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The key to a horse’s longevity 
is riding him in balance.

By Beth Baumert D
ressage horses often live long, healthy lives—

especially when ridden by riders who have a feel 

for balance. In fact, the best thing you can do for 

your horse’s health and longevity is to ride him 

in a way that’s friendly to his body—in a way 
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that makes him stronger 

instead of stressing 

him out. That means 

riding him in balance 

because tension and 

stress are inevitable 

when your horse is 

out of balance. When 

in balance, your horse 

is free to move forward in 

rhythm, with suppleness, 

reaching for the bit—all 

without tension. 

Horses have a few innate balance is-

sues even without the weight of a rider, 

and the successful rider is always manag-

ing those issues. Two of the balance 

issues are longitudinal, or back to front.

Back-to-Front Balance Issues
First, the horse by nature is inclined to 

be more eager with the forehand than 

the hindquarters. As a result, the fore-

hand and the hindquarters aren’t always 

coordinated with one another. When 

you ask your horse to do an upward 

transition from halt to walk, walk to trot 

or trot to canter, what happens? Does 

your horse give you a whole-bodied re-

sponse in the upward transition or is he 

inclined to initiate movement with just 

his front end? If you’re like most, your 

horse moves off with the front end and 

he is fairly unconscious about his hind 

end so it drags behind him as if it were 

a trailer behind the pulling front end. 

In fact, we can think of the front end as 

the “pulling engine” and the hind end 

as the “pushing engine.” 

When the pulling engine is domi-

nant in the moment of any upward 

transition, the horse covers a little more 

ground with the front end than with the 

hind end. As a direct result, the horse 

gets a bit long in the frame, hollow in 

the back (with the shoulders down) 

and sometimes unpleasant in the hand. 

When the hindquarters are the driving 

force, causing the horse to cover ground, 

it has the effect of lifting the forehand.

Likewise, check out your horse’s 

downward transitions. When going 

from canter to trot, trot to walk or 

walk to halt, what stops first? Often it 

is the hind end that quits as the front 

end keeps going. The result is the same 

sprawled horse who is hollow and tense 

in the back, on the forehand and un-

pleasant in the hand. 

Of course, the horse has an even 

more basic balance issue: He is innately 

built on the forehand because his rela-

tively large head and neck protrude off 

an otherwise table-like structure. 

The Solution
Half halts and transitions are the rider’s 

primary tools to improve the balance 

of the horse. With these tools, you will 

By nature, the horse is wider 
in his hips than he is in the 

shoulders. Left to his own devices, 
the horse’s wide thrust from 

behind is inclined to throw his 
weight onto the forehand. Under 

saddle, the rider can help her 
horse step under his center of 
gravity by narrowing the hind 

legs in shoulder-fore.
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gently and persistently teach your horse 

to respond with his back and hind-

quarters to your seat and leg aids. He 

shouldn’t respond with his front end 

first. You want his forehand to relax 

and wait a second so your horse doesn’t 

sprawl onto the forehand and you want 

your horse’s hind legs to work more ea-

gerly with you. 

But how do you want your horse’s 

hindquarters to work with you? It helps 

to be specific about what you want. Let’s 

look at the three things your horse’s 

hind leg does: 

1. It thrusts (off the ground), 

2. �then it reaches (ideally under your 

center of gravity),

3. �and finally it engages or carries 

weight appropriately for his training 

and strength. 

Decide what you want from your 

horse’s hindquarters. If you need more 

power, then you need more thrust. If 

the power is making your horse stiff, 

you need less thrust. If he pops his 

hindquarters off the ground or becomes 

crooked behind the saddle, he is avoid-

ing engagement. If he is crooked, you 

also need to refine the reach. Maybe 

you don’t necessarily want more reach, 

but you want him to reach to a specific 

place—under your center of gravity, 

instead of to the side. 

As I said, transitions and half halts 

help your horse’s coordination and bal-

ance. Let’s look at how each works.

Half Halts
Half halts balance your horse by helping 

him wait with his forehand and work 

more specifically with the hindquarters. 

