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I have learned the value of working from the ground using 
my voice, breathing techniques and body language. When working 
under saddle my techniques of breathing have evolved to make it 
easier to achieve a deep and balanced seat. 

In this article, we will look into the importance of breathing 
and how it evokes such an effective response from the horse. 
Breathing is fundamental to life, a universal and common 
language for all living creatures. The baby is born and everyone 
waits for the new born to gasp for its fi rst breath, the beginning of 
a new life.

When we feel fear or tension, the fi rst symptom is a change in 
our pattern and rhythm of breathing. It becomes shallow and more 
rapid and causes changes in our posture and capability for free 
fl owing movement. Horses are creatures of fear and fl ight which 
means that they respond immediately to any form of threat by 
shallow breathing and tightening of the muscles. They have been 
created to sense and respond immediately to danger, which means 
that the horse is highly aware of changes in breathing pattern. 

I was taught this lesson, which I describe below, whilst riding 
my Andalusian stallion Delfi n.

HOW OUR BREATHING TECHNIQUES 
EVOLVED

This fundamental lesson, for me,  began on a very windy 
day whilst training on the hill tops of Exmoor in the south west 
of England. The mares in the adjoining fi eld were galloping and 
creating havoc, causing Delfi n, my stallion  to be totally distracted 
from any work.  His head was in the air and he strutted around like 
a peacock!  My leg aids and voice commands were useless and my 
stress levels rose. My frustration increased which only added to 
the electrical currents of energy fl owing through Delfi n’s mind and 
body. The fi ne tuning and telepathy, which I sought, had totally 
disappeared. Have you ever tried to tune a radio into a station with 
no aerial!!  This was my dilemma. I halted and felt his quivering 
energy ready to launch anywhere.

Almost without a thought I took a deep breath inwards, I 
suppose in exasperation, as I was totally lost for ideas.  Slowly, I 
remember breathing outwards and immediately I felt a change in 
Delfi n. The air released causing a fl ow of relaxation and energy 
through my body.  Delfi n responded immediately. I felt a slight 
loosening of his back muscles. He began to concentrate and walk 

forwards more calmly.  I leaned forward, stroked his neck and took 
a breath inwards, Delfi n came back to halt. I hadn’t planned this 
and felt it happen as an instinctive response.

I was, by then, extremely curious about the affect of the 
breathing on Delfi n so I repeated these techniques over and over 
again. He would move from halt to walk or walk to trot with 
every deep breath out and then respond by coming back down the 
transitions, with my deep inward breath.

I was amazed. He was concentrating on my breathing now 
and not on the mares or any other external infl uences.

Could these techniques work again?  Could they help me to 
communicate with any other horses, or was it just between Delfi n 
and myself? He is an extremely sensitive horse and maybe other 
horses would not pick up such subtle changes in the breathing 
patterns of the rider. 

The following day I was eager to repeat these techniques to 
see if I could gain a similar response. Yes, I was delighted, as the 
lessons were repeated, remembered and understood.

I wanted to explore further so I tried these techniques with 
my bay stallion, Maestu. He has a totally different outlook on life, 
being very laid back but quite assertive and dominant in nature. He 
can be quite grumpy if he is not the fi rst horse to be worked each 
day! 

Although Maestu is so very different in his nature from 
Delfi n, he quickly understood and responded to the same breathing 
patterns. This was a breakthrough in communications. I had 
understood the importance of the seat, but I never thought so 
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We can use our awareness of breathing 
to keep the motion of the horse in 

balance, both mentally and physically.  
Taking in a deep breath will re-balance 

the body. The breath outwards will relax 
the spine and send a ripple of motion 

through the seat.  The horse will feel this 
immediately and encourage him to move 

forwards with an energetic fl ow.
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deeply about my breathing. The following months led me to 
riding many horses, of every type and breed, in this same manner. 
Each one responded very quickly and I now believe this way of 
communicating is fundamental to our riding.

WHY BREATHING TECHNIQUES WORK

Our awareness of breathing can have a huge impact on us 
in every aspect of life. It will enable us to control and master our 
feelings of tension and stress. Our breathing comes naturally – life 
is breathing – so we do not consciously need to be concerned 
about breathing in order to do it. We can however, influence the 
way we breathe and this helps our body to develop better posture 
and more fluid movement. 

 When we breathe, there will be insufficient control over 
the important muscles of the abdominal area if we only breathe 
using the rib cage and chest muscles. If we inhale and exhale, 
using correct abdominal breathing, then a core of stability can be 
created. This will help us to locate our correct centre of gravity 
and balance.  

Place your hand, on your stomach and on the inward breath, it 
will feel like a balloon being blown up.  On the outward  breathe,  
the ‘balloon’ will feel deflated!

  The importance of breathing also applies to our horses in 
training. If they are relaxed and breathing deeply and rhythmically, 
they can support themselves and carry a rider with less strain. The 
body of the horse can operate with fluidity and mobility and not be 
disturbed by incorrect breathing and tension. The spine can relax 
and lengthen to support the movement.

