Contact & the Néglected

¥ RELEASE




You’ve worked hard to establish good contact with your horse,
but don't forget that the release is just as important in
improving his relaxation, self-carriage and submission.

Text and photos by Cindy Sydnor

ou need to ride your horse more over his back. He
needs to be rounder in order to be more through,
more durchlissigl”
We hear comments like this frequently, from very
good and well-intended trainers and instructors.-
Enticing a horse to use his back as the connection

The part of this feeling that is sensed by the rider's
hands is very important to most riders—sometimes too
important. The feeling is so important that once they
have it, they often do not want to relinquish it; they
cling to the contact before the feeling is correct—com-
ing from the horse’s hindquarters to his front end.

between the carrying The goal of this
and thrusting powers article is to describe the
of his hindquarters release of this precious
and his free-moving, contact with one rein
lightened forehand is or two as well as to
worthwhile. There is discuss its purpose,
no question that this technique, timing and
effort includes the varying degrees. The
rider’s driving aids, skillful release of
the horse’s back activ- contact improves the
ity, the horse’s accep- horse’s relaxation,
tance and submission renews his desire to
to rein contact and go forward, contributes
the rider’s skill with to and tests his self-
that contact. carriage and increases
Experienced riders his willingness to be
know the feel of the submissive and light. In
horse’s hind legs short, it improves the
Thtasiing (o e At working trot rising, my daughter Eliza fests her horse's sty lahe cantact.
rein contact. They self-carriage by slightly releasing contact on both reins. Serious riders are
recognize when his He enjoys the little stretch with his neck and lifts his back. concerned with these
back is lifted and qualities. But they also
swinging and when it are concerned with the
is stiff or hollow. frame or silhouette of

Learning to feel this and understanding what to do
when the feel is not quite right takes the rider many
years and many horses.

When the horse accepts the rider’s aids—relaxes his
underneck, flexes his poll, relaxes his jaw and becomes
round over his topline—the feeling is unmistakable. It
is rarely instantaneous and often improves throughout
the ride and over months and years.

their horses and sometimes pursue the frame at the
expense of correct submission and self-carriage. One of
my best instructors says that you should be able to cut
the reins between the bit and the rider’s hands, and the
horse should continue in a round, balanced, forward
self-carriage because he is not held by the reins. The
horse is holding himself with the light contact of the
reins as a stimulus and guideline. (He did not say how
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I could reattach the rein, but the
concept was clear!)

The Iniroduction fo the Release
The release of rein contact is taught
to young horses as soon as they can
maintain a fairly steady rhythm at
walk and trot on large circles and
straight lines. They are invited to
chew the reins out of the rider’s
hands. Part of the incentive to chew
the reins or “to be shown the way
down,” as it is expressed in German,
is accomplished by little releases in
combination with the driving aids.
The horse starts to seek the contact as
it is lightened by the rider’s release. As
the rider feeds out segments of the
reins, the young horse learns to enjoy
the sensation of stretching his neck
forward and down toward the bit. It
feels good to the horse to lift and
stretch his back as he seeks contact
with the rider’s hand. He is praised for
this response and, at an early age,
begins to enjoy pleasing his rider as
he does something that feels good.
Horses being retrained at any age

When Eliza feels her horse is confident in his
balance and rhythm (photo A), she releases
the contact of the inside rein, while maintain-
ing the contact on the outside rein. This con-
tact limits how much the horse can stretch,
but it reminds him of the pleasant experience
of chewing the reins out of the rider’s hand.

Photo B shows Eliza in the collected canter
demonstrating the one-handed release called
Uberstreichen. This release improves the
horse’s relaxation, renews his freedom to

go forward, contributes to and tests his self-
carriage and increases his willingness to be
submissive and light.

In photo C, Eliza demonstrates the subtle
release of contact in piaffe, which contributes
to the ease of the execution of the movement
by lightening the horse’s front end.
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benefit from this exercise and usually
must accomplish this before other
aspects of training can proceed. It
may not be the first exercise when
retraining some horses, but if it is not
accomplished, then the training is
not correct and will not proceed well.

