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Shortening the Reins

What is the best way to
shorten the reins without
disturbing the horse’s mouth?
Lisa Parker
Halifax, Nova Scotia

TRENNA ATKINS

First, I'd like to address how to

hold the reins. Fach rein should

run between your ring finger
and little finger, up and over the fore
finger and held in place by the thumb,
which presses down to maintain the
length. I often see riders incorrectly
holding the reins tightly between their
ring and little fingers to keep the length
they want, but, this causes two prob-
lems: The rider lays her arms on the
contact (adds weight), and the horse
tries to get the reins to lengthen. If the
thumb and fore finger keep the length,
shortening the reins is a lot easier.

Shorten each rein by using your op-
posing hand to reach over and pull the
rein (in front of the thumb) through,
and then re-establish the thumb pres-
sure. The smoother and more controlled
you do this, the less resistance you will
get from your horse.

Never lean or reach forward and
then sit up to shorten them. Don't let
go of the reins, then grab them closer to
the bit. This makes the horse fight the
contact with his neck and head (both of
which are stronger than your arms and
shoulders). Instead, remain seated and
keep riding your horse from behind.

How do you know you’ve got the
right length? If the reins are too short,
the horse will lean on you or he won't
go forward. He can’t move well because
you're restricting him. If the reins are
too long and you close your fingers,
nothing happens, and you can’t com-
municate to his hindquarters. Ideally, if
the rein length is correct and you're able
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to orchestrate your aids so the horse is in
balance, there will be a circuit of the aids
going from the hind legs to your hand
(over the topline) and from your hand
back to the horse’s hind legs. Then, the
hand can talk to the whole horse’s body.
That’s what we call connection.

My best advice: Practice with a friend
who can hold the other end of your
reins, and have her tell you how it feels.
You may find it quite revealing.

"Green” Barn Benefits

What difference does a “green”
barn make to a horse? What are
the most important elements to
consider when designing sustainably?
Diane Barber, Equestrian Designery
Los Angeles, California

JOHN BLACKBURN

Sustainable or “green” barns

make a world of a difference to

a horse as well as to its owners.
It’s not just a status symbol or the latest
trend to a horse: It's what makes sense.
As an equestrian architect for the past
25 years, I can’t help but repeat myself
a bit, so bear with me as I restate a
driving phrase of my design approach:
When you take a horse from the wild
into a barn, you're asking for trouble.
In the confines of a barn, a horse relies
on a person’s ability to translate its
needs rather than intuitively taking
care of itself. For example, if a horse in
a barn is hot and needs to cool down,
it must rely on its handler to provide
and then turn on a fan. If it were out-
side, that same horse would seek shelter
under a tree if it were too hot or alter-
natively run behind a hill to escape an
overly cool breeze.

A barn designed to mimic the
natural environment—the best parts of
it, anyhow—is the surest path toward
healthy and happy horses. Some barns

ask the experts

mimic nature in an unnatural manner.
Electric lights and fans will create light
and wind, but I highly doubt you’d com-
pare the buzz of a florescent light or the
stale air cast from a tiny fan with that of
the sun or wind that nature supplies.

What if you could design the barn
to be the fan, in a sense? A barn that
circulates air without the use of a me-
chanical system is self-functioning in
that it doesn’t rely on barn keepers to
maintain the environment it naturally
supplies. This is an example of passive
design—the roots of “green” design—
and its techniques allow a barn to
practically regulate itself.

Passive design is an inherent part
of the barn, like its stalls and aisle. It
can involve any intrinsic aspect of the
structure that helps lower the carbon
footprint without the use of electric-
ity, gas or an artificial energy source. In
barns, passive design can deliver almost
all of the ventilation and light needed.

Proper ventilation is essential to
maintaining healthy horses. In a tra-
ditionally designed (a monitored, not
self-functioning) barn, air that lacks
escape routes becomes trapped rather
than ventilated. To “solve” this, a door
is opened at a barn-end, which forces
air to sweep laterally across the barn. In
that manner, the traveling air collects
body heat and pathogens from the
horses, passing the pathogens horse-by-
horse, stall-by-stall. What may seem a
small thing—a lack of air circulation—
becomes a chain reaction that aids the
spread of disease in your horses.

To avoid this, a technique of pas-
sive design can encourage the capture
of airflow from outside the barn and
uses vents to create upward ventilation
inside the barn to result in a constant
flow of fresh air. Two factors are the key
to creating this type of ventilation.

