
RETURNING TO COMPETITION
Fitness of Rider and Horse



WITHOUT BEING A STATISTIC !



MENTORSHIP

• Anything written by Lucinda Green, Eric Smiley, Jim Wofford,  or Denny Emerson.  
Olympians from the 70’s and 80’s when eventing was done at the long format and 
horses lasted a long time. These people are still actively engaged in teaching and 
are not running a “sales barn”.

• "Two Brains One Aim" https://www.horseandriderbooks.com/product/TWBRON.html
• “Cross Country Riding  New and Revised Edition” 

https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/718658.Cross_Country_Riding_New_and_R
evised_Edition

• “101 Eventing Tips”
https://www.amazon.com/101-Eventing-Tips-Essentials-Combined/dp/1592281990

• “How Good Riders Get Good”
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B086ZTCQPW/ref=dbs_a_def_rwt_hsch_vapi
_tkin_p1_i1



RETURNING FROM EXTENDED  LAYUP

We will cover how to bring you both back into competition fitness

• Sanity

• Benchmark

• Rider Fitness

• Horse Fitness

• Keep a notebook

• Saddle time – Walking doesn’t have to be boring!

• What Events might look like this fall

• Additional Resources



RISK ASSESSMENT – SANITY CHECK
Objective – not to stimulate excitement - avoid getting into a pulling match

• Has the horse been stall bound?
• Turn out in small paddock or hand walk
• Sometimes it is easier to ride at the walk, than to lead a stall bound horse
• Grazing is always a good way to start - Head down – gets blood to the brain

• Been getting regular turn out and on a schedule?
• Try to start your riding within the horse’s current schedule
• Heels down!!

• Equipment in good shape and fit?
• Saddle clearance at withers
• Leather in good shape, including all the connections with metal and stitching
• Is your helmet more than 2 years old or has it hit the ground?
• Does your vest still fit with a good zipper, and if an exploding vest – is it time for service?  
• Trailer had its spring service?

Horse and rider are less likely to get hurt when the mind is “tuned in”



FITNESS BENCHMARK
Personal Fitness
• Remind yourself of your pre-existing conditions and take 

precautions!

• Track how long it takes for your heart rate to reach the 
target zone and how long you can maintain that level 
walking/jogging.

• Track how long it takes your heart rate to return to 
“normal”

• Core fitness test record how long you can COMFORTABLY
hold

• the wall sit or catcher’s position with flat feet

• common plank  

Horse Fitness
• Calculate horses resting heart rate and respirations.  15-

30 seconds is all it takes.   When you knock off the mud, 
also run your hands over his body, feel for heat, 
soft/hard spots in the muscles, etc.  Know your horse by 
feel!

• Measure a track that is 2-3 minutes in length at your 
target XC speed (350-540 mpm) 

• Target:  A horse cantered for X minutes should recover 
in X minutes or less of walking.  If a stall potato, then you 
do these at trot until he can trot 20 minutes without 
breaking a sweat and recovers to normal respirations at 
the walk – within 2 minutes.   Evaluate your horse’s 
recovery times.

• Turn-out, stall time, and current body fat also plays a big 
part in your assessments.  Keep that in mind

Create a baseline enables to evaluate your progress

Record your observations on pain, mood, and 
external factors that may have impacted your 
training.



FITNESS OF RIDER
• Packy Quote - “You should only 

fall off if the horse falls down.”



RIDER FITNESS
Goal: 200 minutes per week of additional movement with a heart rate at 70% maximum  
Get 200 minutes/week not in the saddle.  Maintaining the 70% of your maximum will require greater and greater intensity as you get fitter.  
Trying using all of your lungs to fullest – lots of diaphragm/stomach breathing.

15 minutes of Interval Training 5 to 6 days a week:  Push your heart rate to your target and hold the intensity of exercise for 2 minutes.  
Stop - monitor your recovery of the heart rate.  Once it gets below 100 beats per minute, repeat.   Repeat until 15 minutes are up.  If you 
recover quickly – lengthen the duration by 30 seconds.     Record your intervals.  Yes – Cardio nearly everyday! 

Physical Training:  Rotate between planks and wall sits.  Hold the position as long as you are comfortable.  You don’t need to  feel the 
burn or start shaking from an exhausted muscles.  20 seconds of wall sit, 20 second of plank, rest in the cobra position 20 seconds 
breathing deeply, repeat. Try to repeat the same number of intervals as you did your cardio.   Some will like the routine; others will want to 
change up the core exercises – do what keeps you motivated.  JUST DO IT!!

