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PERLE’S PROGRESS:
“"BABY STEPS”

n the first installment (EQUUS

312) we introduced Perle, a 7-

yearold Arabian mare with a

penchant for mischief born of
genetics, conformation and intelli-
gence, Her difficult undersaddfe
behaviors arose from habitual
patterns of bracing, barging and
resisting, often by whirling to the
right. Peggy Cummings, a clinician based in Lebanon,
Oregon, used her biologically grounded system of
exercises called Connected Riding® to diagnose the
roois of Perle's resistances and began the process of
reeducation. In this installment, owner Bobbie
Lieberman practices the specialized ground exercises
that help Perle release her defensive postures and dis-
covers how her own position in the saddle affects
equine movement,

ummings said we would be sesing “little snip-
Cpc[s" of progress in Perle, and early on, I got my
own lesson in appreciating small changes. On January
1, 2003, I fractured the distal radius” in my left arm
just above the wrist (and no, I didn’t fall off my horse).
As the bone healed, | slowly regained the ability to
buckle my horse'’s halter, squeeze a grapefruit, tie my
own shoelaces, tear open a wrapper. Simple routines
once taken for granted became little victories on the
path to wholeness,

Now I understood the importance of “baby steps”
in our training programs. “When horses are taught
new material in small increments with frequent
breaks, they are able to process more information,”
Cummings told me in our second session. “The brain
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In this second in a
series, clinician Pegg‘f the learning steps: ohserving, feel-
Cummings turns
habitual stiffness into
fluid movement in
both horse and rider,

e

By Bobbie
Lieberman

has to have time to go through all of

ing, thinking, integrating, under-
standing. If horses are drilled or
pushed to the point of being over-
whelmed, they can't go through the
learning steps, increasing the like-
lihood of evasions.”

Perle was a Jekyll-and-Hyde
personality. Sometimes she would lead the way on
the trail ignoring scary objects, and on other occa-
sions (often linked to her estrous cycle) she'd be so
difficult that I questioned the wisdom of going on
with her. *“Which Perle do you
want?" Cummings asked me.
“The one who is angry,
cranky and so out of balance
that many would perceive her
as willful? Or the one who
releases with softened eyes,
taking deep breaths, licking
and chewing?” Fortunately,
glimpses of the latter Perle,
along with Cummings’ coaching,
gave me the courage to continue,
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Like a flat basketball
Horses shut down key areas of movement—
the jaw, poll, withers, shoulders and hind
end-in their protective postures. “When
people say that a horse is dull to the leg, has
a lazy walk, is balky or tends to balt, it
means that a particular area is stuck,”
Cummings explained.



PAINTING A
PICTURE

Az | lead Perle in a
simple S-curve with one
hand, she is focused
and accepting. “She is
releasing through her
body and letting herself
be flexible,” explains
Cummings. “You have
just ounces in your
hand; you're not

pulling or pushing her;
she is totally soft in
your hand, and able to
stop in balance to a
light signal.”

Perle releases through
the poll and shoulder
and lowers her head in
response to a light
signal. "This paints a
picture of a different
Perle,” says Cummings.
“She is happy!”
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My mare was literally locked on the forehand,
most notably in the withers, pectoral® muscles and
base of the neck. During the second session, Cum-
mings placed her whole lower arm against Perle’s rib
cage in what she calls a heartgirth press and leaned
her full body weight at an angle for several seconds
before slowly releasing the pressure. The exercise
“unlocks” the rib cage for deeper breathing and al-
lows the horse to rock back on the haunches and shift
weight to the other side. Perle’s first response to the
heart-girth press was to brace her left foreleg and rib
cage against Cummings’ flattened arm.

“It's like leaning against a granite statue,” Cum-
mings commented. “Movement is not coming through
the body. Perle’s back is not lifting into the motion.
5he's like a flat basketball. When you dribble it, it
doesn't return the energy to your hand. Perle has the
ability to piaffe”, but right now you'd never know it."

Instead of locking and stiffening her forehand,
Cummings explained, the mare needed to experience
softening of the poll and following during changes of
direction. When her neck released forward instead of
stiffening and the inside shoulder lifted instead of
bracing or falling in, Perle would be able to shift her
weight from front to back, from down to up, and from
side to side with every stride.

Checks and rebalancing

Connected Groundwork exercises showed Perle
how to release and rebalance. As introduced in Part 1,
the cheek press reveals the extent to which a horse is
locked at the poll, either from being overbent and
behind the vertical or from going above the bit (Perle
used both evasions). It also reveals unequal lateral
flexibility: Perle would not yield her head to the left.
After several cheek presses, done at intervals to allow
her to process each request, she could release and let
her head softly rotate to the left.

Cheek delineation revealed Perle’s discomfort and
reactivity in the area between the head of the atlas®
bone and the top of the cheekbone. Again, she had
difficulty turning her head to the left and shook her
head in response to Cummings' tracing the line of
the cheekbone.

