
VOL. 13

Nutrition 
Tips for 
Cold-Weather

Cross-Training 
for Horse 
and Rider

Susan J. Stickle

Brought to you by:

http://bit.ly/dt-100120_horsetech-logo


Order online at HorseTech.com  Free Shipping!

Free Shipping in Contiguous U.S.

No Sugars, No Fillers, No Flavors!

Guaranteed!

Free-Flowing 

Powder

Equine Electrolyte

HorseTech
Order online at www.horsetech.com

Order by phone at 1-800-831-3309

®

®

Best Seller! Hoof, Coat
& Attitude!

Available Online at www.HorseTech.com

Order by Phone at 1-800-831-3309

Awesome Supplements...
Amazing Service!

http://bit.ly/dt-100120_horsetech-glanzen
http://bit.ly/dt-100120_horsetech-quench


D
u

st
y 

Pe
ri

n
/ 

w
w

w
.d

u
st

yp
er

in
.c

om

Cold-Weather Nutrition for the 
Competitive Dressage Horse 
Keep your horse comfortable through the  
winter months.
By Katie Young, PhD

A s we head into changing weather conditions in the fall and then the occa-

sionally harsh months of winter, some adjustments must be made to ensure 

your dressage horse stays healthy and comfortable.  

As cold weather approaches, there are some special considerations if horses have 

access to pastures. In certain situations, such as the warm, sunny days and chilly 

nights of fall, plants may store higher levels of sugars as polysaccharides, including 

starch and fructans, which can be problematic for some horses. This means that 

horses with sensitivities to soluble carbohydrates may need to have their access to 

pasture grasses restricted or removed entirely. 

Through the fall months in most regions, the pasture grasses will begin to 

go dormant and the vegetative portions of the plants will lose much of their 

nutritional value. Dry, brown grass is less digestible for horses and provides fewer 

calories, less protein and will lose some vitamin content. At some point it is likely 

you will need to provide hay to replace the pasture in your horse’s diet. 

Hay, which contains a higher level of fiber than grains, provides more of a 

warming effect internally, because greater heat is released during the digestion of 

fiber than of starch from grain. Horses need at least 1 percent of their body weight 

per day in roughage (on a dry-matter basis) to maintain a healthy digestive tract, 

but 2 percent or more may be appropriate during cold weather, especially if the 

horse lives outdoors. 

Many horse owners believe that when the weather is cold, horses need to be 

fed rations containing more corn, because they think of corn as a heating feed. 

However, corn and other cereal grains do not cause the horse to become warmer; 

they simply provide more calories. 

Although grain does not provide as much of an internal warming effect as hay, 

it is often necessary to supplement a horse’s winter ration with additional feed to 

boost calorie demands. Cold temperatures increase the number of calories a horse 

needs to maintain body weight and support athletic activity. It is also important to 

maintain your horse at an appropriate body condition score (5 to 6, or moderate to 

moderately fleshy), because a layer of 

fat under the skin provides insulation 

against the cold. 

In general, feeding an additional 

quarter pound of grain per 100 pounds 

of body weight to nonworking horses 

will provide adequate calories during 

cold, windy and wet weather. Hard-

working upper-level dressage horses 

may require up to an additional half 

pound of feed per 100 pounds of body 

weight, depending on the intensity of 

their workload.

Bear in mind that while straight 

grains are good sources of calories, 

corn, oats and barley do not provide 

adequate balanced amino acids, 

minerals and vitamins to meet your 

dressage horse’s nutritional needs. 

Choose a well-balanced feed that is 

fortified with essential nutrients as 

well as proper calories to meet your 

horse’s requirements. 

Careful monitoring, simple 

planning and attention to changing 

weather conditions will help your 

dressage horse stay healthy and 

comfortable all winter long. 

At the time this article was first 
published, Katie Young, PhD, was 
the lead technical equine nutritionist 
with Purina Animal Nutrition. Her 
responsibilities included formulation of 
branded horse feeds, support of Purina 
equine research and development 
projects and technical support for 
customers and dealers. She worked 
closely with plant-quality assurance 
and managed all in-bound horse-
owner inquiries from customer service. 
She received her PhD in equine 
nutrition from Texas A&M University. 
She also gives riding lessons and 
competes in dressage and eventing.

