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PERLE’S PROGRESS IV

SADDLE & BRIDLE

SOLUTIONS

[nnovative equipment helps to
unravel the knots preventing the mare and her rider
from becoming partners.

In the third installment of this series
(EQULS 319), Perle, a 7yearold Ara-
bien mare, and her owner, Bobbie
Lieberman, both escaped serfous
injury during a dramatic fall
at a competitive frail ride,
Two experts offered insights
on the episode’s possible
causes: Connected Riding
founder Peggy Cummings |
pointed to Perle's tendency -
to pull herselfwith her
Sforehand, rather than
drive with her hind-
quarters. Farrier Rob Kalb
noted that hoof imbalances
may have made the mare
work harder, leading fo
Sfatigue that sef her up for the
fall. In this installment, Bobbie
makes adiustments in two addition-
al areas and discovers how much more
cooperative a comfortable horse can be.

s riders, we often go to great lengths to
pursue our dreams, investing huge
amounts of time, money, energy and
enthusiasm. And we are sometimes
mystified when we don't get the results we expect
despite our best efforts. I have learned through
my personal saga that a profound difference can
be achieved by examining two basic and oft-
overlooked pieces of gear: the saddle and the bit.
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During one of her visits to work with
my exceedingly sensitive, strong-
willed and athletic young mare,
Peggy Cummings made this
observation: "Perle doasn’t
reciprocate by taking up the
connection when you ask for
contact on the rein. She has
no way of knowing how to
use her head and neck in
a telescoping fashion,

and when she gets into

trouble, her neck is al-
ready locked. She doesn't
know where her feet are,
and she just spins, twists,
bucks or flings her head
when she gets out of balance,
And at that point, you probably
feel totally out of contral.”

Then Cummings asked to see
Perle tacked up. When the mare
pinned her ears, barged forward and
swung her hindquarters away at the sight of her
treeless saddle, Cummings confirmed that it was
compressing her wide, round shoulders and in-
hibiting her movement, She suggested that we try
out her Balance International Free Spirit saddle,
which has a wide tree, roomy gullet and adjustable
shimming system.

“¥ou wouldn't think [such a misfit] could hap-
pen with a treeless saddle, but the exercises that
Perle objected to the most—cheek press, shoulder

By Bobbie
Lieberman

Photos by
Lynne Glazer

HEAD START:

A switch to the Myler
Combination Bit,

an integrated
snaffle/hackamore,
improved Perle’s
responsivenass and
self-carriage.
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BIT BY BIT:
Wearing the Myler
Combination Bit for the
first time, Perle learns
to “give” her head and
break at the poll in
response to light rein
signals. Combining the
features of a snaffle
and hackamore, the
bit disperses pressure
equally at the pall,
nose, jaw, bars and
tongue. Itis designed
to reward the horse
when she lowers

her head.
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press and heart-girth press (see pages 65, 66
and 68)—all reflected the effects of [saddle-
induced] compression through her sides,” noted
Cummings as she fitted the new saddle, making
sure that the front of the gullet points allowed
sufficient scapular clearance.

When I first mounted Perle with the new sad-
dle in place, [ was astonished how much farther
back I was sitting. Perle's attitude and walk in-
stantly were quite different. There was more ener-
gy coming from behind, her stride was longer, her
head was lower and she was more peaceful. The
saddle allowed freedom in the shoulder, and the
string girth with stretchy elastic helped open the
rib cage and facilitate deeper breathing, as evi-
denced by Perle’s fuller, slightly flaring nostrils.

This was the beginning of a journey that would
see us try out many innovative saddles, including
those with flexible, user-adjustable panels. The
first of these would be the Free ‘n' Easy, an en-

durance model from England. When Les Spark,
the saddle’s designer, saw Perle's broad, close-
coupled back, he shook his head and smiled. He
had seen only one other horse with such extreme
conformation—a Welsh Cob! After adjusting the
saddle for Perle, he said, “Go for a trail ride!” Perle
stepped out with a willingness that I hadn't expe-
rienced for menths. A friend came to the barn and
we headed for the hills. Perle trotted through her
“sticky” spots right on up the mountain. Her ears
were forward, and we just floated along.

About a month later, we had the opportunity
to try another flexible-panel saddle, the Reactor-
Panel. Carmi Weininger, the company's president,
and fitter Lynne Glazer spent an afternoon trying
out several saddles on Perle and teaching me how
to make the adjustments. They, too, remarked how
wide Perle is. Even though their saddletrees come
in 16 different widths, Perle was off the charts—a
“tustom wide.” As luck would have it, they had a
saddle on hand that my zaftig mare fit right into,
and it was an endurance model to boot. To the
sound of ripping Velcro, Weininger wielded a pie
server as she fit the panels to Perle.

