TRUE COLLECTION

You won’'t find itin a“frame’ or ahead set. No, says Dr. Deb,
the perfect posturefor ridden performanceis shaped by your horse’s spine.

© 2008 by Deb Bennett, Ph.D.

Note: Thisarticlehasan amusing history. Not every piecethat appearsin Equus Magazne under my
authorship provokes strong positive — or negative — reactions from readers, but in response to this article
| got one letter that was areal “flamer.” The reader who wrote it was angry, not because he or she
disagreed with anything | had to say, but specifically because“....not being on the United States Olympic
Equestrian Team, Dr. Bennett, you have no right to know these things.”

I nterestingly enough, thiswasnot thefirst timel had encountered thisbelief. Theforminwhich | usualy finditis
intherider towhom | suggestinaclinicthat shemight liketo try performing anew maneuver, suchasa
shoulder-in or walk pirouette, for the benefit of her horse. Therider looksdown a mein blank amazement and
says, “Buit....I can't do that movement.”

“Why not?’ | will ask. “We went over the concept and the aid sequence before —were you unclear on
that?’

“Well, no,” shewill say. “I think I"m pretty clear on how to do it.”
“WEell, then, why do you say you can’'t do it?’

“Because,” shewill say with an unhappy expression on her face — “ pirouettes are ‘ upper level’
movementsand I'monly at Training Level!”

And my answer, of course, is: well then honey, how did you ever plan on being able to finish your horse?
Or were you planning on it —did you have any mental picture of yourself actually completing the work?
Were you secretly depending upon somebody else — your ‘trainer’ perhaps—to do it for you?

Thisiswhy | tell people over and over again: You don’'t need a trainer. You may ride with afriend whom
you respect, you may ask advice of thisfriend, you may receive certain lessons from thisfriend, and you
may even have to pay thisfriend for their time. But you don’t need atrainer because you take full
responsibility for devel oping your own horse!

You asodon't need”levels’ because”levels’ aretraps. Other than within very broad limits, thereisno “ set
order” inwhich thingsmust be done. Each horseisdifferent and the wise horseman respondsto the needshe
perceiveseach horseto have. When | say “youdon’t needlevels,” | mean anybody’slevels: thelevelspromoted
by the Parelli system, thelevels promoted by the U.S.D.F. or the FE.l., thelevel sthat are even cregping into
reining, hunter-hack, and pleasure classes. Your horse never heard of levels—but your girlfriendshave. And
they, although they may say they loveyou and care about you, area most inevitably going to work at
pigeonholing you— keeping you in what they consider to be* your proper place.” Thisishuman nature. | know
thisnot only from my own experience but by watching what happensto my studentswho start getting much
more skillful: suddenly their girl “friends’ begintelling them that they have no right to know. Yet theonly riders



| have ever seen succeed have
been thosewho have beenwilling
totdl their friends—and “the
system” a large— to mind their
own businessand goridetheir own
horse.

Those who discover on their
own the deep truths and the
effective skillsare, of course, the
only ones who have aright to
know. They have earned the
knowledge. They have not been
merely “instructed”, but rather,
they have agrasp of al the
necessary skillsandinsightsright
down intheir guts. My greatest
wish for every student is that
they might join that elite cadre
whose medal of honor iswon
through being willing to
experiment and fail. It'sthe only
way.
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TRUE
COLLECTION

I ntroduction

Have you ever wished your horse
would show more of a happy,
willing, and keen attitude?
Wished, perhaps, that the horse
would, for once, offer a
movement or part of a pattern
without your having to crank it
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These skeletal views make it clear why collection is defined as “a particular posture that makes
weight-bearing easiest for the horse.” In collection, three key points along the vertebral column arch
upward: (1) the loins colil (2) the part of the back that would be under the saddle arches upward (3) the
base of the neck is raised relative to the loins. Horse A produces an ideal piaffe, a highly collected
trot-in-place; horse B trots forward completely “upside-down” -- an example of anti-collection. Both
images are taken directly from photos of real horses. Notice how different the placement, weighting,
strikedown, and swinging of the legs is in A vs. B. This illustrates a law: vertebral dynamics govern
limb dynamics, or put more simply, whatever the back, neck, and loins are doing governs what the

limbs can do.



Happiness is .... a beautiful, light ride .... your best

friend carrying you easily atop a strong, supple back ....

rhythmic, even movement flowing from one maneuver
to the next. This photo was taken of Painty and me in
1993 at “practice” (or is it more like “at play”?). We're in
a slow, relaxed canter on the left lead. Painty is bent to
the left for the left pirouette which we are just about to
begin. My horse is collected and the reins are “draping”
-- that is to say, Painty and | are totally “in contact”
through reins that are filled with life. We are one body.

out of him? Dreamt of the perfect piaffe,
diding stop, spinor flying change of lead?
Such maneuversareoffered willingly out of a
state of true collection. Along with collection
comeided bit contact, lightnessand self-
carriage, and fromtheseariseevery
movement in every division of any sort of
competition that anyone has ever thought
beautiful. For all sound horses are Grand
Prix masters until people climb onto their
backs. In order to have the desirable and
beautiful things, riders haveto learn,
literally and conceptually, to get out of
their horses’ way. | am here to shout from
the housetops that collection, freely
offered by the horse, is something you can
have. Let us begin with the concepts.