The half halt is sometimes not under-

stood clearly because it can mean so 

many different things. For example, it 

can mean:

• �Balance under me in shoulder-fore 

right.

• �Balance under me in preparation for 

an extension.

• �Balance under me in the shape of a 

10-meter bend left.

• �Balance under me before this change 

of direction.

• �Balance under me in preparation to 

jump this fence.

And we could go on and on. A half 

halt means countless things, but it 

always means “balance under me” by 

waiting with the forehand and getting 

the hindquarters in a position to carry. 

The balance is best when the center of 

gravity of the rider is directly over the 

center of gravity of the horse and the 

horse steps with his inside hind foot 

directly under that point.  

Contrary to the mystifying reputa-

tion of half halts, anyone can do them. 

It’s true that the more experience you 

have, the more successful they will be, 

but the sooner you start, the better. 

Check out the sidebar “How to do a Half 

Halt” on page 6. Then try Exercise 2 on 

page 7 to improve your half halts.

Transitions
Transitions, like half halts, also ask your 

horse to “balance under me.” But, doing 

transitions with your horse might not 

help him much unless you understand 

why you are doing them and you are 

looking for the desired result. Here’s 

what you want to happen:

• �When downward transitions are 

successful, they give you the same 

result as the “whoa” portion of the 

half halt: They close the horse’s frame 

from behind and connect the rein aid 

to the hindquarters. Sometimes they 

also transfer weight from the front to 

the back. Downward transitions teach 

your horse to wait with the forehand 

and engage (by carrying weight 

appropriate to his level of strength and 

training) the hindquarters. 

• �Upward transitions teach your 

horse to thrust and reach with the 

inside hind leg under your center of 

gravity. Exercise 2 will improve the 

effectiveness of your transitions.

Lateral Balance
The balance of horses is also laterally 

challenged not only because they are 

inclined to be either left- or right-sided 

in the same way that people are either 

right- or left-handed. Also, horses are 

anatomically wider in the hindquarters 

than they are in the forehand. The 

horse’s wide hindquarters thrust his 

weight onto the forehand. Those wide 

hindquarters also mean he can’t track 

straight. As the horse moves on a 

straight line down the track, the inside 

hind leg is, without the help of an 

educated rider, traveling on a track of 

its own, closer to the inside of the arena 

than it should be. Because of the horse’s 

natural left- or right-handed (hoofed) 

situation, this is even more often the 

case when the horse is tracking right. 

Not only is the right hind leg not 

carrying its share of weight, the thrust 

of the right hind leg sends the horse’s 

shoulders off to the left, making the 

horse heavy in the left rein.

Horses are completely unable to 

fix this situation on their own. When 

they are well-educated, they can easily 

be straightened by an educated rider 

because they understand, but the horse 

will never volunteer to be straight. He 

The balance is best when the center of 
gravity of the rider is directly over the 

center of gravity of the horse ...
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How to Do a Half Halt

The rider’s half halt has three parts: Go, whoa and soften. 

These three parts ideally synchronize with the motion of 

the horse within each stride.

Go. The “go” part of your half halt is associated with 

the moment when your horse thrusts and reaches with his 

inside hind leg. Be sure that you feel the result of his thrust 

in your hand as your horse is stepping toward the bit and 

in front of your leg. He must reach for the bit, or the half 

halt can’t do its job of connecting the horse from front 

to back—and during the next phase, from back to front. 

My favorite image of this reaching from back to front is 

expressed through judge Janet Foy’s notion of the horse’s 

commitment to the bit. She says the energy from the hind 

legs, flowing through the horse’s topline, should reach the 

poll and “turn on the light.” When the horse is in front 

of the leg and going ideally, this imaginary light won’t 

flicker and threaten to go out during half halts. In other 

words, you should be able to half halt without compromis-

ing your horse’s commitment to the bit. When your horse 

reaches for the bit, he doesn’t simply draw on your hands. 

Rather, he draws on your seat and back and deepens your 

entire vertical self, which enables the next phase of the 

half halt.

