but important place in a horse’s body called the poll.

Jam-packed with nerve endings, acupressure points,
and delicate bones, this sensitive area right behind a horse’s
ears allows his head to pivot left or right for lateral flexion,
and up or down for vertical flexion. Ask for flexion incor-
rectly, and it can have a cascading, and harmful effect on
any horse, including the western performance horse.

| ateral and vertical flexion happen in a relatively tiny

The Feeling of Flexion

Lynn Palm is a noted author and clinician, celebrating
40 years in the horse world this year. Well-known for her
work with Quarter Horses, Lynn is also an accomplished
rider and competitor. She recently partnered with Al
Dunning to produce Western Dressage, a DVD that brings
dressage training to the western world for enhanced results
based on a horse’s natural abilities. Palm feels that flexion is
a subject that's frequently misunderstood in western circles.

In western circles there is an emphasis
on headset, but instead of pulling on
the front end to achieve it, it's better
to understand the horse’s anatomy and
mechanics, and to achieve that headset
through engaging the hind legs.

“For me, lateral flexion is the degree in which the
horse’s head moves left or right as a part of the horse’s
whole body when bending for curving lines or turns, but it's
not simply bending the neck,” she says, pointing out that

By Lisa Kemp

the primarily western tradition of “suppling,” or bending a
horse’s neck in order to stretch and strengthen its muscles,
is frequently to blame for that erroneous belief. “Riders
think that to supple a horse, you have to bring the horse’s
head all the way around to the barrel; however, physically,
it's very difficult for a horse to do that.”

Be the Horse

In an exercise from her new book due out later this
year, Palm says a rider can experience what the horse does
by “being the horse” — getting on the ground on hands and
knees, with your arms representing the horse’s front legs
and your legs representing the horse’s rear legs. Then, move
your head and neck in exactly the way you're asking the
horse to, noticing where your body curves and where your
weight shifts. §

“If you pull your own head to the right, you'll feel
more weight down your right arm, and your hips will
want to move to the left to compensate,” says Palm. “For
a horse, if you're pulling their head and neck to the right,
more weight goes to their right or inside front leg, and
their hindquarters will swing to the outside to compensate
and balance themselves. When this happens, you take the
hind legs away from underneath the horse, and they can’t
engage, or have the power and proper balance in order to
collect,” she says.

The Correct Way to Flex

Instead of a neck-only bend, Palm says the goal is to
have the horse’s head flex inward, or curve in a light arc
with his entire body, like a banana. Asking a horse to main-
tain the unbalanced position caused by severely bending
the neck and head can result in physical soreness and/or
mental resistance.

Palm reports a similar thing happens when asking for
vertical flexion or bringing the nose inward. “To achieve
vertical flexion, the horse “breaks” or flexes at the poll. To
do this correctly, the horse has to be able to flex properly
from the poll, meaning he’s able to flex only the head to
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