Seeing Through to the Core

The external appearance of collection —
the arched neck, the full back, the back-to-
front shortening of the body —is created
by changesin the shape of the vertebral
column. It isthis bony column the rider
sitson, thiswhich hedirectly stimulates
with leg and seat, thiswhich provides him
feedback not only about the state of the
horse's torso and neck but also about the
position and movement of hisfeet. An
onlooker’s ability to accurately judge the
degree of collection, self-carriage and
lightnessin ahorse depends on the ability
to see (and feel) through to the horse's
core.

A working definition of collection focuses on what happens to the shape of the horse's vertebral column.
Through a process of selective muscular contraction and decontraction the horse changes his posture so
heisableto movefluidly while carrying weight on his back. In order to attain this posture of collection,
this particular shape of the vertebral column, the horse hasto do three things:

First and foremost, he coils hisloins (the muscles of the topline need to already bein release for thisto

occur efficiently and comfortably).

Then, the relaxation of the muscles of the topline, from poll to hock, permits him to raise the center of his

back.



Findly, collectioniscompletewhenthehorse
raises the base of his neck.

Discussions of ideal bit contact and its
postural prerequisites are found throughout
the equestrian literature, which ismore than
3,000 years old. The venerable Xenophon,
the Greek cavalry general whose equestrian
writings have, in many respects, never gone
out of style, cut to the heart of theissuein
the fourth century B.C.: “If one inducesthe
horse to assume that carriage which it would
adopt of its own accord when displaying its
beauty, then, one directs the horse to appear
joyous and magnificent, proud and
remarkablefor having beenridden.”

Thehorseat liberty isundeniably beautiful
and “when displaying its beauty” istheliving
definition of collection. In the ridden horse,
the function of the bit cannot be to stop or
slow the horse, “frame” him, set his neck,
make hisface vertical or rock him back on
his hindquarters. “Going onto the bit,” asthe
old saw says, is something the horse does to
the bit, not something the bit does to the
horse.

TheBit asEnabler

The snaffle bit (or the ancient Perso-Hispanic
bitless version, the haguimaor bosal) has
three functions, two of which relate to
opening gatewaysof flexibility, thereby
enabling energy transfer from back to front
within the mounted horse's neck. These
gateways are specificjoints, which, inthe

The snaffle bit is an excellent tool for twirling the head.
To twirl the head is to cause the skull to swivel as
illustrated around an imaginary longitudinal axis.
Externally, this makes it appear that the horse’s inside
jowl is tucking under its throat. Baucher, in the nine-
teenth century, and many others after him, have called
this maneuver a “jaw flexion.” It is not itself a move-
ment of the jaw, but of the skull at the joint which
connects the skull to the neck. The purpose of twirling
the head is NOT to show how far around your horse
can swivel his head, and it is NOT to stretch muscles
in the neck. Rather, we twirl the head in order to
provoke or obtain release -- the turning “off” -- of
unnecessary contractions or bracing of the muscles of
the neck. When neck muscles stop bracing, very often
the muscles of adjoining body zones, such as the
back and the jaws, also “turn loose.” The horse must
release the muscles all along the topline, from the jaw
joints to the soles of the hind feet, before it will be
easy for him to achieve or maintain collection.

normal unmounted horse, are unjammed, flexible, and “ open” to energy transference. Totouchamuscle,
however, isto stimulateit to contract, so thevery act of sitting down on ahorseinducesthe most undesirable

contractionsthat impede energetic movement.

Thefirst of thegatewaysliesat thepoall joint. The snafflebitisawell-designed tool for inducing the horseto flex
hishead side-to-side at that joint. Aslong ago as 1833, Francois Baucher, a French master of High School
equitation, began exploring the beneficia effectsof thisso-called “jaw flexion.” | prefer theterm “head twirling,”
asit describeswhat actually occurs: the skull and jawsasaunit rotate around an imaginary axisthat runsthe
length of the head from poll to incisors. When the horsetwirlshishead correctly, hisearsremain on onelevel
whilethejowl tucksunder the neck on the sidetoward which the head isturned. Thetwirling motion triggers
reflexive decontraction of the deep muscul ature of the neck and thewholetopline.



The snaffle’'ssecond functionistoact asa
crutch for the base of the neck. For the
horse to go correctly “on the bit” or to
“look through the bridle,” he must raise the
base of his neck. The scalenus and longus
colli muscles, underslinging the base of the
neck like ahammock, lift upward from
below, raising the neck bones above. In a
horse whose topline muscles are sufficiently
relaxed, the uplifting action of the scalenus-
longus colli complex comesto be aided by
the coordinated contractions of the front
part of the longissimus dorsi muscle, which
pull the base of the neck upward (if you are
following this discussion with an anatomy
text at your elbow, some books differentiate
the anterior part of the longissimus dorsi as
the spinalis et semispinaliscomplex).