This introduction to the release of
the rein contact then leads to more
subtle but equally relaxing and physi-
cally and psychologically pleasing
sensations for the horse. This is an
important part of the development of
harmony between horse and rider.

As the young horse becomes
stronger and better balanced at the
working trot and canter, at leg yield-
ing in walk and trot and at basic
bending school figures, a good rider
will recognize the moment to release
the contact of the inside rein while
maintaining the contact on the out-
side rein. The most reliable moment
to try this release is on a large circle
or on the long side or coming out of
a comer. In other words, it most likely
will be successful when the rider feels
the horse is confident in his balance

and rhythm. When the rider allows
the release to last for several strides,
moving the hand with the loose rein
up the horse’s crest and then gradual-
ly stroking down the crest and
reestablishing the hand position'next
to the other hand, it is called
“stroking” or Uberstreichen in German.

During this moment of release,
the horse may relax a little more in
the jaw and poll, drop his head and
stretch his neck very slightly. But he
will be limited from going too far by
the outside rein contact. If this release
reminds him of the pleasant sensation
of chewing the reins, that’s good. This
reconfirms the mental and physical
harmony between horse and rider.

In dressage tests, stroking is a
test for self-carriage: Can the horse
maintain rhythm, balance, impulsion
and submission for three to four
strides without the contact of the
inside rein?

Subtler Rein Releases
As the training progresses, subtle rein
releases, not easily seen by a spectator,




are used. Perhaps the most important
release is done at the end of the half
halt. Every time the rider moves the
hand forward, either merely lighten-
ing the rein contact or purposely
releasing the contact fully, the well-
trained horse remembers the pleasant
sensation he learned when he first
chewed the reins out of the rider’s
hand. The release or softening of the
contact as the horse goes forward out
of the half halt renews his desire to go
forward and seek the contact with the
rider’s hand. But now, in better bal-
ance, the contact required can be
lighter than it was before the half halt.
The release after the half halt is
done after the restraining rein aids
and the overlapping driving aids of
seat, leg and possibly the tap of the
whip are given. After the horse’s
weight has been shifted onto his hind
legs, the release of rein contact renews
his desire to go forward. If the rider is
careful to sit straight and deep during
the release, he will experience “hold-
ing the horse on his seat.” The brief
release of contact will not cause the

horse to fall on his forehand. He will
begin to discover how to elevate his
forehand with the sense of balance,
freedom and impulsion working
together. The quality of a rider’s seat
makes or breaks this experience, how-
ever. If the rider loses his balance once
the contact on the reins is loosened,
the horse will lose his balance.

In shoulder-in, haunches-in,
renvers and half pass in both trot
and canter, a subtle release of the
inside rein or both reins can enhance
the expression of these movements.
After the half halt and sideways-
driving aids in the half pass, the
horse will often reach farther sideways
if he feels the release. This is best
demonstrated by horses that can do
beautiful canter zigzags in the Inter-
mediaire and Grand Prix tests. But the
release is equally important to the
Second and Third Level horse learn-
ing the lateral work because the prin-
ciple is the same.

The timing of the release always
comes between the thrusting phase,
when the horse pushes off with his

hind leg, and the carrying phase
when it lands. The exact moment is
dependent upon the situation. Then,
after the release, the rider resumes the
contact as lightly as possible, always
trying to resume with a little less
weight in the rein than he had before
he let go in the release. This feel is
what makes dressage riding such a
unique and unequalled delight.

There is another important release
that is initiated by the horse. In
German, it is called abstossen. The
horse pushes himself back (away)
from the bit. Once the right combina-
tion of energy or impulsion and bal-
ance has been found in the walk, trot
and canter, the horse initiates this
abstossen himself and lets go—a
little—of the contact on the bit. He
has been using the contact to help
him achieve his balance, and now he
is saying that he doesn’t need it. It is a
little like a cyclist letting go of the
handlebars for a moment.

