SK the experts

How Can | Achieve Suppleness on the Left Rein?

My horse is quite unyielding on the left side of his mouth although he
doesn’t stick out his tongue. He chews and foams only on the right side of
the bit. The dentist sees him regularly and there are no problems. How can

get him soft on the left side?
Ally Booker
Carrolton, Texas

FRAN (DEARING) KEHR

You are correct to check the medical aspect first. The fact that
you have dental work done on a regular basis means you can,
with clear conscience, now address this as a training issue.

Horses, like humans, usually favor one side of their body
over the other. As we are more comfortable on either the left
or right, o our equine counterparts can be stiffer on one side
than the other. Generally, the stiff side is, as you mentioned,
clamped or rigid in the jaw and feels inflexible and unyielding.
Itis important to understand that the side of his jaw that ap-
pears soft is not necessarily truly supple but most likely a devi-
ous way of avoiding contact on that rein.

In your case, the goal now is to shift his balance off the left
side and on to the right. This can be done with several differ-
ent exercises. My favorite is to use a large turn on the forehand
exercise. To soften the left side, you would go counterclockwise
on a small circle in the walk. There are several things to re-
member in this exercise:

—

- You want to shift your horse’s left shoulder to the right,
continuing the counterclockwise movement. You don’t want
this as an on the spot turn on the forehand, but rather keep
his front legs on a smaller circle than his hind legs.

2. In traveling on a larger circle with the hind legs, the left hind
leg will need to cross over the right. For a horse that doesn't
like to go sideways, these crossing steps actually will help the
balance shift into the outside rein and soften the inside rein
(thus loosening the left jaw). For a horse that steps sideways
easily, you must channel him forward to the bit while his
right hind leg crosses the left.

3. Once you feel him chewing and softening, use the whip
lightly on his left hind leg to initiate the trot. If you simply
squeeze your legs to get him to trot, it can be like squeezing a
tube of toothpaste in the middle—some energy goes out the
front, but some goes out the back. You want all the energy
in front of you, so if you initiate the trot with the whip, he’ll
take a clearer, more definitive step from behind. Using the
whip is not a forever exercise, just something to give him
some basic help.

4. Don’t forget, the emphasis is on shifting his shoulders from

Susan)stickle.com

Any exercises that move a horse’s shoulders from
left to right and move his weight off his left side are
valuable in achieving suppleness on the left rein.

Haunches in left, renvers left and leg yield right, as
demonstrated here by Pam Goodrich and Donnerhit,
a Bavarian Warmblood gelding, will all help.

leaning left. Asking for activity of the left hind leg while
using the reins to move the shoulders needs to be a coordi-
nated effort. You may need to use the left rein as an indirect
rein to help push or guide the left shoulder over to the right.
Again, simultaneously use your left leg to move your horse’s
left hind leg sideways to cross over the right. When this is
done correctly, you will then feel weight in your right rein.
You may need to open the right rein to maintain the contact
on the right. Weight in the right rein should take some pres-
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left/right sidedness

D be breed oriented. Although there (
hre always exceptions, | feel that most
:warmbloods are stiff to the left while
most other breeds tend to be stiff to the
I;ight. Another interesting point is that
:whcn you take the stiff side of a horse
:and get it more bendable and supple,

it actually tends to be the more honest
',side because it is actually the straighter
:side. The direction that seems easily
bendable (in your case to the right) is
hctually the more dishonest side. Even
though exercises to the right might
:seem easy to accomplish, you have to
watch constantly that the shoulders
:don't fall left. This means anything
:with right po:tioning (right circles,
iturning right, leg yield left, shoulder-in
:right, etc.) needs to be carefully moni-
'tored because the horse will always
:want to overposition that side.

i Very few horses have natural bilat-
leral balance and suppleness. So it is
:our job as riders to direct and guide
iour horses to the best balance that
:they can achieve.