BREATHING WITH OUR HORSE

The sequence of aids for an upward transition or more 
impulsion :

1.   Take in a deep breath followed by a slow exhalation     
      through to the abdomen
2.   Allow the seat to relax and mobilize (enhanced by 
the 
      deeper breath)
3.   Use of the legs
4.   Touch of the whip,   if required.
5.   Hands always ‘allowing’ (never restricting) the 
      forward movement. 

Our breathing will help to mobilize energy through the 
body and enhance our balance and posture.  There is no dramatic 
change to our communications but we are just refining them, in a 
way that the horse understands very well.

Classical Maestre,  Nuno Oliveira used to have an 
expression to help the rider understand how to feel with the 
hands. He said,   ‘the hands, they belong to the horse’.  With our 
concentration on balance and breathing, together with ‘allowing 
hands’ received by the mouth of the horse, we are truly learning 
horsemanship in the Classical tradition. 

BALANCE AND HARMONY

Once we have become aware of our techniques for breathing, 
we can begin the voyage of discovery in the more subtle 
communications with our horse. It is amazing how very quickly 
the horse will tune into our breathing.  This should not surprise 
us as he is blessed with incredible sensitivity and an excellent 
memory. 

To explore these ideas and see how they can influence our 
horse, we should commence our ridden work at the walk, then 
proceed slowly to take a deep breath inwards. Our body will 
expand and strengthen with the effect of re-balancing. When we 
breathe inwards we should open the chest from side to side (breath 
into the spine), not expanding and raising the rib cage. Check this 
out, by placing the hands on either side of the ribs and feel the 
expansion outwards rather than upwards. This is called lateral 
breathing.

When we take a deep inward breath, the forward energy flow 
is interrupted. The rider is re balanced, which in turn gives the 
signal to the horse to steady and engage. He will then take more 
of his body weight from behind, thus lightening and elevating the 
shoulders.

If he does not respond to the inward breath, then continue to 
lengthen your back and close your legs, around the horse’s side. 
Also indicate to the horse with the increased ‘feel’ with the fingers.

If the horse does not respond to these sensitive aids, we will 
have to re-enforce our commands with stronger body, hand and 
leg aids. If we continue to maintain this order of communications 
then very quickly the horse will respond to the more sensitive 
aid. In this way he will learn to avoid the stronger leg and 
hand.  Horses prefer the ‘less is more’ approach and if we are 
consistent and dependable with our directions he will seek to 
please with the minimum of confrontation. We are responsible for 

The horse is an animal preferring more 
sensitive communications, so if he is taught 
in this sequence, he will soon learn to 
respond from just a breath. The horse is an 
animal with fear and flight instinct and in 
this way we can use his extreme sensitivity 
to work with us. He will prefer to avoid 
the stronger aids and will become more 
comfortable and relaxed. There will be 
times when he doesn’t listen so we need to 
be consistent in our teaching.
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the horse understanding our wishes and constant repetition and 
encouragement will be the key!

POWER OF BREATHING

The deeper inward breath will:-

Re-charge the body with vital energy 
Widen the chest
Lengthen the back
Lighten the seat

The outward breath will:-

Provide an energy flow through upper body which 
relaxes the rib cage
Relax and soften the lower back
Allow the seat and pelvis to respond and the release with
forward motion.

The half-halt is an aid taught to re-balance the rider and 
horse. This form of lateral breathing, if practiced correctly, will 
have the effect of re-balancing with minimal effort and maximum 

harmony. These breathing techniques can only help to refine our 
communications with our horse.

 We can use our awareness of breathing to keep the motion 
of the horse in balance, both mentally and physically.  Taking 
in a deep breath will re-balance the body. The breath outwards 
will relax the spine and send a ripple of motion through the seat.  
The horse will feel this immediately and encourage him to move 
forwards with an energetic flow.  

The horse is an animal preferring more sensitive 
communications, so if he is taught in this sequence, he will soon 
learn to respond from just a breath. The horse is an animal with 
fear and flight instinct and in this way we can use his extreme 
sensitivity to work with us. He will prefer to avoid the stronger 
aids and will become more comfortable and relaxed. There will 
be times when he doesn’t listen so we need to be consistent in our 
teaching.

 The same sequence of aids must be used, until the horse 
learns to become obedient to the lightest of communications, 
our breathing. We need to assert discipline but be quick with our 

I was introduced to a substantial bay six year old warmblood 
mare. She had been brought on quite quickly by an experienced 
show jumper and was bought by a young teenager who wanted her 
for competitive dressage and eventing. She was chosen her for her 
very kind, sweet nature and her enormous paces. When we look 
for good paces, we are not only looking for forward movement, 
but elevation and potential for ‘up hill’ movement,  particularly for 
more advanced dressage training.

I watched the mare for a while and she seemed to be taking 
a strong contact, lacking in response to the rider. She appeared 
very tense and almost too eager to want to please. She was over 
anxious and I thought that this was as a result of being brought on 
too quickly.