Theraising of the base of the neck unjams
the vertebral jointsin thisbody zone,
permitting energy transference by widening
and making shallower the U-shaped curve
formed by the bones there. This also makes
the neck lengthen, arching it and shooting
the head forward and down in a“neck-
telescoping gesture.” Hands fixed with
reference to the saddle bows, however, will,
at the very least, block this action of the
neck and, with any backward or downward
movement, will pressthe vertebraetogether
here, forcing the base of the neck downward.

Cervical
Rhomboideus
muscle

Cervical
Trapezius
muscle

Longus colli
muscle

Scalenus
muscle

Every joint in the body has one set of muscles which
move it one way and another set which move it the
opposite way. Such groups of muscles are called
antagonists. The antagonists which operate the base
of the neck are the longus colli and scalenus muscles,
which act to raise the base of the neck, and the cervi-
cal rhomboideus and trapezius muscles, which act to
make it sink. The vertebrae of the lower neck and
anterior thorax form a chain that describes a “U”
shape. The longus colli underslings this chain. When
the longus colli contracts (gets shorter from end to
end), the base of the neck is raised as a child is raised
by four adults pulling on the corners of a blanket in the
Eskimo game of “blanket-tossing.” Since the vertebral
chain is a connected whole, raising the base of the
neck is much easier and the horse can raise it farther if
the loins coil and all the muscles of the topline are in
release (un-braced or decontracted).

Of course, the other factor which forcesthe base of ahorse'sneck downiscontraction of the rhomboideusand
trapezius muscleswhich root abovethelower vertebral curve and which arethe antagoniststo the scaleni and
longuscolli. When therider “fixes’ her hands continuoudy or exerts continuous backward traction onthereins—
evenif thistractionisof small magnitude—sheimitatesachronicaly tight rhomboideusand producesthe same
effect: her horsewill be high-headed, stiff intheback, hard to turn and impossibleto collect.

The*natural” longus colli and scalenus muscles, which iswhat a green horse comes equipped with, do
not have the strength to overcome the contractions arider’s presence — and poor technique — will induce
in hisback and neck muscles, let alone to resist hands that are fixed with the intention of forcing the
horse's head into aframe. The snaffle bit and reins are needed to crutch the musclesthat lift the base of a
horse’ s neck — not to hel p those that make him go hollow! To re-createin the mounted horse the same quality
and fluidity of movement he had before hewasmounted, therider needsto:



u Opendl thegatewaysinthehorse's
back and neck. To " open agateway” means
to cause muscleswhich jam the neck bones
together torelax or “release’. Themusclesof
thetoplineat the poll and along the crest of
theneck must berel eased beforethe muscles
whichraisethe base of the neck can“win”.

u Strengthen all the muscleslying
below the vertebral column, of which the
scaleni and longus colli, that raise the base
of the neck, are two of the most important.

[ | When the geometry of bit and reins
relates correctly to that of the neck, the
effect of the scalenus and longus colli are
magnified, and the musclesare also given
the opportunity to strengthen beyond
natural bounds.

Riding Light and Straight

The"frame’ rider offershishorsea“square
feel”, that is, handsfixed with reference to
the saddle bows. Yet, an unremitting square
feel isan excellent way of causing the
muscles of the topline of the neck to
contract. When they do, the horse will pry
hisnose up and try to raise hispoll, while
the base of the neck sinks and bulges
forward. Therider then feelsa*“hard
mouth.” But there is no such thing asa
hard mouth. What the rider perceives as
the mouth isreally the horse’s stiff (braced)
neck, plusany heaviness created by
teaching him to stiffen hiswholetopline
and rush forward. Twirling the head, by
contrast, necessarily means never using the
two hands in the same way at the same
time. If thehead istwirled, themusclesof the
toplineof the neck soonrelax. Gravity will
then automatically grant avertical face. Rather
thanambitioudy “taking” contact, therider
who knows how to twirl the head permitsthe
horseto offer the vertical facethat’spart of
truecollection.

Muscles that connect the back
of the skull to the first
two neck vertebrae

=

Muscles that
raise the base
of the neck

If the rider hopes to help his horse to “round up” and
achieve collection, he must understand the implica-
tions of this diagram, which shows various possible
relationships of the line of the rein (blue) to the S-
shaped vertebral chain within the horse’s neck
(black). In the normal position for riding (A), the line of
the rein cuts far above the dipping curve which forms
the base of the neck. Anytime the rider pulls on the
reins, he will therefore oppose the muscles that raise
the base of the neck. The leverage advantage lies
with the reins and they will “win” -- in other words,
pulling back on the reins makes the base of the neck
sag and sink. The only way that the horse can raise
the base of its neck when ridden in the normal man-
ner is for the rider to be sure that if his hands move, it
is either one rein at a time or both of them toward the
horse. Even when neither of the rider’'s hands moves,
the energy within the reins should always be moving
forward toward the horse’s head. Since side reins
cannot “give”, to do any good they must be
preadjusted so that when the horse trots, they will cut
through or below the curve at the base of the neck
(B). Very low reins -- i.e. any kind of “tiedown” or draw
rein (C) -- will cause the horse to pry up against the
restriction, bracing the muscles that connect the skull
to the neck and those along the crest of the neck. To
help you understand this picture, a complete series of
comparison photos follows on the next several pages.



