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Bending for Straightness

Ground Exercisesto Help Your Horse Hold a Circle
L ongeing In Balance Part 2

Onceyou and your horse have mastered the basic rel ease techniques at rest and at awalk, it’stimeto put the horse’'s
bal ance and flexibility to work, executing aseries of in-hand serpentinesthat ask him to bend fromtail to nose. This
hel psthe horse practice the posture of self-carriage. He' snot just tipping hisnose and bending hisneck inthe
direction he'sturning, al thewhilefalling onto hisforehand and |eaning into one or the other shoulder while his
hindquarters counter-bal ance.

By helping him releasetension at the poll, neck and shoulder in motion, we have madeit possiblefor him to bend
correctly, driven from back to front in asimple demonstration of impulsion. His spineis nice and supple and our
gentle but stable connection with hishead allows usto “waggle” our way into contact with all thejointsfrom poll to
tail. We'll put all thesetowork to createareally correct bend.

Our goal isahorsethat maintains straightnesson acircle,
with hishipsfollowing behind hisshouldersso well that his
inside and outside hind feet follow thetracks of theinside and
outside front feet. When he accomplishesthis, weknow heis
light on theforehand, neither falling to theinside nor the
outside of the circle, and heis stepping through with an elastic
inside hind leg and maintaining astraight hindquarter witha
stabilizing outside hind.

This straightness, natural to the equine athl ete, can become
compromised in many ways. Lameness|eadsto compensatory
movement habitsthat might prevent ahorsefrom tracking

: straight. Weaknessin the hindquarters can push ahorse onto
Bridger demonstrates anice left bend, with Dellawalking  theforehand, and asymmetrical musculaturetendstodrivea
in the inside position. Her torso is turned in at aslight horse onto one shoul der or the other. Guarding from anill-
angle for ashallow bend on abig, soft circle. Note: you fitting saddle or counterbal ancing for acrooked rider also

might need more torso turn at first with your horse to help . .
him understand what you' re asking and to help unlock creates uneven posture, both at rest and in motion.

stuck areas that might interfere with hisbend. Thishorseis
familiar with thiswork and probably moreresponsivethan  Theresult shows up in the horse's performance— crooked

your horsewill be at first. halts, cross canters, weak rollbacks, unbal anced takeoffsand

landingsover fences—and in the horse’slong-term soundness.
Lack of symmetry meansone set of musclesand jointsworks harder than necessary, while another set doestoollittle.
Fatigue and wear makeinjury probable, if not inevitable.

Thegood news: it’srelatively simpleto remind ahorse’s proprioceptive system how to achieve straightness. Even
horseswith chroniclameness can achievetheir own bodies version of straightness, finding the best biomechanical
solutionsto minimize stress and maximize motion. Anyone, from beginner to expert and young to old, can master
thissimplein-hand method for ensuring correct bending.



First, connect with the horse by gently hooking two or three fingers down through
thenoseband just infront of the“T” formed by the cheekpiece. (Refer tothe pre-
viousarticlefor aphotoif you need areminder.) Then, standing so that you can
easly seethe horse’'shindquarters, gently wagglethe horse'shead left and right of
the centerline, watching to seethetop of hiscroup also movesback and forth.

Next, take up aposition on theleft side of your horse at about the middle of his
neck, facing forward. From thewaist up, turn your torso left, orienting your back
toward his shoulder while keeping alight connection with the noseband and
dightly lifting your right elbow so your arm createsashallow arc. Note your
horse'sreaction. If your release efforts have worked, he'll relax at the throatlatch
so hisnoseturnsdlightly left, while hisneck and shoulder releaseto move dightly
away from you. He should weight hisright foreleg, preparing to step forward with
hisleft fore.

Now, waggle gently and start walking alargecircle. You' Il haveto step across
withyour left leg, crossing over the midline of your track just like you want your
horseto do. Your right foot isthe stabilizer for thiseffort, just likeyour horse’s
right hind stabilizes him as he steps through. Keep your torso turned toward the
middle of thecircleyou rewalking and continueto cross over each step while
sending your horse' snose around toward histail.