“Run the back of your hand along the inside
edge of the panels, front and back,” Weininger
instructed once 1 was mounted. She said that |
should be able to freely move my hand beneath
the panels without feeling pinching or uneven
pressure, The panels’ large bearing surface en-
ables the horse’s scapula to move freely without
restriction. The Balance system, the Free ‘n’ Easy
and the ReactorPanel each gave me a whole new
view from above—I had a lot more horse in front
of me, and her withers and shoulders were not
inhibited by the saddle. Perle was happier and
more willing to move forward in all three models,
and although we have selected a ReactorPanel, 1
believe she could have been happy in any of these
innovative saddles,

As [ shared my experiences with Cummings,
she told me that she confronts saddle-fit issues
every time she teaches a Connected Riding clinic.
“When I meet 12 new people and their horses, |
find that eight or nine saddles do not fit,” she said.
“They are set too far forward so that the shoulder
blades can't move. Sometimes the muscles in the
back are atrophied, or there is muscle wastage
behind the withers.” In addition, she noted that
“when horses are girthy and don't want to be
saddled, riders comment on them as being ‘disre-
spectful’ Girthiness is viewed as intolerant behav-
ior in the horse and rarely linked to saddle fit."

Cummings added that saddle fit often is not
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CONNECTED GROUNDWORK
The cheek press
B T

How to do it Stand on the left side of the horse’s
head, facing the throatlatch. Place your left hand on
the bridge of the nose across the noseband using light
pressure. Make a loose fist with your right hand and
position it in the center of the cheek, with your wrist
straight. Start by trying to rotate the horse’s head
barely one or two degrees. Your front hand encour-
ages the head to come toward you, and the back hand
encourages the cheek to move away from you.

Take a deep breath, and pause for five seconds.
Slowly increase the pressure on the cheek to 3 to §
degrees. Take another breath and stay there for a few
seconds. Slowly release the pressure on the cheek,
take your hands off the horse and observe him quiethy
for 200 seconds or more. Repeat the exercise two to
four times. The key is to give the horse the suggestion
of movement and then allow the horse to willingly
yield from the pressure on the cheek rather than to
force the movement. Repeat from the right side.

What to look for: more flexibility on one side or
the other. Learn to recognize the bracing patterns the
horse exhibits. For instance, when you place your
hands on the horse's face, does he

* brace and continue to brace?

* brace and then melt (soften)?

* melt upon connection?

When the horse releases, you may feel the cheek
yield under your fist, the head may drop, the eyes may
start to close or their look may soften. The nostrils
sometimes flare or the horse may take a big breath
Occasionally, the horse will shake his head and neck
or his entire body and let out a big snort. His mouth
may seem to tremble or his whiskers will wiggle—or
nathing will happen until you take your hands away,
and then any of the aforementioned signs may appear.

When a horse is bracing, he may not even want
your hands on his nose and cheek. Sometimes as you
start to press on the cheek, the horse will pull away
or raise his head. Other times. he will start backing up
as you put your hands on his face or when you begin
to press. These are all signs of bracing and extreme
tightness or they may indicate temporomandibular
jaint (TM.J] or dental issues.

When the horse does not release, give him time to
think about the exercise by going on a two-minute
walk or moving on to another exercise. Even if the
horse seemed averse to the exercise, he may drop his
head or show other signs of releasing soon after.

BODY
LAMCUALCE:
“I'm not so sure |
want your hands
on my face.”

“This might not
be quite 5o bad.
Hmmmmm ...
Maybe you've got
something there.”

“Aaaah....

| appreciate the
way my head
feels relaxed
and supported.”
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How to do it: Stand on the left side
facing the horse’s withers. Your left hand
connects with the horse’s head on the ling
at the halter or the index and middle fin-
gers can hook in front of the “T" junction
of the halter. Make a soft fist with the
right hand and place it in the soft muscle
two to three fist lengths [depending on
the size of the horse) back from the paint
of the shoulder. Keep your feet slightly
apart, one ahead of the other. Begin by
pushing to meet the pressure that you feel
in the horse's shoulder. and notice the
horse’s reaction, Keep your back, hips and
knees relaxed, and allow a slight rotation
in the body. The rotation is right if press-
ing with the right hand and vice versa.