What happens to horses that are longed or ridden
in draw reins, running martingales, or tiedowns:
the muscles along the crest of the neck become
tight, shortened. Photo A shows a classic example
in action; the draw reins have been removed for
the show, but one cannot remove the ugly devel-
opment and wrong functioning that they have
produced! Photo B is a blowup with the lumpy
“false crest” formed by the over-developed rhom-
boideus muscle outlined in white.

Photo C shows a fellow who does a lot of competi-
tive roping; he always rides his horses in tiedowns.
The animal is beautifully conformed and workman-
like in his attitude and understanding, but like the
horse in A, he tends to be high-headed. The
cowboy in C has not been willing to admit to
himself the obvious fact that the photo reveals:

so long as the tiedown is on the animal, the animal
will continually be “testing” it by prying his nose up or
raising his head. Even tiny efforts add up; and what
they soon add up to is that you feel that you can’t
take the tiedown off. It always amuses me when
riders try to justify the use of these devices, because
they are kidding themselves. All that tiedowns do, or
can do, is to strengthen the very muscles that raise
the horse’s head, help him poke his nose out, and
drop the base of his neck. When you take the tiedown
off, the horse is not only higher-headed than before,
but more restive, since you've also caused the
muscles of the back and loins to get that much tighter.
Photo D shows a horse that appears to have a rather
short neck. It isn’t short due to structure but rather to
the tightening of the muscles running along the crest.
It will take many weeks or months of skillful riding to
help him learn to move properly under a rider -- in an
“envelope of release.” (Deb Bennett photos).



What teaching the horse to mount the drum does for him: it is a superb way to give the horse the
experience of assuming the posture of collection -- with one-tenth the work and ten times the fun,
enjoyment, and learning. The upper dot marks the position of the palpable base of the neck -- the
joint between C5 and C6, which is the lowest neck joint you can feel above the horse’s shoulders. The
lower dot marks the position of the true base of the neck -- the joint between C7 and the first thoracic
vertebra. | have chosen to use these photos, of Sylvia Stanier and one of her horses, because the
side reins are correctly placed (they are as high as they dare be). Comparing the position of the side
reins to the dots will help you learn how to adjust them on your own horse, should you choose to use
them as a temporary “crutch” as your horse learns to release his topline muscles and raise the base of
his neck when he moves.



The author normally
uses just a halter and
lead to get a horse
started on learning to
mount the drum. Once
he is “hooked on” and |
know that he will follow

PO my gestures, | dis-
v .
' = pense with tack alto-

-

gether and work the
L == animal wholly at liberty.
% Here Oliver shows
how drum work helps
a horse to raise the
base of the neck and
soften and round its
back. And there’s no
harm in performing a
few maneuvers while
up there too! “Wave
goodbye” and “walk
around the drum” are
two bonus choices.

Itisthe“allowing” rider whosehorsewill show himwhat lightnessis. Lightness depends on decontraction of the
muscles of the vertebral column and topline. A horse becomeslight and achieves self-carriage when the base of
hisneck and the core of hisloinscometo lieon the samelevd. Thisoccurswhen the horse s multaneoudy raises
thebase of hisneck and cailshisloins. Thegatewaysin hishim limbsopen, permitting theanimal to“sit” or
lower hishaunches on bent joints. When the horse*looksthrough thebridle” he contractshisunderlineand
sretcheshistopline.

The number of pounds of pressure on the bitted horse'sbars—and intherider’shands—isasideeffect of this
stretching and can properly be no greater than the effort belng made by the horse’ s scal enus-longuscolli. The
guestion, “How much pressure should | haveinmy hands?’ cannot be answered quantitatively. How much does
your livingarmweigh whenit isattached to your body? Not even medical science can answer that. If youthink |
amimplying that therider’sbody and the horse' sbody become asingle entity, in other words acentaur, when
thehorse achieves self-carriage, you' reright. The secret isthat thereinsare part of thisunified body, partaking
of itslife, lessdescribable ashaving wel ght than ashaving adefinitefedling of connectedness, filled with the
sameflow of “life” energy that animatesthe person’s*“inner body”.

If the number of poundsof tension in thereinsmust remain below the ability of the scalenus-longuscalli to
stretch them, tight contact isamistake. How low can thetension go and still represent effective contact? How
relaxed can you become, yet remain awarethat the energy of lifeisstill flowing fromyour chest into your arm—
and from your arm and hand through thereinto the horse? These are questionsyou answer in partnershipwith
your horse.