The first takes advantage of the
barn’s large roof surface (I recommend a



7:12 slope or greater, otherwise the heat
gain could work against you) to catch so-
lar energy that heats at the ceiling. This
heat combines with the heat emitting
from the horses, which rises if a stall is
designed with an open ceiling to allow it.
(On a side note, this is one of the reasons
I do not recommend haylofts.) Hot air
gathers at the ceiling while cool air is
drawn in at the floor, creating a verti-

cal air path. Vents located at or near the
roof allow the hot air to escape all while
creating room for the cooler air to enter
through openings low in the stable area.
I also advise low wall vents near the floor
with dampers or Dutch doors.

The second factor is attributed to the
wind that carries over the barn’s steep
roof, pitched to produce high pressure
on one side to balance with the low
pressure on the leeward side and inside
the barn. Placing the barn with regard
to the prevailing summer wind patterns
only maximizes the circulation effect.

Natural light is another tool to utilize
through passive design in order to de-
crease your energy dependence as well
as help reduce fire hazards. My favorite
method to introduce natural light is to
install a continuous ridge skylight. The
higher the window—or light source—
the farther the light can penetrate the
barn, making a skylight an enormous
contributor to overall barn lighting. If
using windows, placement around the
eaves of the barn is effective. As a design
bonus, higher-placed windows decreases
injury risk by keeping glass away from
the horses while providing the horses
healthy ventilation in the winter by
protecting against a direct breeze.

Barns using passive principles of
sustainable design can cooperate with
the forces of nature rather than compete
with them. The sun, wind and materials
on the terrain can be used in conjunc-
tion with the design to create a barn that
reflects its natural environment.

Let’s be honest: Barns tend to be
energy-users, not energy-givers. Often
isolated, their operation may depend
on vehicles and roads for accessibility
as hay is delivered, muck is removed,
etcetera. All of this adds to your carbon
footprint, which is a measurement of
energy used against energy gained (if
applicable). Passive design can help
lower your carbon footprint, but active
principles of sustainable design help
regain ground that is lost due to how a
farm typically operates.

Active design often involves things
most commonly associated with “green”
design, such as solar panels, rainwater
collection systems, grey-water systems,
local materials, recycling bins and
compost piles, to name a few. All are
commendable additions to your barn
and—with the exception of photovolta-
ic (solar) panels—budget-friendly. While
I'm a big fan of photovoltaic panels,
as large barn roofs practically scream
for them, rainwater and grey-water
collection systems are equally worthy
contenders to consider.

There are tons of active design op-
tions available and experts to help you
along the way. Most active systems
require some consultation from an engi-
neer, plumber or manufacturer, depend-
ing on which you decide to incorporate
and assuming you can do more than
just using recycling bins.

So, what are you waiting for? Green
for horses equals green for you in the
long-term as you save on energy costs.

Motivate a Lazy Horse

Many of us adult amateurs
cannot afford quality horses,
so we work with what we
have. These horses are often hard to get
moving really forward. What strategies
will help us motivate our lazy horses?
Name withheld by request

Trenna Atkins

is a U.S. Equestrian
Federation (USEF) “S”
dressage judge and an
instructor for the U.S.
Dressage Federation’s
(USDF) “L" Education
Program. As a com-
petitor, she earned her bronze and silver
medals and has won many regional and
national awards. A popular clinician, she
is based in Coupeville, Washington.

John Blackburn

has more than 30 years
of experience in the
practice of architecture
(blackburnarch.com).
His first job was design-
ing a Thoroughbred
farm. Since then, he
has designed hundreds of equestrian
projects—barns, arenas and complete
facilities—around the country. He lives in
Washington, D.C. with his wife, Jennifer.

Hoyt Cheramie,
DVM, MS,

received his veferinary
degree from Louisiana
State University and is a
Diplomate of the Ameri-
can College of Veterinary
Surgeons, specializing in surgery and
performance horse medicine. He is man-
ager for Merial Large Animal Veterinary
Services in Lexington, Kentucky.

Gina Duran

is a U.S. Dressage Fed-
eration (USDF) bronze,
silver and gold medalist
as well as a Certified
Instructor through Sec-
ond Level. She has won
numerous national awards and is a popu-
lar clinician. She trains out of Greenville
Equestrian Center in Livermore, California
(topline-training.com).

Debbie Hansen

Have a question about dressage? E-mail it

to Dressage. Today@EquiNetwork.com or send
to Dressage Today, 656 Quince Orchard Rd.,
Suite 600, Gaithersburg, MD 20878 —Ask the
Experts is compiled by Reina Abelshauser.
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