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Our trainer
Farah DeJohnette is 

an American 
trainer  
who has 
developed 
her own 
brand of 

horsemanship that 
includes liberty work, 
in-hand training with a 
headcollar or bitless 
bridle, and under 
saddle. Her experience 
spans many disciplines 
and while she has 
trained to a high level 
in dressage, she works 
with all types of horse 
– regardless of 
discipline – to help 
them be light and 
responsive. For more 
information, visit 
fdhorsemanship.com

Our equine 
pupil
Roo (Your My Bay 

Horse) is  
a nine-
year-old 
Irish Sport 
Horse 
eventing  
at 

Intermediate level 
with his owner, 
Charlotte Gee. She 
says: “I’ve never 
come across a fence 
that I didn’t think I’d 
be able to jump with 
Roo. I know that he’ll 
give it a go. He’s a 
real trier.”

PART THREE  In this feature. . .  ➤ Finding your horse’s weaknesses                     ➤ Easing tension in flatwork ➤ Improving stiffness  
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This month, Farah 
DeJohnette tunes into an 
event horse’s stiffness to 
help him loosen up
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Mind matters

How do you structure your 
horse’s flatwork sessions? Do 
you think about his 
weaknesses and furiously set 

about fixing them all in one session? 
Farah DeJohnette says the key to helping 
your horse become more supple, less 
tense and perform better is to think like a 
yoga instructor. Farah says: “Work with 
your horse’s weaknesses, using little 
movements to loosen him up. Listen to 
him when he’s telling you he’s stiff and 
work with him until he becomes more 
supple.” Farah continues...

First things first
When I first start to work with a horse, I 
like to do a baseline assessment. I have 
loosened Roo’s noseband so that it isn’t 
masking any tension and I can really see 
what triggers any head shaking or 
unsteadiness in the contact. I also take 
into consideration Roo’s age, his 
conformation, training level and any 
rehabilitation he is undergoing. Roo is in 
performance shape but I can see right 
away that he is quite tense, so that’s what 
we will work on today. 

PART THREE  In this feature. . .  ➤ Finding your horse’s weaknesses                     ➤ Easing tension in flatwork ➤ Improving stiffness  

Farah loosens  
Roo’s noseband so it 

isn’t masking  
any tension 
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Warming up
Charlotte tends to walk a lot when she starts out, 
but just on a loose rein. I want to give her some 
tools to help Roo warm up in walk. Lateral work 
will help to get him thinking about engaging his 
hindquarters. What I notice right away is that 
he’s pushing through the bridle a little bit and is 
a little bit curled up in his neck, resulting in him 
being slightly on the forehand. I want to start 
working with him to get Roo to stretch his neck 
out a little.

When we start thinking about engaging the 
hindquarters, our horses will start, too. I want 
Roo to start to push with his hindquarters and 
connect from back to front. This is actually a 
very relaxing posture for the horse – when his 
spine relaxes, he’s chemically calmer. This 
posture releases endorphins (feel-good 
chemicals) as opposed to a high outline, which 
releases adrenaline. When we connect and 
stretch the horse, it has a calming effect   
so I want Charlotte to allow Roo to stretch his 
neck out and encourage him to engage his 
hindquarters, connecting back to front. 

The rider’s seat can be very influential in 
establishing and maintaining connection. At first, 
Charlotte’s posture is like her horse’s – on the 
forehand! But as I get her to lift her sternum and 
relax her shoulders, she sits in a way that 
encourages Roo to use himself correctly. 

Your seat is a vital communication tool 
between you and your horse. On a turn, I 
encourage Charlotte to advance her outside seat 
bone towards her outside hand – and it works to 
create a lovely, sweeping turn. For a half-halt, all 
it takes is for Charlotte to move her hips towards 
her hands and close her legs around Roo. She’s 
established a new line of communication that is 

I want to see how horse and rider work as a 
team and enhance what they are doing, rather 
than look for a problem that isn’t there. I want 
Roo to be more relaxed, because when he 
relaxes he will be more athletic and that will 
help him do better in the dressage arena. 

The overall theme I’m seeing with Roo is 
that he tends to escalate his anxiety levels 
and tension. He’s a bit of a worrier, but 
because he’s an introvert, he probably 
internalises some of it and that’s not 
necessarily a good thing. I prefer horses who 
tell me what’s wrong.

I know he’s got incredible heart and 
Charlotte says he’ll jump anything. He’s learnt 
his job and all he wants to do is please her. 

Charlotte warms  
up under Farah’s 

watchful eye

really subtle, yet effective. The seat can regulate 
the tempo of the gait, engagement of the horse’s 
hind end and the direction of travel. It can be used 
to stabilise an unbalanced horse, too. Once your 
horse understands the cues from your seat, you 
will be able to quickly help him balance back onto 
his hindquarters in the showjumping, on the 
cross-country course and in your dressage test. 

When Roo comes a bit above the bit, I tell 
Charlotte to half-halt and Roo’s reaction gives us 
a bit of information. He starts fussing with his 
head and struggles to maintain consistency in his 
contact, but he hasn’t been ridden this way 
previously, so it will take practice.