In the fall, 
pasture grasses 
will begin to lose 
much of their 
nutritional value. 

dressage health
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Gymnastics Versus Dressage
I’ve been a rider since I was old enough 

to ride, but I took time off from riding 

to focus on elite gymnastics until 

I was 12 years old. Once I became 

a professional rider, I went back 

to gymnastics for fun and fitness. 

Basically, I was tired of doing the 

same weight routine at the gym and 

needed something different to motivate 

me. This has given me the distinct 

advantage of viewing both sports from 

various angles and has allowed me to 

notice and appreciate the similarities 

between riding and gymnastics. As a 

child in gymnastics, I simply did what 

the coaches told me to do. But as an 

adult, I understood how to break down 

each skill into several different parts 

and bring the use of repetition and 

muscle memory to each of those parts. 

With this knowledge of a systematic 

approach, I was then able, in time, to 

execute more difficult movements such 

as a backward somersault.  

As in gymnastics, the goal in 

dressage training is to master a 

movement by breaking down the 

different aspects. Once we are able 

to master each element of a specific 

movement, we can perform more 

advanced work. For instance, a working 

canter becomes a collected canter, a 

shoulder-in becomes a half pass and 

a half pass becomes a pirouette. The 

more difficult movements can become 

possible because the foundation has 

been well established. Muscle memory 

of both the horse and rider are elements 

of training that we don’t always devote 

enough thought to, and often we don’t 

rely on those abilities once they are 

developed. Sometimes you just have to 

trust your body or your horse’s body 

and allow muscle memory to take over.

Cross-training is good for all athletes, includ-
ing horses, and there are numerous options 
available to add variety and reap rewards of 
improved flexibility, endurance and strength. 
Here Grand Prix rider Nicholas Fyffe rides 
Fiero HGF, a P.R.E. stallion.
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A Grand Prix trainer explains how cross-
training for the horse and rider can 
improve performance. 

By Nicholas Fyffe with Jennifer Shepherd • Photos by Susan J. Stickle

A
dding cross-training to a dressage program is analogous to adding 

that special hint of spice to a recipe. Everyone is fascinated by its 

inclusion and curious as to why this particular ingredient changes the 

recipe’s intricacies, depth and structure. Although certainly not a new 

concept, the inclusion of cross-training has gained increased visibility 

and following within equestrian sports because of its indisputable ability to hone 

performance physically and emotionally within a relatively short period of time. In 

this article I will share how my previous experience as a gymnast has influenced my 

approach to dressage, explain the benefits of cross-training and offer some exercises 

for you and your horse.

FIND YOUR
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The Benefits of Cross-Training
Cross-training is good for all athletes, 

including horses. If a dressage rider 

cannot control his own body, then he 

cannot expect to be able to control 

his horse’s body. Fitness of the rider 

can only improve overall control and 

awareness of self. If a rider cannot carry 

his own body, then high expectations 

for the horse to be in self-carriage 

are not fair. Horses always find our 

shortcomings, asymmetries or structural 

imbalances. If a rider finds a pattern 

from one horse that carries over to the 

next horse, the rider should examine 

that pattern and recognize that perhaps 

it’s his issue and his responsibility to fix. 

I’m fortunate that I’m almost always 

riding with my husband, David Marcus, 

former U.S. dressage coach Robert Dover 

or one of the other top professionals 

based at our barn. For me, that’s the 

best situation to be successful. It’s also 

helpful to have educated observers 

positioned along short sides and at the 

end of each long side. We often video 

our rides as well, looking for symmetry 

in the rider, for the correct weight 

distribution in both stirrups and seat 

bones that are even. A rider should be 

able to influence one aspect of the horse 

without losing control of another part of 

his or her own body. Self-carriage of the 

rider can ultimately create self-carriage 

of the horse.