Whoa. The “whoa” part of your half halt is associated 

with the horse’s engaging moment, when one of your 

horse’s hind legs is bent and his hoof is flat on the ground, 

carrying weight. This is the only moment when you can 

improve your horse’s balance by shifting more weight 

behind. The rein aid connects to the hindquarters and the 

weight shifts from the forehand to the hind leg that is on 

the ground. Here are the aids for the whoa portion of the 

half halt:

Your hands normally should follow your horse’s mouth 

in motion. During the brief whoa moment of the half halt, 

your reins stop following and, at the same time, your seat 

and leg close to ask the horse to come under behind. As a 

result, the weight from the forehand transfers to the hind 

leg that is on the ground. That hind leg is ideally stepping 

right underneath the rider’s seat. At the lower levels your 

half halt may only make a connection between the bit and 

your horse’s hindquarters, but later in your horse’s training 

you want to shift weight to the hindquarters, which will 

collect your horse. If your horse’s imaginary light bulb 

is flickering or threatening to go out, the whoa portion 

of your half halt needs more leg—or perhaps your hand 

has inadvertently come back. When used correctly, these 

aids don’t shorten the neck (which is a common problem 

resulting from too much rein aid); rather they close the 

horse’s frame by shortening his body behind the saddle. 

Soften. Finally, all of your aids soften. This softening 

doesn’t mean your aids turn to slack relaxation that aban-

dons the horse. Rather, all the rider’s aids, for a moment, 

give the horse breathing room. The rider’s position main-

tains its tone and its ability to channel the horse’s energy 

and perpetuate the horse’s motion in rhythm. The soften 

re-invites the go (thrust) of the next stride.

needs the rider’s help.

The Solution: It’s the rider’s first job 

to narrow the track of the inside hind 

so that it tracks behind the inside fore 

and then to further narrow it (to the 

left in this case in which the horse is 

tracking right) until it steps in the space 

between the horse’s front feet, which is 

ideally underneath the rider’s and the 

horse’s aligned center of gravity. As the 

horse narrows the inside hind leg to the 

left, it will, of course, be his inclination 

to accommodate with the outside hind 

by moving it to the left also, but you 

want that hind leg to continue tracking 

behind the outside hind to help carry 

the weight on the outside. 

This positioning of the horse is 

called shoulder-fore, which is not ex-

actly an exercise. It is the way the rider 

should always help the horse carry him-

self. The rider uses inside leg to outside 

rein with a guarding outside leg that 

prevents the haunches from stepping 

out. Riding in shoulder-fore is simply 

riding straight, and you want to do that 

all the time.

Try the exercises on page 7 and be 

patient but persistent. Enjoy the process 

because this balancing challenge is 

nothing like putting your car in drive 

and then applying the brake. It’s a lot 

harder than that. Help your horse to 

coordinate himself and your reward will 

be a healthy, sound, happy horse that 

has many useful years. 
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Walk straight into a mirror or have a friend or in-

structor stand directly in front of you as you walk 

straight toward him. Your friend doesn’t even need to 

be experienced. He just needs to give you feedback or 

video your horse walking on a straight line. 

1. �Flex your horse very slightly to the right (inside) 

and establish a connection between your inside leg 

to your outside rein. 

2. �Ask your horse to step with his inside (right) hind 

foot between the tracks of the two front feet. 

3. �The outside (left) hind foot should be invisible 

because it steps in the same track as the left fore. 

This may feel ridiculously difficult, but persist 

quietly. When you figure out how to do this, your 

horse will help you maintain it because he likes to be 

balanced at least as much as you do. Change direc-

tions and ride shoulder-fore left. Next do it in trot and 

in canter.

Exercise 1: Shoulder-fore

In this exercise, not only will you be doing half 

halts and transitions, you will be doing them in the 

shoulder-fore that you practiced in Exercise 1 and that 

you try to maintain in all your work. 

Plan to do transitions at predictable places such as A, B, 

C and E or R, S, V and P.

Your horse will start to anticipate the transition and he 

will also start to anticipate your suggestions as to how he 

does his transitions. Start with trot−walk−trot transitions.