Your seat  
is a vital 

communication 
tool 

Farah DeJohnette

‘‘ When Charlotte 

improves her posture, 
Roo does, too
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Ease the tension
Charlotte says that Roo can get a bit tense 
and anxious in the contact during the 
dressage. What’s more, Roo can also 
tend to run at the jumps when they get 
bigger – although he always tries. What I 
see is a horse who is quite stiff on his 
right side. As a result, he doesn’t have a 
lot of power coming from his right hindleg 
and he thinks that he needs to run faster to 
jump to create the power, rather than rocking 
back onto his hind end. It’s the same in the dressage 
– he can’t maintain his consistency as the tests get 
harder because he’s not physically able. 

Charlotte needs half-halt, using her seat to 
encourage Roo to power-up in his hindquarters, 
round his back and engage his abdominal muscles 
– this is connection. If she works to strengthen him in 
his dressage work, help him use his hind end and get 
him fitter, he won’t panic when faced with harder 
questions on the flat or over jumps. He’ll learn to stay 
more uphill in the canter. 

Circling to strengthen
After I adjust Charlotte’s position and get her 
communicating with Roo through her seat, I 
increase his flexibility with a 20-metre circle, 
spiralling in with the hindquarters slightly to the 
inside of the circle. This will start to stretch him 
through his topline a little bit more and help him 
push through with his hindquarters. We’re trying to 
get Roo connected from the very beginning of the 
ride instead of working up to it. I want Charlotte to 
play with Roo to see if she can get him tuned into 
her seat and legs. Through these exercises, I 
notice he’s a little bit weaker on his right hind. This 
spiralling exercise will get him more active behind 
because, with his haunches slightly to the inside of 
the circle, he’ll be stretching his hip flexors and 
driving the left hind into the circle on the right rein. 

As we work on his hindquarters spiralling in 
and out, I want Roo to come out in his neck and 
open up. If he gets a little bit low in his poll, I tell 
Charlotte to use her seat to get Roo to engage and 
then her leg to allow his hindquarters to come 
through under his body, flexing his back and 
connecting his hindquarters to his forehand. 

Roo has a tendency to get behind the vertical, 
curl up and close the angle between his head and 
his neck. That’s a dead giveaway for going on the 
forehand and also showing a of lack of 
connection. I want him to supple his left hind and 
use that power to propel himself forward. After a 
few repetitions, he becomes a little more ‘up’ in his 
outline and a little more balanced. Charlotte is 
used to riding Roo with his head and neck a little 
bit rounder and lower, but that’s hard for him. I 
want her to ride him with a little bit more of an 
open and elevated outline to begin with to get his 
hindleg active. 

When I see the resistance in the bridle, I see 
that he is stuck from behind the withers, not in the 
hand, meaning that he’s stuck in his hind end. 
Charlotte changes direction so I can assess 

Roo is quite stiff on 
his right side  

in-hand and ridden

whether the problem is on both sides, but it is 
evident that it is mainly on the right rein, where his 
right hind is failing to provide the power to hold 
him upright on the circle.

It’s like having a flat tyre on the right side – 
Charlotte is asking Roo to power off both legs 
equally, but for some reason he can’t. When she 
closes both legs around him, she wants an even 
amount of power coming through both hindlegs 
and when Roo can’t, he worries. That’s because he 
doesn’t have the strength to do what she’s asking. 

Roo stretches out 
and relaxes on  

the circle
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Crossing over
To help Roo become more supple, I suggest to 
Charlotte that she try a turn-on-the-forehand. 
He’s very tight in his hips – especially on the right 
side – so this exercise should help to loosen him 
up. When Charlotte attempts the movement, Roo 
steps out behind, shuffles with his hindleg and 
avoids crossing his legs under him. I use this 
exercise as much to diagnose any weaknesses as 
to strengthen the horse. His reluctance to cross 
his hindlegs is telling me that he doesn’t want to 
carry weight on his right hind. This tendency 
carries through to the walk, trot and canter, 
resulting in a habit of not engaging his hindleg. It 
means that Roo’s losing 50% of his power. 

I ask Charlotte to try the exercise for three 
revolutions to see if he will work out of the 
stiffness. He does one good step under but he’s 
also travelling sideways, not pivoting on the spot. 
The sideways movement is as a result of the 
shoulders travelling sideways, pulling Charlotte 
through the movement. These are all little flags I 
pick up on, using this exercise as a magnifying 
glass of what’s happening in general. 

I’m trying to bring awareness to what’s 
happening. Roo’s saying, ‘You can’t ask for my 
right hind – my right hip is stiff.’ He’s not working 
out of it so easily – he’s protecting his right side. 
What’s more, Roo’s head is tossing, telling me that 
Charlotte is really getting to the root of the 
problem. At this point in the session, Roo still 
hasn’t improved in his stiffness, so I’m inclined to 
leave it because it’s not getting better with work. I 
would also suggest that your vet have a look at 
him to see if an equine physiotherapist could help.