When it comes to choosing a cross-

training program, it’s important to 

remember to find an activity that is 

suited to the rider’s personality and 

goals. For instance, there’s no point in 

me deciding to start swimming when I 

know I’m not motivated by it. The same 

principle holds true with cross-training 

as it relates to the horse. I personally 

enjoy lifting weights and stretching 

at the gym and doing yoga. As an 

adult, the biggest issue I had doing 

gymnastics for cross-training was that 

while I was more fit and more flexible, 

I was also sore. Stiffness surfaced when 

I tried something new or increased the 

intensity of my workout, and I realized 

how much my body hurt. Surely when 

we are developing horses, muscle 

ABOVE: It’s important to separate 
exercises by muscle groups and level 
of difficulty and intensity so as not to 
fatigue a horse, both physically and 
emotionally. For example, we may 
do more trot movements one day that 
may include half passes and exten-
sions, the canter tour the following 
day that includes pirouettes and fly-
ing changes and then train the piaffe 
and passage on a separate day.

LEFT: It’s always helpful to have 
educated observers who can look for 
symmetry in the rider—for the correct 
weight distribution in both stirrups 
and seat bones that are even.
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soreness has to be a factor for them, too. 

Take this into consideration when your 

horse feels a little less motivated after 

having a groundbreaking ride a day or so 

before. Be sympathetic, but remember, 

the best thing for sore muscles is to keep 

them mobile and moving.

Like any athlete, if you are doing 

the exact same workout everyday, 

you’ll eventually experience some 

level of fatigue, both physically and 

emotionally. To address this when we 

work with horses, our preference is to 

isolate different muscle groups. A 4-year-

old horse compared to a trained Grand 

Prix horse has a smaller spectrum of 

movements he is able to perform. For 

a weaker horse, the spectrum is also 

not so broad, however a Grand Prix 

horse, for example, knows how to do 

flying changes, half passes, piaffe and 

passage. That’s a broad spectrum, and I 

personally feel horses don’t need to be 

doing all of these movements every day. 

Instead, we like to separate the 

exercises by muscle groups and level of 

difficulty and intensity. For example, 

we may do more trot movements one 

day that may include half passes and 

extensions, the canter tour the following 

day that includes pirouettes and flying 

changes, and then train the piaffe and 

passage on a separate day. Of course, a 

trained Grand Prix horse needs to be 

able to perform this entire spectrum in a 

single test. This doesn’t necessarily mean 

that training each of these movements 

consecutively and daily will produce the 

best results and the happiest horse. It is 

a balance when developing a training 

program where multiple factors are 

taken into consideration, including the 

age and level of the horse, personality of 

the horse and rider and the dates of the 

actual competition goals.

A horse becomes too fatigued if you 

tax all of the muscles every day, and 

fatigue brings on injuries. I encourage my 

horses to stretch by walking them for 20 

minutes before I begin the work. Time 

After warming up at the walk for 20 minutes, I then need to be able to stretch 
the horse forward and downward in rising trot. My goal is to have my horse 
reaching for the contact, taking his nose down and out, so that all the verte-
brae in his spine open and all of his muscles lengthen. 



spent in walk could be in hand, under 

saddle, on the treadmill or a combination 

of these, depending on the horse. As 

you can see in the photo on page 6, I 

then need to be able to stretch the horse 

forward and downward in rising trot. My 

goal is to have my horse reaching for the 

contact, taking his nose down and out, 

so that all the vertebrae in his spine open 

and all of his muscles lengthen. Once I’m 

able to find a release in both directions 

with the horse correctly flexed, I work on 

being able to lengthen and shorten his 

stride within a long and low frame.

Longeing is a real skill and, 

unfortunately, I don’t always see it 

executed in a way that’s constructive for 

the horse. I want my horses to longe in 

a speed and posture proportionate to 

their age and training. I personally like 

to longe all my horses. My older horses 

will longe once every two weeks and 

some of the babies will longe lightly 

three to four times a week so I can see 

how they utilize their bodies and to see 

their symmetry in both directions. 