CONNECTED GROUNDWORK
The shoulder press

e

The most important part of the exercise is
the slow release of the pressure, as this
is the time that the horse is allowed to
find new ways of using himself and
change habitual bracing patterns. To
begin, count Press-2-3-4-Release-2-3-4-5
£-7-8 You can also hold the outside rein
or outside line in the pressing hand as this
further teaches the horse to release
into contact.

What to look for: signs of relaxation
and/or signs that the horse’s nervous sys-
tem is accepting the information. Does
the horse lower his head? Does he feel
softer and more pliable under your fist?
Does it seem to take very little pressure to
shift his weaight?

considered when the horse is moving
oras he changes in fitness.

“The longissimus dorsi muscle
needs w be able to ripple through the
body in motion to help 1ift the back
with every stride,” she said. “Most
of the time, either by the way we put
them on or the way they are designed,
saddles prevent the horse from lifting
his back. A back can’t function when
it's been squished and compressed by
a pinching saddle.”

MNow [ understood why Perle had
stopped using her back due to the tree-
less saddle’s shoulder compression.
As a result, there was no swing in her
gait, her stride was shortened and the
maore | squeezed her forward, the worse
she traveled. And because she is so
round and flat-backed, her only choice
to release the pent-up stress was (o
fling her head to the side, twirl her
neck around orwhirl. Happily, new
choices in saddling helped erase these
habitual patterns.

WOODSTAR PRODUCTS, INC.
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Bitting breakthroughs

Perle's propensity to "run through
the bit” was an outgrowth of her saddle
and balance issues, In the early months
of training, I rode her with a loose-
jawed, high-ported roller bit with
double reins. However, over time it
became increasingly clear to me that
she was becoming overbent to avoid the
bit. I knew that a change was in order.

I called Cummings for her insights,
“People don't understand that when
their body is tight or stiff, their contact
on the reins to the bit is also tight and
stiff. So when action is required, the
horse immediately feels more pull and
restriction rather than direction and
support. When you got tense, all Perle
did was lean into the roller bit and shut
down. And because she couldn't re-
lease from that stress, she started
breaking at her second cervical verte-
bra [C2] and going too deep. It was as if
you were constantly hitting the gas
pedal with the brakes on.

“When there Is an issue,” she con-
tinued, “people often go to a heavier bit
instead of looking at what is not work-
ing in the horse's spine and body and
asking, ‘'What part of the horse doesn't
have the freedom to move?” If they can't
stop a horse, they view it as disobedi-
ence rather than as an on-the-forehand,
out-of-balance issue,

“Sometimes when a horse is s0
stuck on the forehand—depending
on whether his issue is to go too deep
[below] or head high [above] —he can't
get his hind legs under him to stop,”
she added. “Then, if he opens his
mouth, his rider shuts it tight with
a cavesson or flash noseband, not
looking at whether he has bitting
or teeth issues orif the saddle is
already bugging him so he can't
move the hindquarters.”

One day | slipped a D-ring snaffle
into Perle’s mouth with a modified
Myler Comfort mouthpiece, which
wraps around the bars of the mouth

DELUXE

SU NSHADE

At TSC, you'll find everything
from animal feed to barn door
hardware, from equine supplies
to lawn and garden. Plus all
the other products, tools and
friendly advice you need to
‘support that rural lifestyle.

m THE STUFF YOU
HEEI] ouT HERE

rather than pinching them. She
immediately appeared to soften in
the jaw and temporomandibular
joint (TMI). I rode her for several
weeks in the snaffle. However, 1
wanted a little more than that for
trail work. I contacted Dale Myler

of the Myler Bit Company. He comes
from a family of bit makers who have
redesigned bits so the horse's mouth
is comfortable.

After discussing Perle's history,
Cummings' perspective and my own
needs, he recommended a Myler
Combination Bit, which combines a
hackamore and snaffle.

This bit appealed to me with its
promise of light, dispersed pressure
that rewards the horse for staying
light. | measured her mouth, and
Myler confirmed that Perle would
take a 4 ¥i-inch mouthpiece. We
settled on the low-port Comfort snaffle
with independent side movement and
short shanks.



CONNECTED GROUNDWORK
The heart-girth press

—_—

How to do it: Stand at the horse’s left
side with your feet one behind the other,
right foot ahead. Let your upper body bend
at the hips, maintain a relaxed back, hips
and knees.