Perle did seek contact and appeared to enjoy
the firm manipulations Cummings calls caterpillars
performed along her tight crest and nuchal® ligament.
The rhythmic opening and closing of Cummings’
fingers from the base of the neck to the poll en-
couraged Perle to lower her head and telescope her
neck forward.

During S-curves, shallow serpentines that break up
habitual bracing patterns, Cummings showed me
how to stay light in the wrists and rotate my torso
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with each stride to remain in sync with Perle.

“When you are walking an S-curve using two hands,
as vou rotate toward the inside—away from the horse—
keep a light connection on the halter with one

hand and add pressure into the shoulder with the
other,” she advised. “Hold the wand [a dressage-

type whip] in your hand at the shoulder, so when

the shoulder starts sticking you can remind her hind
legs to keep walking.”

Cummings showed me a couple of two-handed
versions of the S-curve exercise:

1. Hold the lead rope close against the side of
a snug-fitting halter and place vour other fist on
the soft muscle about two hands’ width behind the
point of the shoulder. “The horse changes course
because your body movements change,” Cummings
explained. “You are not pushing or pulling the horse
through the turns. The horse changes the bend as
you change the rotation in your body. When going
left, your left hip is back; when going right, your left
hip is forward. In the beginning, the minute [ put my
fist on Perle's shoulder, she stopped, planted hersell
and tossed her head. We saw this pattern show up
repeatedly in trailer loading, saddling and coming
in from grazing.”

2. Using the same hand placement as above,
“press” the horse out to encourage stretching, curv-
ing and release through the rib cage. When leading
the horse through a curve from his left side, for ex-
ample, use your right fist to press out on the soft mus-
cle behind the point of the shoulder to accentuate the
curve in the horse's body. Keep your left hand light on
the halter and your back free and soft. After two or
three strides with pressure on, slowly soften or “melt”
the connection on the shoulder. This helps the horse
shift his weight backward and engage the hind end.
Both front and hind legs should cross over as he
yields from your hands.

I found two-handed leading from the off side a bit
of a challenge at first, given the weakness in my still-
healing left arm. Yet Cummings reemphasized the
importance of handling horses on both sides to bring
learning and awareness equally to the body. This was
especially true for Perle, given her habit of whirling to
the right.

Perle and [ serpentined our way around the farm
and down the driveway each day. The groundwork
provided an excellent way to connect and bond on
nonriding days along with producing the intended
physical improvements. These flowing in-hand
serpentines, plus halts and turns on the haunches,
would become Perle's core ground exercises, the ones
we returned to time after time to “lube the system”
before each session of mounted work.
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BEREAKIMG THE
PATTERM

Cummings does a heart-
girth press to begin
breaking up Perle’s
pattern of bracing on
the left and “sticking”
thraugh the rib cage.

When Cummings first
did an S-curve with two
hands, Perle resisted.
“In the beginning,

the minute | put my
second hand on Perle’s
shoulder, she stopped,
refused to move and
tossed her head.”
says the traingr,

(For information about
the rope configuration
Perle is wearing, go to
the first installment of
this series "Stuck in
Trouble,” EQUUS 312.)

After alternating this
gxercise with heart-
girth presses and cater-
pillars, Perle accepted
the contact with two
hands. Cummings holds
the lead at the side-
ring of the halter while
her fist rides the soft
muscle about two
hands’ width behind the
point of the shoulder.

| try S-curves with
two hands. “Perle is
totally accepting your
connection; your back
is soft with good
rotation in your body,”
says Cummings. "The
horse is between your
two hands, and she is
accepting and stepping
thraugh from behind.”

EQUUS 314 37




RELEASING AND
REBALANCING
Cummings shows me
the “surrounding leg™
“Keep your upper leg
soft and wide with a
clear bend in the knee,
let the knee be soft
and open, let the calf
maintain a connection to
the belly,” she says.

Cummings puts her hand
on my back and tells me
to “breathe into it.”

As | complied, |
experiencad the
sensation of melting or
releasing tension in that
area, which Cummings
calls "growing roots.”

Putting her hand on my
sternum and reposition-
ing my foot, Cummings
reminds me to soften,
lighten the torso {*float”]
and think fonward
“When a body is in the
middle, the horse’s
motion minutely
nscillates your upper
body a degree or two
on either side of the
vertical, and stability is
maintained because
the pelvis is in neutral
position,” she says.
“Being in the middle
helps the horse raise
the back, shift off the
farehand, and release
the poll and the base
of the neck.”
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Goodbye to the grip

Riding is a two-way partnership, and [ had my
own habitual bracing and balance problems to deal
with. Cummings described the exchange of tension
that was going on between me and my horse: [ would
tighten the muscles in my lower back and fall behind
the vertical; Perle would lean on her forehand, braced
and breathing shallowly. I would try to urge her for-
ward while actually inhibiting her movement, and
she would resist. I would grip with my thighs for
more security; Perle would tense in response. “Your
bracing pattern is feeding Perle's bracing pattern,”
Cummings told me. “It's physics.”