Before longeing, I have them walk 

for 20 minutes so their tendons and 

ligaments have a chance to warm up. If 

my horses longe consistently, I change 

the direction in which they start each 

time. I don’t longe for more than 10 

minutes in each direction and I prefer 

not to use a round 

pen, so I can walk up 

and down the sides 

of the arena, utilizing 

those straight lines. I 

typically longe horses 

on Tuesdays, which are 

the days following their 

day off, or alternatively 

on Sundays, which are 

easy days. I’m usually 

training Tuesday 

through Saturday, 

and specific days can 

be harder or lighter 

depending on how 

the horse is feeling 

and our competition goals. If the horse 

has been great the day before, the next 

day is often lighter. Sundays may also 

include hacking, work over cavalletti 

or piaffe work in hand, and when the 

opportunity presents, I also enjoy riding 

the horses in the polo fields, where they 

can build up a bit of speed. This is super 

for the mindset of the horse. 

Here are some exercises to help 

both riders and horses cross-train and 

improve performance.

Test Your 
Flexibility
Gradually bend at your waist 

and dangle your fingertips 

toward your toes. Don’t force the 

stretch, but note areas of tension 

or asymmetry. Touching your toes 

for a second won’t increase your 

flexibility. This pose needs to be 

maintained for up to a minute and 

done daily before you will start 

to see improvement. Document 

your improvement and take this 

time into consideration when 

expecting your horse to develop 

something new, for example, more 

bend in travers or even just a more 

mature frame and self-carriage. 

Exercise 1:
FRONT LEG 
SWINGS

A

B
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Exercise 1: Rider Leg Swings
Like many riders, my lower back can 

become sore, and this is usually related 

to me not being warmed up enough 

before I start riding. If I skip my warm-

up, I can usually feel tightness in my 

lower back by my second or third ride. 

This is a problem when I have six or 

more horses to ride in a day.

Before each ride, I stretch by using 

two different types of leg swings—a 

front and side leg swing. Both of 

these exercises stretch the inner and 

outer thigh muscles, hip joints, glutes, 

hamstrings, calves and quadriceps. The 

wonderful thing about leg swings is that 

they’re portable—no extra equipment 

is needed—and they can be performed 

virtually anywhere—in the stable yard 

using the fence for extra support or 

leaning up against the wash stall. I will 

often wear my riding 

boots with my spurs 

because they’re heavier, 

therefore creating a little 

more tension. You can 

perform these stretches 

by doing the following:

1. Lift one leg by 

dropping your weight 

down on the foot of the 

opposite leg. 

2. For the front leg 

stretch (see photos A and 

B on p. 7), swing your 

leg forward and then 

back, keeping your core 

engaged and shoulders 

relaxed. For the side stretch (see photos 

A and B at right), swing your leg out 

to the side and then across the front of 

your body.

3. Do each stretch for 10 reps on 

each leg.

Exercise 2: Test Symmetry 
If a rider is feeling more confident 

tracking right, I have him analyze what 

qualities he likes about going in that 

direction. I then ask him to transfer 

that same feeling tracking left. I want 

the rider to appreciate the positive 

aspects from his preferred direction and 

reinforce those feelings on the more 

difficult side. Rather than worry about 

what’s wrong, I want to bring the strong 

aspects to the difficult direction. 

To achieve this, you can ride a 

simple figure eight. Be mindful of what 

you feel when you’re tracking toward 

your more comfortable direction, and 

when you switch to ride the opposite 

direction of the figure eight, try to 

imitate what you felt while tracking in 

your preferred direction. 

To advance this exercise, I’ll ride 

a counter-bend at the trot or canter 

position in the difficult direction. 

This reverse psychology works well for 

many riders. 

Exercise 3: Walking Over  
Cavalletti 
Most riders view cavalletti as elevated 

trotting poles, which are helpful, but I 

also use them at canter and as a walking 

exercise with the poles set about 2 to 

2½ feet apart. Walking over cavalletti is 

a great exercise for hot horses because 

it encourages the horse to wait or he 

Exercise 1:
SIDE LEG  
SWINGS

A

B
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will step on the poles. Additionally, 

if the horse rushes, he is disagreeing 

more with the cavalletti and less with 

the rider. Cavalletti are also great if 

you want to work on lengthening 

the horse’s stride. In this exercise, the 

horse will either clip the poles with his 

hooves or he will extend his stride and 

figure it out. 

1. Set up walking poles/cavalletti 

on a curved/fan line or circle with one 

end of the cavalletti poles consistently 

closer together. 