Two of thefunctionsof the snaffle bit relateto opening gatewaysof flexibility inthe horse’ sneck; itsthird
functionisto“talk” to the horse' sfeet. The process beginswhen therider strictly insststhat the horseevenly
weight hisfeet, that is, that hemove straight and in balance. Straightening, like head twirling, al so decontractsthe



topline, especially at thekey gatewaysin
thepoll, base of neck, and loins. Asaresult
herider achievesamajor training god: to
beabletoraisethe horse’ senergy output
without aproportionateincreasein
“tension,” braceyness, contraction, or
diffness

Whenthehorseisstraight and relaxed, the
dightest action of therider’shand will be
communicated through thebody to the
horse’sfeet. Thebit or bosal isnecessary
only during the period when the scalenus-
longuscolli are devel oping strength and the
toplineislearning to relax, decontract, and
stretch under saddle. Eventually, al that's
needed for therider toturnor stop his
horseistoturn hisown head or dightly coil
hisown loins. The centaur has supplanted
themaster.

Coallectionin Practice

Anyonewho hasever had to rateahorse
down adopeto asolid cross-country
fenceknowshow uncomfortableand
dangerousthisison ahard-mouthed horse,
onewho can't coil hisloins, round hisback
and raisethebase of hisneck. Personally, |
hope never to havetorideastiff, weak,
uncollectable puller to any fenceagain. And
| probably won't haveto, sincel havethe
toolsat my disposal to createin sound
horsesthe particular pattern of suppleness
and strength required in under-saddle
collection.

This is the first of a series of horses and riders compared at a trot. These two girls are both on rela-
tively “green” horses and are posting. Both would like their horses to raise the base of the neck and
lower the head. The girl above tries a common tactic -- she thinks that she will get her horse’s head
down by prying downward with her hands. Wrong! Horses react to prying-down hands just like they do
to a tiedown: they brace their neck, poke their nose out, and try to raise their heads. The rider below,
participating in one of my riding clinics, raises her hands and pushes the reins toward the horse. Coordi-
nating this with little, light taps by the calf of the leg helps the horse to raise the base of his neck -- and
lower his head. If the horse loses its balance and starts to rush forward, she will use the inside rein to
turn him in a circle until he regains his balance -- instead of pulling back or offering him a “square feel”.
(Deb Bennett photos).



All domestic horsesbelong to one species
and have one skeletal design operated by
oneset of physiological reflexes. Therefore,
therearereally only twowaystoride—
“with” the horse, or against him. Thehorse
doesnot carewhat style of hat you prefer.
Nevertheless, it may behelpful to note
someconsderationspeculiar to different
riding styles, after the manner of “variations
onatheme’:

Cutting: Uniqueamong competitive
speciaists, thecutting horseisvaued
primarily for offering al movementsonce
he’'s*hooked on” to acalf. But ahorse
cannot turn back faster than acalf unless
the horse hastheability to achieve
collectionand lighten hisforehand. The - _
cutting horse' sentire performance must be _ . B
insdlf-carriage, or hewill loseinthisintense _ ek
gameof “zonedefence.” Thebreeding of : : o
eadly collectable phenotypesisvery
important inthisasinal working-stock
divisons, but even horseswith tonsof
“cow” must undergo extensiveinitial work
inbowel or snaffleto supple, straighten and
strengthen. During thiswork, contact is
closer. Thefinished horse can then be
shown on an absolutely looserein.

Dressage: Never will ahorseoffer
“movement” without two things: thorough
setup, which putsthe horseinto aposition
fromwhich he can easily makethedesired
movement, and freedomto executethe
movement. The surest way to scrubthe
bloom off any horse'seagernessisto hang
ontheinsdereindl thetime. Yet many
worry what will happento their scoresif -
thejudge should catch sight of alooserein. .
The best wisdom on this subject comes

What happens when the rider learns to carry her hands at the level of her navel, wait at the same
pressure for the horse to release, and coordinate this with light touches from the calf of the leg: the
horse “spills over” as if his neck were a waterfall flowing over a brink formed by a line connecting the
rider’s left and right hands. It is the raising of the base of the neck that arches it and pushes the poll
down. This will happen for only a few steps running at first, then more and more until continuously.



from Grand Prix trainer Robert Mayer of
Pennsylvania: “How muchactud, as
opposed to apparent, contact there may
beisaprivate affair betweenyou and
your horse. You can makeit appear on
theoutside any way youwant to.”

Gaited Hor ses: Thefact that ahorseis
gaited, rather than atrotter, makesno
differenceat al incollection. A horsecan
gait“round”, whether hisparticular
speciaty isthepaso llano, thefox-trot or
therack. Thehorse’' sneck isarched from
the base as opposed to an “ elk shape,
and, asaresult, thereinsaredraping.