WARNING:  Learn the difference between physical pain and muscle soreness.  If you are sore the next day – record that and spend a day 
or 2  just stretching and rolling out the sore spots – remember that pain and do less the next time you engage your program.  Practice 
deep breathing to use all your lungs.  Don’t push yourself too fast!  

To calculate your maximum heart rate:  Subtract your age from 220. For example, if you're 45 years old, subtract 45 from 220 to get 
a maximum heart rate of 175. This is the average maximum number of times your heart should beat per minute during exercise.  The 
target heart rate is 70% of your maximum so that you stay aerobic.  Calculate target heart rate by multiplying maximum heart rate by .70  
In the above example your target heart rate would be 122 beats per minute.   This is the rate you want to maintain while working out. 



HORSE FITNESS
Goal: Competition fit for the level I wish to compete - without making him too fit!

Gallop schedule:  Based on how fast your horse recovers from your planned XC speed gallops done 2x a week every 3 or 4 
days.   Competition days count as a gallop day.  Horses at Preliminary and above will often breeze with a strong gallop 4-5 days
before a competition just to open-up the lungs fully.

Interval training everyday:  If he can canter for 3 minutes and recover in 3 minutes but not 4 minutes.  Then you should not do 
more than 3 minutes of dressage circles without taking a short break.  Watch the horse closely for signs of stress.  Lots of 
sweating and heavy breathing at the walk are signs that you are stressing the horse too much.

Physical Training:  Rotate your work.  2 days of flat, 2 days of jump, 1 long day, 1 easy day, 1 day off…  After a day (or two off) 
don’t work him into a sweat – hack, jump a little, etc.   Life, weather, etc will dictate what you do more than anything else.  The 
take-away is after a day off – be aware of his needs, try to keep it fun, quiet, and not sweaty.  This will go a long way into 
preserving his soundness!

To calculate horse’s target heart rate: :  To effectively condition a horse for aerobic fitness, the heart rate should be raised 3X his 
resting.  (So if resting is 40 – that would be 120 bpm)  If his heart rate should be less than 60 beats per minute at the end of 10 
minutes.  His respirations will often match his gait when canter– so it is important to take it when walking or standing still. The 
goal is he be back to no more than 2x resting within 10 minutes.  



A RIDE DAY
Flat Day
0 – 5 minutes – forward walking around 

familiarization to the new things in 
the ring.  Rider checking 
balance, arm circles, two point, 
touch your toes etc.

5-10 minutes – walking transitions, bending, 
lateral movement away from leg

10-20 minutes – patterns from a dressage test 
at trot and walk. Accuracy with 
and without stirrups.

20-30 minutes – add canter transitions and 
more walk

30-40 minutes – the final 10 minutes of walk –
marching lengthening hack

Jump Day
0 – 5 minutes – forward walking around familiarization to 

the new things in the ring.  Rider checking 
balance, two point.

5-10 minutes – walking transitions, bending, lateral 
movement away from leg

10-15 minutes – transitions at the trot – figures 
lengthening/shortening, straightness with 
poles and small jumps

15-20 minutes – add canter transitions and more walk -
poles

20-40 minutes – Jumping exercises with lots of breaks.

40-50 minutes – the final 10 minutes of walk – marching 
lengthening hack



SCHEDULE EXAMPLES

Training Schedule Option

Day 1 A “no sweat” day

Day 2 “work the mind day” but still don’t work for 
a sweat – dressage, some low grids, etc.  

Day 3 harder day canters, jumping, “make some 
sweat” and check fitness.  

Day 4 Dressage Lesson day or like Day 2 

Day 5 long day 2x trot day if possible – go for a 2x 
fun trail ride! 

Day 6 Jumping Lesson Day or like Day 3; 

Day 7 off or an easy day

Weather, availability of trainer, competition goals, 
and LIFE will alter the schedule - be kind to yourself

Training Schedule Option

Day 1 A “responsiveness” day lateral work, transitions, and poles

Day 2 “collection day” grids, turns, collection

Day 3 “fun day” trail ride! or day off 

Day 4 “forward day”  oxers, XC, gallop fences

Day 5  “elastic day”  3-4-5 strides through a line, lengthen and 
shorten, responsiveness is the key 

Day 6 “courses”  putting it all together doing courses from the 
Medal Maclay, Wofford’s book, or other source

Day 7 “fun day” trail ride!  or day off

Calvary Rule:  First 10 minutes walking and last 10 minutes 
walking – mounted or in hand



TOO FIT CAN BE A REAL ISSUE TOO!