1. �Begin in trot and start your half halts three to five 

strides before you actually want to do your transition 

to walk. Half halt like this: Stop following with your 

hands. Fix them and push with your seat and legs 

into your fixed hands. If that doesn’t work, close your 

fist and push into your fixed hand. Do it three to five 

times before you want your transition. Don’t let your 

horse drop out from underneath you and quit before 

you get to the letter. At the letter, walk.

2. �Analyze: Did he keep trotting with his hind legs with the 

same amount of energy during your half halts? Did he stay 

connected through the topline or did his shoulders drop? 

Stay in shoulder-fore and persist. This may not be some-

thing you can do well in a day, but it is worth persisting.

3. �Next, ask for an upward transition to trot. Be aware that 

he will want to start with the front legs. Ask him to start 

with the hind legs, which will have the effect of lifting 

the forehand. 

4. �Analyze: Did he move off with his whole body, or did 

the forehand 

initiate the 

transition? 

Exercise 2: Half Halts and Transitions

Beth Baumert has trained horses and riders from Training Level 

through Grand Prix in Columbia, Connecticut, and Loxahatchee, 

Florida. She is a USDF Certified Instructor and an “L” program 

graduate with distinction of the USDF judging program. Baumert 

is the author of When Two Spines Align: Dressage Dynamics, 

released in 2014 by Trafalgar Square Books. She was the 

technical editor for Dressage Today and is president/CEO of The 

Dressage Foundation.
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Your Horse’s 
Hocks
Understand some of the elements that affect 
hock health

By Mary H. Bell, VMD

F or the horse who competes in dressage, where hind-end engagement is 

a key to correct performance at all levels of competition, hock pain is a 

common and marked impediment. The significance, treatment and prog-

nosis depend on the source of the pain. Although prescreening can help 

identify some potential problems, no system is foolproof. Similar to the prevention 

of many sources of lameness, a conscientious system of horse development in the 

care, feeding and training is the best method of prevention and control.

The hock consists of 10 bones and four joints and is supported by several liga-

ments. The tibiotarsal joint is a ball-and-socket joint that has the largest range 

of motion. The other three joints are low-motion joints and serve as good shock 

absorbers. When the tibiotarsal (or tarsocrural) upper joint is inflamed, there is an 

increase in synovial fluid. The old-time horseman term for this is “bog spavin.” This 

is a vital joint for a performance horse, and swelling is often a sign of a problem. If 

that is something you notice, you should call your veterinarian to help you garner 

more information and provide you with treatment options.

The tibiotarsal joint is also a joint where osteochondritis dissecans (OCD) is 

commonly found. OCD is a developmental problem that affects joint cartilage and 

often affects the bone just beneath the cartilage. Normally, OCD is a condition 

that is identified in the young horse. The worst lesions are found early. These OCD 

lesions can be present without any lameness issues; however, when they are present 

and there is filling in the hock, surgical removal is the treatment of choice. Frag-

ments of bone and/or abnormal cartilage can break loose and result in joint inflam-

mation, and even if this has not caused issues in the past, it is wise to remove them 

from the high-end performance horse as they may eventually break loose with poor 

timing. Once they do break loose, resulting in inflammation, some people opt to 

put a band-aid on the issue by injecting the joint with corticosteroids or by using 

nonsteroidal anti-inflammatory products. However, this actually risks further dam-

age to the joint.

In the case of a horse who is lame due to an unknown cause, joint distension or 

enlargement, is usually indicative of a problem. It can be helpful for a veterinarian 

to use local anesthesia in the tibiotarsal joint to confirm the source of lameness 

before more in-depth surgery. Nothing is more discouraging than having a surgery 

done with rehabilitation time only to discover the lameness came from elsewhere. 

Hock anatomy: A. Fibular tarsal bone 
(calcaneus) B. Tibiotarsal (tarsocrural) 
joint C. Proximal intertarsal joint 
(PIT) D. Distal intertarsal joint (DIT) E. 
Tarsometatarsal joint (TMT)     
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In the absence of lameness or any sign 

of a radiographic lesion with a full 

component of radiographs, the joint 

can be drained and injected with a 

veterinarian’s choice of product and 

with a period of rest prescribed. It is not 

uncommon for some level of filling to 

return. The tibiotarsal joint frequently 

communicates with the next joint 

down, the proximal intertarsal (PIT) 

joint. The PIT joint is a less common 

source of lameness.