When a good rider feels his horse
pushing back from the bit, he also
should give a little to reward and
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encourage the horse to remember the
pleasant sensation of stretching and
Hfﬂnglﬁsbackmtotheﬂder'sseat;
This always stems from the early for-
ward, downward stretch the young
horse learned. If a rider can make a
horse’s back “happy,” he has discov-
ered one of the most valuable secrets
in riding. The release reconfirms the
true partnership of horse and rider.

The Release in Exercises

The release is also an important part
of the half halt preparation for exten-
sions. If two or more half halts are
given to engage and shift weight back
before going forward into the medi-
um or extended paces, a slight release
as the signal to extend is given,
encouraging an uphill, expressive
transition. Resuming the contact after
this release must happen quickly but

softly to help the horse maintain his
balance. If the release is too much,
lasts too long or the resumption of
contact is too abrupt, the balance can
be lost. This is probably one of the
more difficult releases to master.

In tempi changes, releasing as the
horse changes in mid air encourages
a bigger, more ground-covering,
expressive change. It can mean the
difference in competition between a 6
for correct but somewhat short
changes and an 8 or 9 for “nice for-
ward, expressive changes!” This
release is usually done with the inside
rein of the new lead, not both reins.
It is often so subtle that if watching,
you would not see the rider’s hand
move much or see the rein become
loose, but it is happening. The mere
relaxing of the rider’s shoulder mus-
cles constitutes a softening that the

horse clearly feels in the rein
and appreciates.

In the walk, both collected and
extended, either a slight or a very
clear release as the horse’s neck natu-
rally reaches forward is helpful. In the
extended walk, in which the horse is
not required to be on the bit, the
release of one or both rein contacts
usually enhances shoulder freedom.
In the collected walk, subtle little
releases or softenings can be made to
show the horse he is still somewhat
“free” to go forward. These releases
often help improve a lateral collected
walk, because the horse thinks of
stretching and lifts his back more
than when he is walking poorly.
Lateral movement in the collected
walk is a sign of tension in the horse’s
back. Even in the halt and the halt
and rein-back, little softenings or
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releases ensure the maintenance of a
lifted, relaxed, correctly working back.
When horses step back with their
hind legs in the halt, it usually comes
from back tension. Likewise, when

a horse drags his front feet in the
rein-back, it also usually comes from
back tension.

In riding into the halt from trot or
canter, a good rider prepares with sev-
eral half halts, which include subtle
releases. When the signal for immobil-
ity is given with the last half halt and
the horse stands, bearing weight on all
four feet, there should be a very slight
release during which the horse relaxes
while maintaining full attention. Then
the contact is carefully reestablished
for the transition forward.

During any exercise, including
piaffe and canter pirouettes, probably
the hardest for most horses, the care-

ful release of contact is not only possi-

ble but contributes to the ease of exe-
cution. In contrast, if the rider main-
tains constant contact with no light-
ening of the rein weight, the horse
must struggle under this added weight
and often loses the sense that he can
be active with some freedom. In these
difficult exercises, the equal softening
or release of both reins is best, as one
might cause a loss of balance.

Horses content and confident in
self-carriage will rarely be behind the
vertical. The poll may or, in cresty-
necked horses, may not be the high-
est point, but behind the vertical can
never be the best self-carriage. When
the horse is more than a few degrees
behind the vertical, he cannot be in
self-carriage because his balance has
become damaged by the “broken
neck”"—overflexion in the third verte-

bra. When significantly overflexed,
the horse cannot even see ahead. He
can only use his peripheral vision—
not a very proud look. It is good to
keep Emerson’s words in mind: “For
every excess, there is a defect; and for
every defect, there is an excess.”

Remembering the importance of
the release in every stage of your
horse’s training—from the basic chew-
ing the reins out of the hands to the
more elaborate release in the half
halt—will help ensure that you have a
relaxed, forward-thinking horse who
is in self-carriage.

An examiner for the U.S. Dressage Feder-
ation Instructor Certification Program
and a USA Equestrian “R” dressage
judge, Cindy Sydnor was long-listed for
the 1975 Olympics. She teaches and
trains in Snow Camp, North Carolina.
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Passage, Piaffe, Pizzaz!
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