• Find opportunities to have quiet time in a 
busy environment.  The cowboys believe in 
ranch work to give a horse “patience”.  

• Whatever results in good practice is what is 
important – stay safe.

• Get them out of the ring – get them off the 
farm.  Even if its just to graze and maybe 
walk around.

• No need to be 5* fit even for Preliminary



WALKING DOESN’T HAVE TO BE 
BORING

• Polish your Turns: Interspersed with intervals of active, ground-covering walking, practice several turn–on- forehands and then 
turn-on-haunches in each direction. Between each turn, walk forward energetically for at least 20 steps.

• Proprioception Box: Arrange a box on the ground using four ground poles with the corners of the box lifted on risers. Now ride 
a variety of patterns over and through the box—cloverleaf, circle around each corner of the box, figure eight, etc. See how 
creative you can be with your figures. You can also add variation by altering the speed at which you ride this pattern.

• Spiral In and Out: From a 20-meter circle, spiral in to an 8-meter circle and then, maintaining inside bend, leg-yield back out 
to your original 20-meter circle, being careful not to lose energy

• Adjustment Poles: Set up five or more striped poles in a fan shape. Arrange the poles so that, at their middles, they are 
spaced 4.5 feet apart. Now ride circles that crosses over the center of each pole. For a challenge: find the length of stride for 
a smaller circle and a larger circle focusing on jumping the same stripe on each pole.

• Cornerstone Transitions: Ride transitions to the halt every ten strides. Hold the halt for a solid 5+ seconds on the aids.  When 
horse anticipates the move forward, ask the horse instead to back up straight six to ten steps and then carry on.

• Accordion Topline: Riding around the edge of your arena in a brisk, forward walk, practice lengthening and shortening your 
reins and asking your horse to change body posture from longer to shorter. Allow your horse to travel at least 40 steps in each 
frame before asking for the next. Be sure to keep the rhythm of his strides consistent and steady throughout your rein 
adjustments.

• Speed Changes: Ride various dressage test figures in the arena while changing the speed of your walk. Aim for four distinct 
speeds (super slow, slow, medium, and fast), spend 20 strides at each speed. Repeat.



SUMMER/FALL COMPETITION
• Volunteers and competitors may have to attest to their health status including cough, fever, etc.

• Spectators will be discouraged from attending and asked to stay within their cars in designated “viewing areas”.

• Volunteers encouraged to work from their cars, watch the videos instead of attending a briefing, communicate via radio 
and cell phone.  They may receive their box lunch, T-shirt, radio and assignment through their car windows as they drive 
onto the grounds.  Volunteers will be asked to wear masks when they must communicate with officials and other people 
directly.

• “Day of” paperwork may not be accepted.  May be required to complete post entries via email or a website and pay 
electronically.

• There may be no packet to pick-up and communication with the show secretary, rider representative, and TD may be 
limited to cell phone calls.  If there is an office, you may be required to wear a mask, bring your own pen, and disinfect 
as you go.

• Bring your own everything – water, cooler full of food, toilet paper, and YOUR PINNY NUMBER

• Ground person maybe required to wear mask in warm-up areas and disinfect anything touched. Jump rails, cups/pins, 
gates etc.  Gloves maybe optional – disinfecting required.

• You maybe asked to stay at your trailer when not riding.  There will be no socializing or gathering areas.

• Dressage tests may be mailed to you in an electronic format if at all.  Scoring will be on-line and ribbons may be mailed.

• Number of riders on the grounds at one time maybe limited based on the state regulations.  Don’t be surprised to see 
defined windows for course walking, limited number allowed in the warm-up rings, and compressed ride times (All 3 
phases completed in less than 1.5 hours)

• Those with multiple horses may not be accommodated.  Trainers access may also be limited.

• https://usef.zoom.us/webinar/register/3015881865623/WN_xkGmCjs1SQq6eL1GLQhYEQ



ADDITIONAL INFORMATION

• https://practicalhorsemanmag.com/training/jim-wofford-design-a-horse-fitness-
plan-for-eventing

• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4x8UJZWT8Qs CRKTraining  Callie King

• https://practicalhorsemanmag.com/training/jim-wofford-ready-to-ride

• https://equimed.com/health-centers/fitness-and-conditioning/articles/how-to-
measure-your-horses-fitness-using-a-heart-monitor

• http://www.equestriancoach.com/coach/?tid=141 Denny Emerson Fitness videos

• https://useventing.com/news-media/news/ten-exercises-for-eventers-to-train-while-
sheltering-in-place US Eventing Website

• https://www.horsejournals.com/riding-training/english/dressage/workouts-walk  