I call dressage ‘horse yoga’ because it can 
calm the body and the mind when it’s done 
thoughtfully and carefully, listening to the 
horse and taking it slow if he’s struggling.  

As you ride your horse, think like a yoga 
instructor. Use exercises to help him become 
more flexible, but make sure you listen to his 
feedback. If he’s resisting you, he’s usually not 
trying to be naughty – he’s simply saying ‘This 
is hard!’. A lot of people ride movements 
without thinking of the gymnastic benefit of 
them. But when it comes down to it, targeting 
your horse’s weaknesses with small 
movements in a non-confrontational and 
sympathetic way is a great way to build 
connection, strength and your relationship.

Instead of just walking around and around 
to warm up, I want Charlotte to target Roo’s 
stiffness. He’s stiffer on the right, but I don’t 
want her to only work on the right rein. 
Changes of direction and bend will ease the 
tension and help Charlotte to develop her 
communication from her seat. 

At first, when Charlotte goes to change the 
rein and bend in a figure of eight, Roo 
changes the bend through his 
neck and not the middle of 
his body. I want her to initiate 
the change from the middle 
of his body, because that will 
help him supple his spine. I 
want her to ride the middle 
of the horse, keeping him 
focused on her seat and leg 
aids. After a few tries, Roo 
is slowly starting to 
understand and his outline 
becomes much softer than 
when he started. 

Charlotte can 
incorporate a little bit 
of leg-yield into the 
new bend to get Roo 
thinking about lifting 
his ribs. Finally, when 
she feels that Roo is 
carrying himself and 
creating the power from 
his hind end, Charlotte is 
quiet with her aids. That 
will help Roo to relax 
because he feels that he 
understands what 
Charlotte is asking.

Horse
yoga

TRY 
SOME

Roo is reluctant to 
cross his hindlegs 

suggesting stiffness

Roo is tense...

...but relaxes

into a soft
outline
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HHH Rate this feature
Go to tinyurl.com/RateDec14 for a chance to 
win a Mountain Horse Crew jacket (see p9).

If you have a stiff horse like Roo, 
here is some advice from Farah  
on how to improve, supple and 
achieve connection. 
l Listen to your horse Does he 
swish his tail or toss his head when 
you ask him to move a certain way? 
Try to tune in on where he may be 
stiff by looking at the feedback he’s 
giving you through your work. 
l Use your warm-up 
constructively Walking around is 
great, but through exercises such as 
a spiralling circle, lateral work and 
changes of bend, you can start to 
make your horse more supple and 
responsive to your aids. 
l Are you using your seat? It’s 
your main communication tool, so 
use it! Bring your outside seat bone  
forward to initiate a turn or bring 

both seatbones forward and close 
your leg for a half-halt. This will 
help develop connection. 
l When you change the bend, 
does your horse change through 
the middle of his body? Roo 
changed through his neck, to avoid 
engaging his hindquarters. If that 
sounds like your horse, do a 
leg-yield into the new bend to lift  
his ribcage. 
l A turn-on-the-forehand is a 
great way to supple your horse’s 
stiff hip flexors If he shuffles steps 
backward or uses his shoulder to 
step sideways and evades crossing 
his hindlegs that means he’s 
reluctant to engage his hind end. 
Chip away at the stiffness, but if 
your horse doesn’t improve with 
suppling work, speak to your vet.

Mind matters

Working through stiffness

Roo engages his 
abdominals to cross 

his left hind over

It’s like having a flat tyre on the 
right side – he can’t power off  

both legs equally
Farah DeJohnette

Bring the awareness  
to his stiffness
Another great way to work with your horse is on 
the ground. A lot of riders tend to work around the 
horse’s space without thinking about where they 
are or how their body is influencing the horse’s 
movement. Horses respond to what we’re doing 
without even knowing it. I use a bitless bridle, but 
you can work at liberty, in a headcollar or with 
your normal bridle. I want to get the feeling that I 
am riding the horse from the ground. This gives 
me a lot of information about the ridden horse – if 
he’s heavy in the hand on the ground, it probably 
corresponds to his ridden work. I want to try to 
adjust him and bring him into balance until I feel 
that he is light. 

I position myself towards Roo’s hindquarters to 
help free up this area. When I face him and come 
into his space, he automatically rocks back. When 
you become conscious of doing these things, the 
cues become effortless and you can achieve real 
harmony with your horse. Roo doesn’t struggle to 
understand me – the only thing he’s struggling 
with is his own stiffness. 

I want to change his pattern of stiffness, so I’m 
encouraging him to do a turn-on-the-forehand 
and haunches on the ground. The first step 
towards a more supple horse is to have him 
understand the movement I’m looking for from 
him. If he understands the movement, then he will 
try to do it but if I have to make him do it 
manually, then he never becomes aware of his 
body. I’m retraining his muscle memory from one 
way of holding himself to another. I’m looking for 
the smallest movement in the right direction and 
building on that over time. Once Charlotte can 
achieve understanding from Roo, he’ll become a 
more supple horse. Through listening to  
your horse and by using exercises, you can  
create a more supple horse and a stronger 
partnership, too.


