The Balance Rein

Have you ever ridden a horse who sucks back from the
rein? Comes above or behind the bit; shies or jigs on the
trail? A TTEAM tool that can be readily used to help these
and other riding situations is the Balance Rein. For years
many people have used a neck strap or stirrup leather when
teaching beginners to jump. Linda has designed a balance
rein that combines a rein — for ease of holding and a rope to
give a broader contact on the horse and weight to help it
hang in place.

The Balance Rein can be used with any bridle and acts like
a second rein except that it lies around the base of the
horse’s neck instead of coming from the bridle. The effects
are usually immediate. It helps with horses that;

Are above the bit

Pull on the reins

Suck back behind the vertical

Have difficulty slowing down

Shy on the trail

Jig

Rush fences when jumping

Shorten the neck when ridden on contact

Are out of balance

Stumble or trip

Rush downhill

Are learning to back

Are being started under saddle
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Riders benefit as well from the Balance Rein:
e Prevents a rider from balancing off the horse’s mouth
¢ Keeps hands quiet and steady

How To Use the Balance Rein

The balance rein sits at the base of the neck and is held as a
second rein. The proportional contact on the balance rein
and the bit can be 50/50; 60/40 or 40/60. The light pressure
on the base of the neck helps to trigger the ‘seeking reflex”,
a passive muscle which encourages the withers to lift and
the neck to telescope from the
withers to the poll. The seeking
reflex is the third part in the ‘ring
of muscles’, which must be acti-
vated to achieve engagement.
- This helps horses who have a ten-
~ dency to brace at the base of the
__ neck.

The Balance Rein should not be
held against the horse’s neck with
steady contact or it may invite the
horse to lean or brace more. Hav-
ing one to three fingers in between
Photo 1: Shows one way to hold the balance rope— the bit rein is
around the little finger and the balance rope in the index finger.

By Robyn Hood

the balance rein and bit rein will allow you to differentiate the
use of the reins. Use the balance rein with an ‘ask and release’
signal in a slightly diagonal direction following the angle of
the horse’s shoulder, rather than a backward direction - the
rebalance comes on the release not the ask.

Why Use the Balance Rein

There are horses who are fine if you give them a loose rein
but as soon as any contact is taken they come above the bit.
Many people interpret this response as ‘resistance’ to contact.
It is our experience that there is a physiological response
rather than just a psychological response. When contact is
taken that causes a backward pull, the neck shortens and tight-
ens which then tightens the back and hindquarters- this can
trigger the flight instinct and may also cause discomfort. The
balance rein helps teach the rider to maintain her own bal-
ance, which prevents pulling on the reins and helps to ‘show’
the horse a posture that will be more functional and comfort-
able.

Photos 2 & 3: Top photo without the balance rein, the horse is
strung out and above the bit.

Bottom photo: with chained balance rein the horse is lifting his
withers and back and telescoping his neck from withers to the
poll.
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Photo 4: Shows going through the labyrinth using a flat rein as
the balance rein—the bit rein is loose and the signaling is coming
from the balance rein and the rider’s body. This horse has a ten-
dency to get behind the vertical and the balance rein helped to
release his neck.

Sucking behind the vertical has become more common as
many horses are ridden quite ‘deep’ in an effort to either
prevent shying or to stretch their backs and encourage en-
gagement. Unfortunately the downside to the horse can be
tension in the poll, neck and pelvis. Once a horse has
learned to go behind the vertical it can be challenging to
undo it. The balance rein is very effective for this issue as
long as the rider uses a light, rather than steady pressure, on
the rein.

Horses who have difficulty with downward transitions are
often out of balance and falling forward, pulling on the
reins generally triggers the head to come up and the back to
drop. The balance rein helps signal the horse to shift his
weight off the forehand and steadies him without tightening
the horse’s neck and back.