It'shelpful toimaginealineactually creating acirclefrom your horse’' snoseto
histail. To avoid getting into aposition whereyou are pulling your horse, producing
abraced toplinethat inclineshimtofall on hisforehand, you must stay insidethis

Here' stheleft bend from another

perspective, whereyou can see
Bridger isfollowing the arc from
back to front. Della’'s back is
oriented toward his shoulder and her
left foot is stepping across her right.
Can you see that Bridger’sleft hind
will step acrosstoward the middle
of thetrack, aswell?

imaginary line. Think of pushing your horse gently but firmly around the circle, not pulling him.

Noticethat whileyour torso staysturned to theleft and your steps crossover to theright, your horse maintains some
arctotheleft. When you straighten your torso and walk straight ahead, your horse abandonsthe arc and comes
along withyou. Andif you straighten your torso whilestill crossing over your step or while pulling your horse
around thecircle, you can feel himfall heavily onto the forehand and brace into one or the other shoulder. It takes
some practice to maintain the torso turn for more than afew steps, but that’swhat createsthe lightness and bend.
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Now Dellais on the outside of the circle, helping Bridger
as he steps across with his | eft foreleg to start aright

Thisiswhat | call the“insidebend” position, becausethe
handler walksatrack that isinsidethe horse’'scircle. Practice
until you can do theinside bend from both sides, sending your
horse around you lightly to both left and right.

In our serpentineexercise, it won't be practical for usto stop
and change sides every timewe want to change bend and
direction. So now we need to practicean “ outside bend,” in
whichthe handler walksadlightly larger circlethan the horse.

For this, you'll again start on theleft side, with two or three
fingersof your right hand connected down through the
noseband. Then you'’ |l take up arather unorthodox position,

bend. She' Il follow through by moving abit farther in moving up theleft side of your horse until you're standing just
front of her horse's nose and bringing her left shoulder ahead of hisnose. Turn your torso right until you are standing

forward about another foot until she is parallel with the parallel withthe horse.
line she iswalking.



Now, visudizethat linefrom the horse’snoseto histail. This A 4
timeyou’ regoing to stay just outsidethat line, but generally il I

parallel toit. You' Il walk with your torso facing the center of e | s Vg i o
thecircleand your right foot stepping acrossinfrontof your — [F e, 2| e ey
left on thetrack. Turning your hipsabit to theleft (yes, e T t Qs
oppositeyour torso) helpsyou walk without interfering with )

yoursdlf. ==

Again, you must think of gently pushing your horse'snose
around thecircletoward histail. Assoon asyou revert to N
pulling, you' |l feel immediate resistance as hisback tightens

inresponse. You' |l also feel moreweight on your right hand,

asthe horsetransfersweight to hisforehand —just the oppo-

siteeffect wewant.

Practicethisoutsideturn from both sides, taking timeto =
monitor your horse' sresponseto thisinvitation to bend onthe
circle. -

=

Now it’stimeto combinethetwo exercisesinto one, walking . et riaht bend

; ; ; ; Here’'safront view of that right bend, so you can see
big, soft S_Shap?d tu_rnswnh the horse. bending and trackd rlg Bridger’s entire body is on the arc of the circle. Visualize
CorreCtIy both directions. It can beab|t Of .aChal |engea first that right hind foot stepping right into the track left by the
to moveyour body from oneleading position to the other, right front.
frominsideto outside, but with practiceyou'’ || be ableto do
it smoothly.

Atfirst, it may be helpful to stop before you transition from one bend and direction to the other. So do aleft-bend
circlefrominside, then straighten the horse for afew steps by straightening your body and halt. Then, moveto the
outside bend |eading position to create right bend and walk on from there. After you complete asmuch of acircleas
you'’ d like, once again take the horse straight for afew steps, halt, and reposition to the inside position for left bend.
You get theidea.

Onceyou have mastered changing leading positionsthrough ahalt, try it with abend, then afew straight steps, then
anew bend direction. Eventually you should be able to make the change from one direction to the other without the
halt or the straight step, weaving from one bend to another in the serpentine pattern are as smoothly asaquiet
stream of water. You'll find this supplenesstrand atesto mounted work, and you'll be preparing your horsefor the
next step, offering the correct bend on alongeline, in transitions and across a pole. Sacey Kollman
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