2. Ride the horse through the 

exercise at medium or collected walk, 

utilizing the narrow end, and ride a 

lengthened or extended walk toward the 

wider end of the poles.

3. Try varying the horse’s frame while 

allowing the exercise to maintain the 

horse’s length of stride.

I also use the poles to regulate the 

walk after a downward transition. For 

example, a horse learning the simple 

changes may anticipate the upward 

transition to canter. I simply make 

a transition from canter to walk on 

approach to the walk poles and allow 

the poles to do their job. Correctly 

placed poles and a strategically timed 

walk transition will encourage the horse 

to listen better to my waiting aids and 

be patient in the transition. The horse 

is unlikely to anticipate the upward 

transition while navigating walk poles.

Exercise 3:
WALKING OVER 
CAVALLETTI

”
“Walking over cavalletti is a great 
exercise for hot horses ... it 
encourages the horse to wait. 
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Managing Expectations
We’ve all had that amazing ride and 

then when we get on the horse the 

next day we expect to begin where 

we left off. Rather than having that 

expectation, we should pay thought 

to the development of muscle 

memory in the horse and rider. Just 

because you are having trouble with 

an exercise that you have previously 

ridden successfully, doesn’t mean 

that you are not developing. 

Sometimes failure helps make us 

stronger. It certainly does when 

lifting weights. Even though you may 

have successfully lifted 40 pounds 

yesterday but can’t repeat as many 

reps today, providing you feel you 

honestly worked to your limit, you 

are still developing those muscles. 

The same rings true in dressage. 

Think about why you may be 

struggling with the exercise and ask 

yourself these questions: Are you sitting 

in a way that allows it to happen? Is the 

basic element in the exercise under control? 

If not, step back and work on that 

element until you own it. This will help 

develop that muscle memory without 

exhausting those muscles. I truly 

understand pushing my body, feeling 

both the negatives and positives, and 

how that relates to pushing the horse. 

This means knowing when to stop for 

the day and finding a positive note to 

finish on. 

It’s also important to address the 

management side of horses as top 

athletes. Our team at Marcus Fyffe 

Dressage has hands-on involvement 

with the care of the horses every 

day, and we notice any tender areas 

when the horses are being thoroughly 

groomed and inspected. We also 

take full advantage of treatment 

modalities, such as magnetic blankets, 

laser, ultrasound, vibrational therapy, 

massage, osteopathy, acupuncture, ice 

and poultice. When not resting, our 

horses are moving. They are turned out 

and hand-walked in a way that they 

are using their body correctly and are 

aware of their handler. We utilize our 

treadmill as well as vary the footing 

that we train on—our covered arena 

footing and outdoor arena footing 

are slightly different in density. 

Consistently training on harder 

footing can take its toll on a horse’s 

joints while footing that is too soft can 

stress soft tissue.

When it comes to cross-training 

horse and rider, there are numerous 

options available to add variety and 

reap rewards of improved flexibility, 

endurance and strength. However, 

the best fit is always the one that’s 

enjoyable to the horse and rider and 

produces an enriching response at the 

end of the day. 

Watch videos with Nicholas Fyffe at 

OnDemand.DressageToday.com.

Nicholas Fyffe, an Australian citizen and Grand Prix rider, offers a depth of 
experience to his clients from starting young horses to training for international 
competition. Nicholas began his riding career as an international three-day eventer. 
After choosing to focus solely on dressage, he trained extensively in Germany under 
top dressage riders, gaining a wealth of information that guides his approach today. 
Nicholas contributed to the Australian team’s gold medal at the 2007 Tri Nations 
Cup in Johannesburg, South Africa, and he has ridden on four consecutive Nation’s 
Cup Teams in Wellington, Florida. He has qualified multiple horses for the World 
Young Horse Championships and has shown many horses through the levels up to 
Grand Prix. Among his training success stories is Fiero HGF, the P.R.E. stallion whom 
he has developed from a 3-year-old to winning the 2016 Adequan/USDF United 
States P.R.E. Association’s Championship at Grand Prix. Nicholas has been listed 
on the Australian National Dressage Future Squad. He and his husband, Canadian 
Olympian David Marcus, own Marcus Fyffe Dressage, a year-round training 
operation in Wellington, Florida.
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