
© Karen Musson, All Rights Reserved  - Content is provided for information only, not for instruction 1 of 14 

The Feel of Release 

Riding Calle 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

By Karen Musson 

www.TheArtOfRiding.com 
 

 
Karen Musson, Trainer, Coach and Clinician, recommended by Leslie Desmond, relates her 
experiences riding Leslie's horses during her apprenticeship, in particular CALLE, whom she found 
to be quite an excellent coach! 
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The Feel of Release 

Riding Calle 

1. Exhilarating riding & connection with the horse 
Leslie’s invitation to ride her beloved saddle horse resulted in a lasting experience and a pivotal 
time in my horsemanship and riding. Calle offered a full immersion into what Leslie means by 
‘feel and release’.  

It’s not that I hadn’t enjoyed some 
exhilarating rides… whether flying 
over a ski-jump; galloping downhill 
to a ‘bounce’ (two jumps with no 
stride in between) built sturdily from 
telegraph poles; hugging the post at 
just the right angle over a corner-
fence to escape otherwise certain 
doom; or a dicey moment as your 
horse recovers on the buckle, after 
tripping at a gallop – these are the 
everyday experiences of event-riding 
and are thrilling to many.  
 
Those horses were mightily 
conditioned, knew about the start 
box, about the red and white finish 
flags and they too, were exhilarated 
by the gallop and challenges in 
between. It was often a fine line to 
ride, with admittedly only limited 
influence over speed and 
‘collection’.  
 
Karen and her beloved Storm Bay, 
Tweseldown Racecourse (top) and East 
Whipley Farm (left) in Surrey, UK 
 
You just rode until you got to the 

end – the horses stopped just fine after the finish flags… The momentary butterflies I’d feel when 
the booming P.A. called us up to the start box likely reflected a knowing of the risk in this limited 
control… but then, in a flash, we were just out there together, turf flying by under foot, clear-
headed and focused only on the fence ahead.  
 
The true exhilaration for me was not in the risk though. It was in the connection with the horse. A 
vital connection, and one that carried us through these adventures unscathed for years – a 
partnership of absolute trust, mutual respect and heart. I wouldn’t trade those experiences for 
anything.  
 
How inspiring it was then to discover that this was only the tip of the iceberg…  
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Calle showed me that the feel of exhilaration and connection in a great ride can be all the more 
scintillating when the natural feel of the horse is preserved and released to the rider. It is hard to 
put in words. The taste of your basic carrot is pretty good, right until you taste the sweet, tender, 
full of life flavor in a freshly cooked one just picked from the garden. A great ride is a great ride, 
right until you discover a ride that exists on another plain. Nothing will diminish the joy in those 
earlier rides, but Calle inspired me to feel of a horse in new ways – and for me, there was no going 
back…

2. Calle ’s maneuverability at the gallop 
At a trainers’ clinic in the desert foot-hills of Aguanga, CA, 2007, Leslie had us galloping quite a bit, 
to get a feel for the horse’s natural capacity for collection. Calle’s maneuvers were fast and sure-
footed – a crisp, lightening-speed rollback from a standstill, directly to a balanced gallop downhill on 
loose, rocky footing into a full speed hair-pin around a rock, and uphill across washed-out gullies. Her 
sureness, and full commitment to our job together were palpable and absolute. 

  
Calle carried her weight over her hips, with her 
shoulders free and completely maneuverable. She 
led into each new direction with an elevated rib-
cage and inside shoulder light and available. Calle 
therefore accelerated out of a turn with optimal 
ease, for the asking. There was an unusual freedom 
in her flow from poll to tail and through her joints 
as she placed each foot with razor-sharp precision 
and sureness. And… at no time was there a need for 
me to apply pressure on a rein or from my lower leg 
during these maneuvers – ‘pressure and release’ 
was replaced by ‘feel and release’. In the absence of 
confining pressure to maneuver her body around or 
brace against, there was no source of tightness in 
Calle, just a lively malleability. It was a pretty 
smooth ride.  
 
Calle was showing me the feel of Leslie’s 
foundation: the feel of release.  
 
Karen and Calle crest the hill after crossing washed-out 
gullies on the way up (above) Photo by Holly Clanahan 
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3. For lightness in a ride, ride with lightness 
  
There was an effortless ease and lightness to Calle’s moves, as though her feet never needed to touch 
the ground. I felt her mind in my finger tips, via the float (slack) in my reins, and all through my being. 
Calle put a new lightness in me, as a rider. When pressure is no longer in your intent, or riding 
strategy, it changes your moment-to-moment feel. The float I kept in my reins led to complete freedom 
of movement in my head, neck and shoulders. This caused my breathing to be freer too, which made 
my entire core more available. I felt a degree of lightness and poise that I had not accessed before. It 
just needed to be released.  
 
It struck me later, that one can’t develop what is 
unimaginable, nor can one offer it in one’s feel. I had 
to know about it, picture it, happen upon it, or feel it 
first. I was no stranger to a relaxed trail-ride on a 
loose rein, nor the poise in a traditional classical seat. 
This was a blend of those things, and more. The 
difference had much to do with shedding my 
conventional plan to use pressure – a bit like a person 
who was seeing the glass as half-empty, seeing it 
instead as half-full. There is a weight to that plan to 
use pressure somehow, which left me. And when the 
feel of release is in your veins, every horse you 
encounter seems to know it. This is about reciprocal 
feel – offer release to them and they will offer it to 
you.  
 