I then rode the mare to experience the feel she was offering 
and I talked through my techniques of breathing to the young rider. 
She looked extremely enthusiastic and agreed that I should try 
these ideas on Carla. I began by halting then took a deep breath 
outwards. She did not respond so I tapped her with my legs and 
she walked on. She was full of energy wanting to rush and pull at 
my arms. I wanted her to work forwards but I was also trying to 
ask for her to listen, and wait, thus calming her mind.

  I worked her on a circle to encourage her to take the outside 
rein contact correctly and to work away from my inside leg and 
hand. She was leaning to the inside of the circle with her weight 
and was not equally balanced. When the walk became more steady 

and relaxed, I asked for a trot using my deep, outward breath. She 
walked a little faster. I praised her and breathed outwards again 
and she responded by moving into a good trot rhythm. She felt the 
increased mobility in the seat and being a very sensitive mare she 
quickly responded with more energy. I tried to tune my breathing 
into her rhythm which helped my balance to ‘centre’ and Carla’s 
back began to lift and relax. I tried to breathe steadily which 
reflected in relaxation throughout my body and she slowly began 
to tune in. 

 She needed to engage more with her inside (left) hind leg 
so I turned my shoulders a little more into the circle (left shoulder 
back) to soften my inner thigh. This allowed Carla to feel my 
softer position and bring her left hind further underneath and begin 
to engage within the movement.

The lesson continued and Carla’s mood began slowly to calm 
and she listened with less anxiety. She took a more relaxed contact 
with my hand. When I felt the time was right I asked my pupil if 
she would like to ride Carla and feel the changes in her attitude. 
Her initial feeling was of more softness from the mare in her neck 
and back and she was more accepting of a gentle contact with the 
hand.

She also felt a more positive, steady  rhythm from her mare, 
who was showing a calmer attitude with more ability to wait for 
her instruction. Together they began to learn the feel of tuning in 
to each others thoughts.

CASE STUDY  -  TeachingCarla



rewards and praise when the horse responds.
Have you ever been out walking on a windy day? There 

can appear a momentary peace and calmness. A feeling of quiet 
anticipation, yet stillness surrounds you. Suddenly the wind rushes 
in, swirling through the branches of trees and whistling over the 
hedges. The power of the wind can be intense but then slowly it 
recedes to a gentle breeze.

 Breathing can be quite similar and vary from the deeper 
more forceful breathe to the barely perceived whisper. If you 
watch a herd of horses the wind can dramatically change their 
mood from being totally relaxed to a feeling of apprehension. 
The wind is an invisible force yet a source of great power. The 
power and awareness of breathing can also bring about a dramatic 
reaction and awaken a deeper response from our horse. 

THE GOLDEN TOOL – FOR THE 
COMPETITION RIDER

It is now common practice for the competitive rider to use 
sports physiotherapists to help to cope with the more stressful 
environment of the competition arena.

Some riders will find competition stimulating, others may feel 
that competition is necessary to prove the progress of the training 
at home. All this addresses the needs and feelings of  the rider. The 
horse, however, will have to find his own level of tolerance when 
on the competition circuit.

Our techniques of breathing can really benefit not only the 
rider, but also the horse. The deeper awareness and practice of 
this style of breathing will immediately help the rider to become 
more at one with his horse. The horse can immediately tune in to 
the relaxed, effective breathing which will help him to listen to 
his rider more effectively. When all around the horse is potential 
excitement, his ‘herd leader’ will be communicating feelings of 
calm which will help him to relax and concentrate on the riders 
aids.

The rider will find these communications invaluable when 
warming up for a competition and also when riding the test itself.  
It is difficult to obtain the same quality of communications in a 
competition atmosphere as you can develop at home working 
quietly with few distractions.

 These techniques should help both horse and rider to keep 
relaxed and focused on their work. The aim of competition is to 
demonstrate the level of training achieved in the partnership of 
both horse and rider. The judge will be looking for harmonious, 
invisible aids and the application of these techniques can produce 
a more artistic combination of horse and rider, working together,  
as ‘one’.

Relationships between people may be harmonious under 
normal circumstances but strain can appear if the stresses of 
life become too much. It then takes more effort to listen and 
communicate. I think this applies with our horses and in more 
tense situations the horse will look to us for his guidance and 
leadership.

We not only want to be able to listen to our horse but we need 

to get to a point where he wishes to listen to us! This relationship 
can only be built over a period of time through repetition, trust and 
a bond of listening and responding.

On arrival at a competition, the horse will be aware of the 
body language and breathing of his rider, even if the individual is 
totally oblivious to the signals he is giving. We need to become 
more aware of the signals we give the horse. 

I have a client, competing with a strong minded warm blood 
horse and she felt he was becoming too dominant. The problems 
began from the ground where he was forceful with his body 
language and lacked respect for his rider. His attitude to their 
relationship was taken into the ridden work and thus the battle for 
supremacy became fraught with problems for the rider. 

When you can experience the feeling of the horse responding 
to your breath, or just a deep sigh, there is a deep emotional 
response and understanding which can never be felt from a 
strong, abusive language.  If our horse is prepared to listen to such 
whispers for instruction, there is an exciting future for both man 
and horse to creatively learn more about each other.
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