PRODUCING A POLO PONY IS THE WORK OF AN ARTISAN
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INTRODUCTION

There is no doubt that polo has changed in the most diverse aspects in latter years as a result of professionalism. 

These changes are visible in the way the game is played, in the increasingly evident individual talent of the players, and that they start playing at an earlier age. 

The quality of the grounds and the scenario in general have improved ostensibly, in favor of the game itself. 

Apparel, both of players and of the very horses, has also changed, and is probably most noticeable in the latter. 

Genetics, achieved through recognized lines both of sires and dams; embryo transplant; nutrition and training are some of the most outstanding aspects. It is clear that the value of the horses has also changed the way they are broken in: currently the semi-rational method is being used; and the way in which they are trained for polo is also different. 

In the old days this stage was undertaken naturally, taking into account the activity on the farm; working with cattle, which has been gradually put aside as modernization sets in.

My aim is to tell you about one of the many possible routines that have been giving me more than satisfactory results. 

It is clear that the polo pony must inevitably cover three main stages in its life: breaking-in; training for polo, and actually playing. Taking into account that each of these stages are related to one another and are correlative, it is imperative that the time it takes to go through with each stage be respected. Just as it is impossible to play a pony that has not been tamed, so is it impossible to play a pony if it has not been taught to move about on the field correctly. This is key at this stage, where many times a horse is hurried on, which causes it to fail in the following lap.

To train a horse that has been broken in well for polo, is not difficult. But it is difficult if the horse is handed in by the tamer and his job has been inefficient. 

Basically, training a horse for polo should be based on four pillars: time; gymn; meditation and geometry.

Time:

We can’t train a horse overnight. It is important to work on it for short lapses every day (15 to 20 minutes) and over a long period of time, since it is important at this stage to have resting periods between times in which the horse is working well, because it allows any pain that often hampers the work, to disappear. 

Gymn:

The new horse must be put through exercises that will consolidate its physical condition (bone and muscle structure), and it must learn each of the movements that it will be using during the game. We are training an athlete, and its physical condition must be acceptable, light, and never overweight. 

Meditation

The horse memorizes what it goes learning. We must not try to saddle it with too much knowledge: we must allow it to think. All exercises must be practiced at a walk first, and later at a gallop, otherwise we will be impairing its learning, and interfering with its memorization of the exercise. 

Geometry

Almost all exercises respond to a geometrical pattern, such as angles that are wider or more closed; arcs; circles; spirals, etc. These tend to imitate the different movements performed during a game. 

Exercise Sequence

1. 
Balance

The horse must learn–or continue learning–how to manage the weight of the person riding it, according to its own strength.

Obviously when the horse has been broken in properly, the road towards achieving this balance is almost done.

For this, the horse must be made to walk and gallop alternately, for stretches of 2 to 3 kilometers. During this stage it is not necessary to put the animal through a drill in the schooling pen, as we will only manage to bore it. 

Under no circumstances must we disturb its mouth; rather we must see that we find a good head and neck position (good profile) and a good directional axis for the horse, otherwise it will never stop correctly. 

The directional axis is none other than the correct position for the head and neck within the projection framework of the hips (coxal tuberosities); in this way the horse follows its  muzzle.

Every now and then we pull gently on the reins. We must not overdo the time we spend on the horse so as not to tire it. 

The aim, at this stage, is that the horse learn to distribute weights and strengths and to maintain  or acquire its directional axis.

They must not always exercise in the same open spaces. We must give them freedom and openness. 

2.
Roll Back

This is where the horse learns to use its legs (waist), which is basic during the game. We do this at a walk first, and then at a gallop. It is important to have a hedge or wall or even a wire fence as a turning profile. We pull in the reins and turn inwards; first within a large space, and then making it smaller as we go along. 

The horse learns to rush forward (it puts its hind legs under its belly) whilst the turning leg remains firm on the fixed side, the side  towards which it pivots.

It learns how to turn and adjust its head and neck. It learns to stop on its hind legs. 

It is important to help the animal along: first with the weight of one’s body, second with one’s legs, and thirdly with the reins. Eventually the use of a short whip used alternately is also useful.

The aim is to get a good waist, sides and back-step movements.

3.        Sides

Considering the fact that the polo pony must be ambidextrous whether it likes it or not, we must work on both sides.

1.        Circles towards the right

2.        Circles to the left

The movements must go from large circles to smaller ones, that is to say, we go diminishing the diameter of the circles. When we cross over to turn in the other direction we must find the right moment by taking the horse out of the circle to make it easier for it, until it finally can turn comfortably from within the same circle.

It is important to follow spiral movements from large to small and then the other way around, from the inside to the outside of the circle.

It is vital that the horse change forelegs and hind legs at the same time, otherwise it will be disjointed in its movement.

As this work progresses, the sides become firmer; the horse performs with more centrifugal strength which forces it to use the hind leg opposite to the pívot leg (it uses it to push), and receives more weight on the inner leg. The directional axis of the horse is very important at this stage, as well as how it places its head and neck (profile).

The aim is ambidexterity. 

4.        Checking

This includes a series of preparatory aids to managing and controlling the horse, which translates into a momentary re-balancing of the horse, increasing the demand on its hind legs. 

The checking occurs within a framework of erratic rhythm, just before ride-off: we gather the horse together and momentarily diminish speed; the horse must not lean on the bit. 

This checking consists of momentarily holding in the horse, as opposed to pulling on the bit or taking hold of it roughly.

We check the horse for only a fraction of a second before “giving way”.

Re-balancing is the objective.  

5.
L, J and Arc

These are learning exercises that are very important for the future performance of the horse during a game. First we trace an L (“ell”), which is not so difficult for the horse, and then a J (“jay”). First at a canter, then at a fast gallop and finally at full speed. 

It must learn to do it first towards the right and then towards the left.

The arc or “banana” is another exercise that gives the horse strength and acceleration when it turns in one direction or the other. 

The objective here is balance, checking and sides. 

6.
Stopping Dead

The polo pony must be able to stop dead. It is quite likely that at the beginning it may not stop completely in a very reduced space, but it will achieve this little by little. 

What is important here is the directional axis of the horse: the position of its head and neck, as well as the dexterity of the person managing it.

The correct way to stop the horse dead must be achieved:

1.        With its hind legs drawn in

2.        With the correct positioning of head and neck. 

3.        With a soft halt and no jumping. 

4.        Keeping a straight line when walking backwards on its hind legs.

The horse must always be helped along by the rider’s legs. 

We must always follow the sequence of these exercises; not go on to the following without consolidating the one before. 

Training duration will depend on the aptitude of each animal.

The resting periods are very necessary. 