My tendency in stress was to tighten and hollow
my lower back in a posture she calls the "arched
equitator.” Another rider type, the “pocket sitter,”
does exactly the opposite, letting his sternum? col-
lapse and back bow outward. A third postural type is
the “gumby,” the rubbery rider with excessive torso
mobility. “Most of the time women riders need to
scoot their seat bones forward a sixteenth of an
inch,” Cummings says. “Men riders need to scoot
their seat bones back a sixteenth of an inch because
of the difference in the shape of the pelvis.”

So Cummings repositioned me the requisite one-
sixteenth of an inch forward in the saddle, moved my |
foot so the stirrup rested just behind the ball of the
foot—further back than 1 usually placed it-and had
me carry my foot level. Then she placed her flat hand
on the small of my back and asked me to breathe
into her hand. The sensation of melting or releasing
tension in that area allows the sacrum?® to sink, a
process she calls “growing roots.”

This neutral pelvis aligns the rider for tension-
free stability and security. [ alternated the neutral
pelvis and “arched equitator” posture several times
to really “get” the difference.

Staying plumb

Next, Cummings placed one hand on my sternum
and the other on my boot, reminding me to soften the
sternum, to *float” and think up and forward while
centering my motions on an imaginary plumb line.
“Feel how the motion of the horse automatically
buoys your body,” Cummings told me. “The body can
only rebalance effortlessly when it buoys evenly,
passing the plumb line like a pendulum.”

This helped me override my tendency to tighten
my chest and fall behind the vertical. “For a rider to
stay in the middle of the plumb ling, there has to be
an ongoing cycle of releasing the sternum and float
ing forward,” Cummings continued. “When you are
in neutral pelvis, the horse’s motion minutely oscil-
lates the upper body a degree or two on either side of
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the vertical, and stability is maintained. These tiny
excursions on both sides of the vertical help the
horse raise the back, shift off the forehand and re-
lease the poll and the base of the neck. It's a continu-
ous cycle of releasing and rebalancing.”

Cummings showed me how to sit on Perle like a
“frog on a ball” with a surrounding leg. “Keep your
upper leg soft and wide with a clear bend in the knee,
which remains soft and open,” she explained. “It feels
as though your calves are cuddling the belly.” The
time had come for me to let go of my old notions of
a secure, gripping seat and trust that “getting out
of Perle’s way™ would allow her to reciprocate with
better gaits and a happier attitude.

When I took Perle for a test ride around the
farm at a walk and trot, | experienced an entirely
new sensation. I could exhale easily and feel a light-
ness that was almost like floating. [ was no longer
relying on external torso muscles for support and
instead was allowing my core abdominal muscles
to effortlessly maintain my alignment and posture.
My legs, flowing along with Perle’s back and belly
movements, were now capable of independent motion
without muscular effort.

Riding with a neutral pelvis and eyes closed al-
lowed me to feel Perle reciprocating. With my elbows
bent and the grip gone out of my thighs, we achieved
some effortless trots and halts. The next morning,
Perle was quiet in the cross ties, able to follow my
hand without flinging her head and generally peace-
ful. She stepped sideways and backward on cue with-
out collapsing “like a spaghetti strand,” as Cummings
described it. By the second ride, her stride became
even maore fluid, and she trotted willingly for longer
periods without complaining or balking.

Although the changes were already apparent, it
would take time for both of us to integrate the new
neurclogical information. I had to trust that it was
ultimately safer and infinitely more effective to ride
“thinking wide in the thighs” with surrounding legs.
[t was a concept that would change my riding forever.
And, most important, | was now optimistic about
Perle's future as a riding horse.

efore Cummings caught the next flight out of

San Diegp, she left me with one more piece of
wisdom: “Each time you find the connection, you are
creating a new pattern that will strengthen over
time,” she told me, “and your horse is building the
muscles of self-carriage, giving her the strength to
carry you, the rider. Finding the connection again
becomes easier, and it's maintained longer each time.
Savor your accomplishments.” @

Next: Unlocking Perle’s Secrets
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OPEMING UP
Cummings shows me a
hip-opening exercise. “This
position enables you to
feel your leg cuddled
around the belly and that
¥Ou can move it,” she says.
“The anly time it feels safe
is when the hips are open
and the back is released
and soft; if you are tight

in the back and hips or try
ta hang on with your legs,
it feels unsafe and
uncomfortable.”

| try the hip-opening exer-
cise in motion. “This exer-
cise teaches about springy
knees—the motion is com-
ing through them without
bracing,” comments
Cummings. “Your leg is in
a really good place.
Experimenting with lower-
ing the upper body on the
horse helps you find stabil-
ity in the lower leg and
release through the hips.
Perle’s inside hind leg is
coming under, she is step-
ping up into her prints; her
ears are forward and she
is releasing her body."

We try a trot. “Your leg
looks awesome, other than
your stirrup needs to be
behind the ball of the
foot,” observes

Cummings. “Your leg

can readily move and you
can access movement
when you need it. When
Perle starts to quit, you
can wiggle; it's right there,
in balance.”
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