Hunter : Federico Caprilli, whoat the
turn of thelast century inventedwhat is
caledthe“forward” seat, never talked
about getting the body forwardinthe
saddle. Instead, hetalked about getting
therider’sweight off thehorse’sloins—in
short, getting out of the horse’ sway so
that hecan coil hisloinsfor efficient and
comfortablejumping. Dressageriders,
park-style show competitorsand reiners,
whothink that therider ought toleanwell
back to stop the horse, woul d benefit
from considering what Caprilli had to say.
Theleginal seatsisthesame; itsprimary
purposeisto stimulatethe musclesof the
underlineto round the horse up. Because
thelegisthesameand the horseisthe
same, the contact isthe same, too; in
hunt-sest equitationit’scaled a“following
hand”, that is, the hand that isbased ona
seat and leg so steady that it canfollow
the horse’ stonguewherever it may go,
including being carried forward and down

These two horses are both pretty far e _
along in their training. Above, | am riding ST A T
Painty in relaxed collection. He’s raising - -
the base of his neck, and you can see his abdominal muscles working as he coils his loins too. It is the
most pleasant feeling imaginable. Note the draping reins -- filled with “life” energy. Below, Judy
McHerron and Majic step forward directly into a collected trot from a rein-back. This form of the
“rocker” -- an exercise that anyone can perform -- is a most valuable exercise for the muscles below the
vertebral chain which actually effect collection (Photo above, by H. Schwarzenauer; below, D. Bennett).




by thetelescoping neck, whichisthe
horse’ snatural gestureinjumping.

Jumper and Speed Events: Consider
this: | classify openjumpingand barrel
racing together asasinglesolvableriding
problem. Why? Becausethereareno
barrelsin abarrel race and no obstaclesin
acourse of fences—until you hit one. To
wininjumping, you must beabletorate
(collect) your horse, and you must beable
toturnfluidly. Itisof only secondary
importancethat you beabletojump. In
other words, what'simportant isto
executeflexions(lateral bendsor turns)
andtranstions(longitudinal bendsor
flexionand extension of thevertebral
column). Intheend, thejump-off and the
barrel race break down to an almost
identical sequenceof accelerations,
decelerationsand turns, for which the
appropriate contact iswhatever theround
horse moving at speed offershisrider.

Racing: Want to keep your racehorse
sounder longer?Here sahint from 18-
century French riding master Frangois
Robichon delaGuériniere, whowrote, “I
admirethenew English breed, called the
Thoroughbred...butitisashameto seeso
many of themreturn from aday of hunting
withtheir front legsall a-tremble, and
break downsoearly intheir lives...if the
English only knew how to suppletheir
racehorsesand properly round them
up...” Jockeyswho “water-ski” ontheir
horses mouthsnot only damagethe
mouthsand inducedifficultiesin breathing,
stiff backs, and lamelegs, but they add
secondsto thehorses times. Although the
racehorse must go more on theforehand
than other sport horses (if the horse
lightenstheforehand too much, hewill
catchwind and dow down), it'still
possibleto race onewithout jamming its
neck. Willie Shoemaker, thegreatest of
modernjockeys, exemplifiedthe
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These riders both understand how to carry their hands at
the level of their navel, so that the line of the rein crosses
at the level of the base of the horse’s neck. However,
what's missing in the upper picture is sufficient “give” or
sympathy. This rider does not pull but she does not give
when the horse releases, either. This causes him to brace
the muscles that connect the back of the skull to the neck
and then “break” in the wrong place (at the 3rd neck joint
instead of at the poll). The lower rider is much better; the
worst fault here is the horse’s tendency to lean on her
hands, and her tendency to tolerate this due to going at a
greater tempo than the horse is really ready for (Deb
Bennett photos).



effectivenessof the soft touch and the
ability to stay out of therunner’sway.

Reining: There'sno doctrina hang-up
under Western hatsabout having “ straight”
reinsthat look and functionlikebanjo
strings, and most reiners, whether their
horses show in asnaffle, bosal or curb bit,
ride on what master dresseur Nuno
Oliveirausedtocal “draping” reins, which
areneither dack nor taut. Therules, the
judgesandthesituation al cal for enough
contact and collection that the horse can
be“completely dictated to.” Strange how
thisseemsto bepossible—evenon
drapingreins.

Show Pleasure: Many of thesehorsesare
trained to movewith their headsand necks
stiff and “set”. They succeed by
memorizing their routine at the cost of the
qudity of their gaitsand movement and
therefore can beridden —or perhapswe
had better say “ operated” —onany rein
contact at all that islighter than whatever
would hurt or frighten them. In other
words—these horseshavelearned to
expect no“flow of life’ coming throughthe
reinsfromtherridersat dl. They perform
likemachines. Tome, apleasurehorseis
anexceptiondly generousand willing
animal, soft and biddablein body aswell
asintemperament, who waitsfor my “flow
of life’ todirect hisevery smalest
movement. Themachine-likehorse,
however, that isridden continuoudy with
anartificid “neck set”, isfrequently cranky.

A very knowledgeable gentleman engaged in the process
of helping a badly-trained horse learn to move better. The
animal is a Lipizzan stallion that has learned to go at
collected trot or passage (as here) by uncoailing its loins,
stiffening and flattening its back, and dropping the base of
the neck. To cure this, the rider must be willing to do the
following: (1) spend a lot of time at the walk and a very
slow trot, waiting for the horse to figure out how to balance
himself with respect to the rider’s weight and the reins; (2)
turn the horse into a curve or circle every single time he
loses his balance from back to front and begins to rush
forward, never getting tempted to pull back at all; (3) wait
at the same pressure for the horse to release the tight
crest and poll muscles; (4) when the horse DOES figure
out how to balance himself, and when the moment of
release comes, the rider must be awake and aware, ready
to give the reins forward -- this constitutes the rider’s
release to the horse. Don't ever think the horse doesn’t
notice and appreciate this reward!