Place your right arm against
the horse’s heart girth and allow the
weight of your body to rest against the
horse. Maintain this position for about
a minute and then slowly release.
Repeat this two or three times and notice
the changes.

What to look for: a softening
under your arm and a lowering of
the head. The weight shifts off the
forehand and the horse bends through the
rib cage.

This area is a major bracing point in the
horse's body. When braced, this area
encourages crookedness in the horse
and keeps him on the forehand.

When this area is tight, the horse’s
body becomes tense and he cannot lift
his back or come through from behind dur-
ing movement.

MNote: The exercises describad in

this article are excerpled from

Peggy Cummings’ new book,

Connected Groundwork |: Exercises

for Developing and Maintaining Freedom
of Movement and Self-Carriage,
available from Connected Enterprises, Inc.
{BO0-3T70-2192)

STALL KITS
WASH MATS
ROLL RUBBER

| 1-PC STABLE FLOORING

Proudly serving the stable industry for over 14 years. Contact us toda
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How does it work?

The Myler "Combo™ Bit works on
five pressure points: poll, nose, jaw,
bars and tongue, distributing about
20 percent of the pressure at each
location. “*The more places a bit or
hackamore works on a horse’s head,
the less pressure needs to be applied
to any one place,” Myler said. “The
Combo bit helps a horse come from
the withers and break [over] at the
poll. When you release your hands as
the horse is softening, she will find
where she is comfortable. The bit is
designed to reward your horse when
she lowers her head.”

After allowing Perle to get used to
the feel of the new bit from the ground
for three sessions, we took our first
ride. I found that with a very light
touch, Perle would round and take up
a connection. She would also leg yield
almost effortlessly. The first time |
rade her on the trail in the Combao bit,
she tried her old habit of whirling to

Call Alf Caldwell at 877-275-8253
or email alf@therubberman.com

Available in 10'x 10', 10'x 12" and 12'x 12"
NOW AVAILABLE FROM THERUBBERMAN.COM
When you need any type of stable flooring...
BUY DIRECT FROM US AND SAVE!

v for information and pricing!

LA Caldwell Company, Inc. = 6244 Old LaGrange Road, Unit & = Crestwoc
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the right. However, she met the bit's
resistance and her front feet came off
the ground a couple of inches as she
called a halt to the spin. This surprised
both of us. Perle had never shown any
propensity to rear, and she didn't
repeat the behavior.,

The Combination bit is effective
because *you can give your horse an
opportunity to find the hand before the
bit takes hold,” said Myler. Unless fit
ted very snugly, the bit first engages at
the nose, jaw and poll, giving the horse
an early warning signal before taking
hold of the tongue and bars, “This
gives you the opportunity to train vour
horse with your other aids so you're not
just handling her mouth. The bit's ac-
tion encourages the horse to be softer
in the mouth, to respond to the lightest
pressure. As your horse learns and
softens, you can release that pressure.”

Cummings predicted, “Once you
sort things out a bit more and have her
between your legs and your core, you

can go back to the snaffle. You won't
have to depend upon the split-second
support of a certain kind of bit. This
bit is a bridge. No bit is a total answer,
but you have to ride the horse you have
that day, that week or that month, Stress
makes everything tougher, and with
Perle, you did not know that Vou were
using vour muscles in stress, and she
was using her muscles in stress, and
you both ended up in a knot,”

ittle by little, | felt the knots

beginning to unravel. In testing
and evaluating saddles and bits, [ was
reminded of how “loud” my horse's
voice is and how strongly she registers
her opinions. Her “approval,” as this
story shows, manifests as what some
might call simply greater obedience,
but I feel more profoundly | am learn-
Ing to listen to her and to work with
her on a deeper level of partnership.

I recall the words of an instructor
who often reminds her students that

when our horses are trying to tell us
something, we need to listen to their
whispers before they escalate into a
shout. Although some horses are stoic
(or perhaps resigned or simply shut
down from vears of discomfort) and
others very expressive, we need to tune
in to their messages.

“If you had focused only on Perle's
issues, you would be looking at it as
bad behavior, never understanding that
she was trying to communicate that
she was in discomfort in some way,"
Cummings said. “She was saying, ‘I'm
in discomfort and I'm out of balance!”
Looking at the big picture reveals what
pieces of the equation need attention.”

Solving the saddle and bitting
dilemmas opened whole new vistas of
possibilities. T felt that [ was becoming
more of a partner with Perle and she, In
turn, was better able to listen and re-
spond to my requests. Our dance steps
were beginning to be connected, &

Mext: Dental matters
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