The most common sources of hock 

lameness in horses are the bottom two 

joints, the distal intertarsal (DIT) and 

the tarsometatarsal (TMT). These two 

joints have very little effect on the 

movement of the hock unless they are 

painful. If that is the case, the horse is 

very guarded in the movement of the 

hock. Usually, the lameness is most evi-

dent when he is under saddle and being 

asked to work. The horse with osteoar-

thritis of the lower joints may carry that 

hip higher during the swing and landing 

phase of the stride. Often he will leave 

the leg further behind when it is on the 

outside of a circle and have a markedly 

shortened anterior stride. These horses 

are usually quite positive to an upper-leg 

flexion test. Occasionally, pressure on 

the inside of the hock will be painful. 

Radiographic evidence of arthritis can 

be there in the absence of lameness, and 

lameness can be there in the absence of 

radiographic evidence. Some horses are 

perfectly normal on flexion.  

There are many avenues of treat-

ment for arthritis of the lower two 

hock joints. These include systemic 

anti-inflammatory drugs, intra-artic-

ular injection of the joints, systemic 

products that are considered to protect 

cartilage, magnetic therapy, shock-

wave therapy or laser therapy. Usually 

two or three of these treatments are 

used in combination.  

It is important that you address hock 

pain in your dressage horse. A change of 

movement as a result of hind-leg pain 

threatens both his other hind leg as 

well as his front legs. There are a variety 

of conclusions regarding the prognosis 

for a horse with hock pain. It has been 

my experience that, as long as there 

is no extensive radiographic change, 

hock pain stemming from the lower 

two joints can be controlled and can 

resolve. However, the greatest successes 

have been in cases where training has 

been appropriately modified or ancillary 

therapies such as magnetic hock boots 

are used. 

Some veterinarians, including myself, 

believe that frequent cortico-steroid injec-

tions of the tibiotarsal joint (three to five 

times a year) are partly responsible for 

tears at the origin of the high suspensory 

ligament. Some of the origin is included 

in the TMT joint. Micro-tears in the high 

suspensory occur regularly and heal 

regularly. When this area is frequently 

treated with a corticosteroid, the healing 

process is interrupted. There is not room 

in this article to address high-suspensory 

tears, but they can appear very similar to 

arthritis of the lower two hock joints.

How do you choose a young horse 

intended for dressage from the point 

of view of avoiding hock pain? There 

is some evidence that horses who are 

base-wide behind (where the hind 

fetlocks and feet point out marginally) 

are better able to engage for upper-level 

work. You must not confuse this with 

cow hocks that are actually predisposed 

to hock problems. There is evidence 

that a horse with a straighter hock 

angle has more longevity, so a sickle-

hocked conformation is not ideal. 

I consider radiographs to be an 

important tool in assessing the young 

horse. OCD lesions can be there in the 

absence of clinical signs and stalemate 

you later. There can also be radiograph-

ic signs that the lower hock bones did 

not ossify thoroughly and show signs 

of having been crushed in babyhood. 

Although horses with this problem 

are usually sickle-hocked, that is not 

always the case. 

A practice of a long warm-up—

about 15 minutes of walking—is always 

appropriate. Dressage is a system of 

progressive strength training, and a day 

or two per week of rest or light work 

is needed to allow for healing. Ensur-

ing that your horse has the strength to 

do the exercise being asked and is not 

asked to do it when he is too tired is 

the best protection for both joints and 

soft tissue. 

Mary H. Bell, VMD, is the past chair of the Equine Canada Health and Wel-
fare Committee. She is past chair of EC Medication Control Committee and co-
chair of the CFIA/EC initiative to develop a national equine biosecurity standard. 
She is also a licensed FEI Veterinary Delegate for dressage and jumpers and an 
FEI treating veterinarian. 

Dressage is a system of progressive strength 
training, and a day or two per week of rest or 

light work is needed to allow healing.  
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