Thisdifferenceillustratesalaw: Whatever your concept is, that isthekind of horseyou are going to have.

Great ridersaregreat precisdly becausethey arewilling and ableto learn from horses. Beautiful riding €licits
only movementsthat an unbitted, unburdened horsewould perform when displaying hisbeauty. The posture
required in these maneuversis shaped by theanimal’ sspine. Asarider, how much bit contact will you need to
“take’ to capturethat brilliant performancein barrel racing, hunter rounds, dressage, reining, three-day
eventing? Only your horse cantell you theanswer. Try cutting him some dack and opening theway for himto

offer hisbest.



SIDEBAR: DOINGAWAY WITH THE FRAME

Today, competitorsof all stripesdescribe horseswhose necks
aremoreor lessarched asbeing “inaframe.” If you' veheard
the expression, you may not haverealized that theideaof the
“frame’ derivesfrom aseriesof well-known drawingsoriginaly
created for Wilhelm Misder’sRittlehre (“Riding Logic”, see
illustration p. 17 ). Theseimages show how thehorse'soutline
changesashebecomesincreasingly collected.

Animaginativeridinginstructor (wewill not namethisperson,
but shewasa“founding mother” of the USET) took these
illustrationsfrom M Useler’ sbook and then drew framesaround
thehorsesat the different stages. For her, for her students, and
for thousandsof others, theexternal frameiswhat definesthe
degreeof collection. Andthereisonegrain of truth to thisway of
perceiving collection: ascollectionincreases, horsesdo, indeed,
become shorter from noseto buttocks.

But thisisto muddle cause and effect. Where doestheimpetus
to shorten the outline come from —and how much bit contact
doesthisimply?Thedrawingsshow reinsgoing straight like
banjo wiresfrom therider’ shandsto the horse’' smouth.

Higher degrees of collection. All are characterized by the
proper relationship of the line of the reins to the base of the
vertebral chain within the neck. Higher degrees of collec-
tion cannot occur unless the whole of the animal’s topline is
in release and its loins are coiled. And note the draping
reins -- in EVERY case -- even in the extreme extended trot
shown in the bottom photo (extension of stride cannot
occur without underlying, continuous effort of collection).
As to questions of “contact” -- When the neck is “stacked
up and stretching over the top” as in all of these photos,
the horse is taking the contact which the rider is simulta-
neously offering. The reins are filled with life and when they
are most filled with life, they are also most weightless! Yes:
it is a mystery, a conundrum, a joy, and one of the great
portals to total awareness.

A: Arider in antique costume at a British exhibition;
collected trot. B: A young Barbie Breen on a Thoroughbred
horse under Chuck Grant’s coaching; a beautiful, light
piaffe on the haunches. C, Captain Beudant, about 1910,
on the Barb stallion Robersart; passage. D, Captain
Beudant and Robersart extend the trot stride to an almost
unbelievable degree. Note the excellent “rainbow” tail!




Misinterpretation of Musdler’sintent makescollection’s
effect —the back to front shortening—look likeits cause,
leading to themistaken impression that pushing fromthe
back end toward rigidly fixed handsat thefront will
induce ahorseto squash himsdf into ashorter “frame’.

Inpractice, thereisn’t oneiotaof difference betweenthe
dressage competitor’sterm “frame” and the Saddle Seat
and Western Pleasure competitors term “neck set” or
“head set”. Thelatter two termshave been around for
much longer in North American riding. No matter what
it'scalled, the concept decreesthat ahorseisto function
athleticaly whilecontinuoudy holding itshead and neck
inoneposition. In practice, thisisequivalent to teaching
the horseto bracethe musclesof itspoll, neck, and
topline—whichinturn crestesafront-heavy horseand
great relianceon relentless“piano wire” rein contact.
Riding ahorsewho hasbeen forced into aframe or head
set islikebeing onapatrol boat wherethe captain has
gone berserk and ordered all the crew, except for
himself at thethrottle, to stand on the nose of the ship.
Thedtiff, wooden ship (or horse), withitscurved and
arched “ prow”, tipsnose downward whileitsrear-
mounted propd ler liftshalfway out of thewater evenas
the captain gunstheenginefor al it'sworth.

Inadditionto the®frame’, nearly every aspect of
collectionillustrated in M Useler’ sdrawingshas, a one
timeor another, been distorted into aposition of

Collection and anti-collection is just as
possible among gaited horses as among
trotters. Above, two Paso Finos are both
executing the paso corto gait. (A) is
beautifully collected; (B) achieves a very
high poll position by stiffening his back
and dropping the base of his neck. This is
what makes the front of the neck bulge --
Saddlebred people refer to this as an “elk
neck.”

