to rise in time to the trot.

WALKING ON THE LUNGE

called the sitting trot, and it will feel like you are in a car
going over some small bumps spaced at regular intervals.
The rising trot is a technique that enables the rider to be
comfortable in the trot and avoid these bumps (see pp.26–27).
The aim is for your seat to rise out of the saddle in time with
the horse’s movement. With the horse’s upward movement,
rise out of the saddle (2). Keep your weight through your legs
and your heels lower than your toes.
On the horse’s downward movement, lower your seat into
the saddle again (3), letting it lightly touch the saddle before
it rises again. Keep your seat rising and lowering in time
with the horse’s movement (4).

As the horse starts to walk on the lunge, the first thing you
will be aware of is the movement under your buttocks, or
your seat. Hold on to the breastplate and breathe normally
(1). You will find that your seat naturally moves slightly
backward and forward with the swing of the horse’s back.
It is a regular, steady movement that is comfortable to go with.

LEARNING TO TROT
Once you are comfortable at a walk, your coach will signal to
your horse to increase his speed to a trot for just a few steps
at a time. You will stay in contact with the saddle—this is
PROGRESSING FROM
WALK TO RISING TROT
Your coach will signal to your
horse to walk and then speed
up to a trot. The key to the
rising trot is keeping your
weight in your legs, not
on your seat.

Lunge rope

2

1
In a walk, hold on to the
breastplate and let your
seat go with the gentle
swing of the horse’s back

As your horse starts
to trot, let your seat rise
upward and forward with
the movement of the horse

Keep your weight
down through to
your heels
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