Photo 5: Combining the Lindell with the Balance Rein helps
young horses learn to carry themselves in balance. In this photo
the Lindell rein is held on the outside of the little finger and the

Jigging can be frustrating because many horses suck their
neck’s back and get stronger if you use more rein. The bal-
ance rein steadies the horse from the chest, which encour-
ages him to stretch and round the neck and usually produces
a walk.
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Photo 6: Using a
balance rein can
help when
teaching a horse
to back - Mandy
has lightened
her seat and is
giving a diago-
nal up and back
signal on the
balance rein
along with a
signal on the bit.

Photo 7: This is
from the Let’s
Ride book and
shows the use of
the balance rein
to steady the
rider’s hand and
prevent balanc-
ing on the
horse’s mouth.

Young horses benefit from the connection between a signal
from their head, either with a Lindell or a bit, and the signal
of asking from the chest with the balance rein. This is
beneficial in teaching a horse to stop, lightly and in balance.

Horses who rush downhill are generally out of balance.
More contact on the rein may simply trigger a raised head
and dropped back. The balance rein, used with a 60/40
percent ration with the balance rein helps encourage more
hindquarter engagement, which shows horses how to nego-
tiate down hills.

Horses with a tendency to pull on the reins stop pulling in a
matter of minutes with the second ‘rein’ around the base of
the neck. One of our practitioners was taking a jumping
lesson on a horse who was known for rushing fences. After
several jumps she asked the instructor if she could use a
balance rein. As she approached the jump she was able to
steady the horse using a light contact on the balance rein —
the horse was more ratable, his head was lower and he was
much steadier.

Teaching a horse to back using the balance rein helps avoid
a raised head and dropped back posture which sometimes
happens.

Shying horses are generally tense in the neck and back.
The more the rider takes contact the worse this can be.
Maintaining a light contact with the balance rein allows the
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rider to have less contact on the bit, the horse will be more
relaxed and the rider can still feel safe.

The balance rein can help the rider avoid balancing on the
horse’s mouth as she is developing an independent seat.

Case history

The last Dressage Symposium that Dr. Reiner Klimke gave
before he died was in Los Angeles. Linda and a group of
practitioners used TTEAM with the horses and riders before
and between their lessons with Dr. Klimke. One of the rid-
ers, whose horse had a strong tendency to come behind the
vertical while rushing forward, had her warm-up shortened
due to a photo session. We gave her a balance rein to use
while warming up and she found such an improvement she
asked Dr. Klimke if she could use it in the lesson. He
agreed and after watching the horse a few minutes com-
mented that the rider should use the balance rein for the
next few months during her warm-up because the change
was so dramatic. The horse opened his throatlatch, was no
longer behind the vertical and became much steadier and
less rushed in all his gaits.

Balance Rein Options

When we first started using the concept of the balance rein
in the 80’s we used either a single rope or a leather rein. As
time went on, and necessity dictated, we tried a variety of
variations and materials resulting in a number of choices.

In the 90’s Linda designed a balance rein that has a flat
rein with a 12 mm nylon rope. (shown in photo 5) It has the
advantage of having a flat rein that is easy for the rider to
hold combined with a rope which gives some weight so it
hangs around the base of the horse’s neck. This makes it
easier to move up the horse’s neck a bit if needed.

Rope balance rein: we also use climbing rope — either 7
mm chained (as beginning crochet) or 9 mm as a single
rope (shown photo 1); or you can make one using a rein or
lead rope. Most people have an old rein or martingale strap
somewhere in their barn. You can simply tie the rein
around the horse’s neck so that it can be picked up as a sec-
ond rein without having it drop too low and getting caught
on the horse’s shoulder should you let it go.

You can make a balance rope from a 7-8’ lead rope from
which the snap is gone or a piece of climbing rope. Tie the
ends together around the horses neck with enough length to
allow you to hold it as a rein. If the rope is too thick it may
be difficult to hold.

The balance rein/ rope has made a significant difference to
many horses and people. The next time you ride try it and
see what happens.
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