
Find the Perfect Square
I ride lower-level dressage and am having trouble getting my horse to halt square. Can you give some pointers?
How can I feel the square halt?

By Sharon Biggs

Q.  I ride lower-level dressage and am having trouble getting my horse to halt square. Can you give some pointers? How
can I feel the square halt?

A. The halt is an important skill to master because not only do you need it for the obvious reason (to dismount), but it’s a
sign that your horse has good basics. A correct halt requires only soft contact, with the horse’s poll at the highest point; the
halt should be square, which means the horse’s hooves should form a perfect square—with a hoof at each corner. You
should also get a sense that the horse would move forward immediately when asked, rather than using the halt as an
excuse to shut down. All of this shows that the horse understands the concept of moving into both reins in balance. 

When your horse halts square, you’ll feel his weight evenly distributed under your seat bones. His hindquarters will seem
lower, and you’ll feel his hind legs underneath your seat. It will take a while to learn to feel all these cues. Leaning down to
check will probably knock your horse off balance, so ask a friend to tell you when the horse is square. You’ll soon develop a
feel. 

Many people incorrectly halt their horses by employing the hand brake method: pulling on the reins rather than driving the
horse into a softly restrained hand. Prepare for the halt with a few half-halts, remembering to use your back, seat and legs
into a closed hand. As the horse begins to halt, soften your hand. If you eliminate this final step, your horse will lean on your
hand. If schooled correctly, eventually your horse will become so tuned to your aids that he will need only a little bit of seat
and a soft, restraining hand to halt. 

If your horse is not engaged correctly, isn’t moving equally into the contact from both hind legs, or isn’t responding to your
seat and leg, he won’t halt square. An un-square halt can also be the fault of the rider using one leg more than the other. 

If the horse isn’t moving into both reins, you’ll feel an uneven contact. As you practice the halt, tap with your leg (and whip if
need be) on the side of the horse’s body where the rein feels heavy or empty. This will help encourage that lazy leg to step
under. Also, make sure that you aren’t forcing the horse off balance by sitting crooked. Look up as you halt to keep yourself
straight. 

Expert: Sharon Biggs is a frequent contributor to Horse Illustrated and a dressage instructor. She is the author of In One
Arena (Half Halt Press) and Advanced English Horsemanship (BowTie Press).