At left, the author and her Rocky Mountain
gelding Oliver are caught by the camera
in a classic, ground-covering, barefoot,
old-fashioned amble. Oliver could hardly
BE any “rounder”. This should put to rest
any question that “gaiting” can’t be done
“round”. Oliver is regularly schooled in
leg-yield and shoulder-in (both at a walk
and in gait), and over cavalletti and jumps
-- all exercises intended to help him gain,
and maintain, the strength needed for true
collection.



absol ute predominance by peoplewho arequite
ready to makerules, or to defend anideaof how
they think thingswork, but who don’t actually
ridewd | enoughto have successfully performed
thea phaand omegaof horsemanship: sartinga
colt and finishing ahorse. Horseshave been
declared“collected” and “light in hand” when

they:

Carry their neck erect with avery high poll —
never mind that the base of the neck hassunk, so
that the overall outline of the neck lookslikean
elk or adeer.

Draw back from thebit, puttinglittleor no
pressureon it —never mind that thiscompletely
deprivestherider of control, becauseit deprives
himof avita lineof communicationwith hishorse,

Are“rocked back ontotheir hindquarters’ —
never mind that themiddle of the horseishollow
and sagging, hismouthisgapping, andthereis, in
fact, moreweight upon theforehand than upon
thehindquarters.

Here is the famous series of illustrations from
Wilhelm Museler’s “Riding Logic.” Instead of
modifying the images by drawing frames
around the outside of the horse, I think we
can best understand collection by seeing what
is going on inside the animal’s body. | there-
fore have drawn in the changing shape of the
vertebral chain (gray), and marked the points
representing the palpable base of the neck
and the loins. Degree of collection is mea-
sured by noticing the relationship of these two
points: the higher the base of the neck with
respect to the core of the loins, the greater
the degree of collection. The topline must,
however, also be in release and you must see
that the base of the neck is always either
rising or trying to rise. By these few criteria,
the quality of all movements and maneuvers
whatsoever may be judged, across all forms
of work, activity, and competition.




Haveavertical forenead —never mind
that thehorseisgrindingitsteeth, gapping
itsmouth, wryingitsheed, or wringingits

tal.

Raisetheir kneeshigh —never mind that
thestiflesaren’t bending and the hind toes
arecutting rutsinto theground with each
sweeping protraction of thelimbs.

Takeshort steps—never mind that the
fore-hoofs have become dished because
theanima ispounding and dragging the
toesbackwardswith every step, not to
mention being compl etely out of the proper
cadencefor thegait.

Godowly forward —never mindthat the
footfall order for the“jog” preservesno
period of suspension, sothat the horse
merely stepsfrom onediagonal to the other
— or that thefootfall order for the“lope” is
actudly that which properly pertainstoa
walk.

Most of thesethings—réatively vertica
carriage of theforehead, relatively dow
forward progress, carrying weight upon the
hindquarter, relatively greeater flexion at the
knee and hock, and so forth—are actually
ideals, signsthat, if all were present at
onetime, would indicatethat thehorseis

Good vs. globally incorrect “extension” of the trot. Both silhouettes are tracings from photos. The top
photo shows superb work -- absolutely as much as you could ask from this particular horse. Notice
that as the width of the horse’s steps increases, his body must stretch and go “closer to the ground.”
His loins are coiled, his whole topline is in release, and despite the vigor of his movement, the rider
can sit it with ease and aplomb. The lower photo, unfortunately, shows a former U.S. national cham-
pion at Fourth Level. Something is wrong with the judging when we place performances like this. Note
that the animal is not even trotting -- there is no time in a trot when the camera should be able to catch
the animal standing on one front foot with both hind feet off the ground simultaneously. Note the stiff,
hollow back and the neck breaking in the wrong place (implying bracing at the poll). Lack of release
along the topline and the fact that the animal is being shoved forward at a tempo far greater than it
can handle with ease and balance, make it move roughly. The rider’s body will, in turn, defend itself
from the pounding by causing her to brace her back and stick her neck out. It's hard to believe, but |
not infrequently see this silhouette image painted on the walls of equestrian colleges and represented
in dressage club logos in the U.S.



really collected. Problemsbeginwhenweengagein“idol
worship” —whichisto say, focusing on only oneor two
facetsof thewhole*jewd” of collection, which causesthe
rider to settlefor very little—to settlefor aone or two-
dimensional imitation of theredl thing. Pleasedon’t settle
for anythinglessthan diamond quality!

Among reiners, the obsession is not with the ex-
tended trot or high head carriage, but with the sliding
stop. Many people believe that leaning back will help
the horse “rock its weight back” onto the hindquarters.
As the photos prove, leaning back only hinders the
animal by making it more difficult for him to coil his
loins and raise the freespan of his back, raise the
base of his neck and “drop over” for that beautiful,
relaxed, “paddling” slide like the one shown in A.
There is no way on Earth that the rider can actually
rock the horse back -- so please stop trying to do it.
Instead, learn how to cause the horse to re-posture
itself -- change the shape of the vertebral column. The
“how” is the same whether you have a reiner, a gaited
horse, a Park horse, or a dressage horse, because all
horses have the same physical structure and mecha-
nism for collection.
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