On that day, Calle’s gift was in her steadfast offer of 
this feel to me, her expectation that I would adjust – 
which came simply from her beautifully intact respect 
for herself – and her patience as I blended with her, 
then invited her to join me.  
 

(Right)This is a photo of a different bay QH, a backyard horse I 
borrowed for another clinic. As you will see in section '9 Getting 

with a horse through feel', things did not start out this way 
between us. Notice his ear and mind follow my intent to flow to 

the left a little. Photo by Adriaan. 
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4. Adjusting to Calle  and the reciprocal feel of release 
 
Leslie was working with Bill Dorrance on his ranch when she purchased Calle as a four-month-old 
foal. She told us that it had been her aim to raise and train her in accordance with the philosophy and 
training methods she was learning from Bill at that time (1998). 
 
One of the most compelling aspects of riding Calle had been to discover within minutes and with 
crystal clarity how innocuous seeming things such as a nudge of a rider’s heel or picking up pressure 
on a rein really feel  to a horse. My lower leg applying pressure to her rib-cage got in the way of her 
hind leg reaching forward and pressure on a rein restricted her neck and blocked her shoulder. 
 
Calle’s responses were all feel-based and offered back to me with great care and attention. This 
included, for example, thoughtfully jumping her hips up in the air in response to a nudge from both my 
heels! It was not unseating, Calle was not resistant, tight or resentful. The feel of a nudge from my 
heels on both sides, with the associated slight shift in my center of gravity, caused her to dump her 
weight forward, and left her with a confining feel on each side of her rib-cage –  effectively blocking 
the path forward for both hind feet as I asked her to liven up! When you think about it, her response 
was perfect – in terms of feel. It was a lapse on my part – that old muscle memory… My own horse 
had alerted me to the actual feel in this rider presentation, by simply ‘stalling out’ on the forehand. 
“Why do you ask him to stop?”  Leslie had asked. After applying real thought to what I was doing, his 
response made perfect sense. It was a good day actually – I understood that what I had been 
interpreting as ‘stalling out’ was in fact my horse following my feel!  
 
As I felt Calle’s hips up there in the air, at the exact moment I was aware of my muscle memory 
‘foul’, it made me smile quite a bit – she could not have offered an ounce more clarity about this, nor 
with such sincerity! Calle was quite effective at re-setting that wiring in me for good, right there: not 
unlike touching an electric fence - some fast conditioning not to repeat! 
 
It is astonishing that the feel in such common-place presentations to the horse, is often really quite 
contrary to what we actually mean the horse to do! No wonder surprising things happen sometimes 
when the true feel in a presentation actually gets down to the feet. Many horses will fill in for us, right 
until they can’t – due to our impact on their balance and freedom of movement. What adaptable 
creatures they are. 
 
Calle guided my rapid adjustments to riding through ‘feel and release’ at this first trainers’ clinic with 
Leslie. The changes felt good. “Ride like you need to leave room for a credit card between you and 
your saddle” Leslie had said. When I put a little more lightness in my core, as I released my lower legs 
a little, Calle offered a smooth transition forwards with her shoulders free and hips engaged. It made 
so much sense – this presentation made it easy for her to elevate her wither and shoulders (as I did 
mine) and lift her back, while ‘opening the door’ for her hind-quarters to reach forwards freely.  
 
Her many such lessons seem to be appreciated by the other horses I encounter too – each horse I’ve 
ridden since has preferred what Calle wired into me that day. She was (and has continued to be) an 
outstanding coach, and we quickly found our way to a connection that felt good.  
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5. Calle ’s clinic finale – exquisite ‘feel and release’… th e proof is in the pudding 
 
Five days later, it was the last ride of the clinic, on a warm fall evening and a perfect chance to mark 
the event with a photo shoot. Our assignment was to gallop up and across the washed out gullies past 
the camera and head off down a long trail. Leslie offered me the ride on either of the two horses she 
had there. I chose Calle. Since riding her that first day, I had learned more and was curious about her 
immensely clear feedback on the improvements I had made in presenting a clear feel, in addition to 
any further lessons she might have.  
 
We blasted up the hill past the camera. As we crested the hill and I saw the long sand trail come into 
view, a spark in my core ignited. Calle was more than willing to oblige with her full commitment to 
lead the group of horses – it was something like riding a bullet into the sunset, blinking to keep my 
line of sight clear as my eyes watered from the speed. I could have kept going down that trail a good 
bit longer, it was a beautiful evening… but I was pretty sure the idea was to return to the clinic. 

 
(left) And they’re off…..! This was about the moment 
that Calle and I agreed we ought to go ahead and take 
the lead. I really wanted to feel just what Calle had in 
her. Photo by Holly Clanahan 
  
My conventional approach to slow down a 
galloping horse, which involved lifting and 
squeezing one rein in time with the foot 
landing (when the horse is able to ‘brake’), 
would not be prudent – Calle would respond 
instantly to the blocking feel in her neck and 
shoulder, and head off in a new direction at a 
right angle without slowing her speed! This 
was my opportunity to test-ride the downward 
transitions Leslie built through ‘feel and 
release’ into Calle’s foundation.  
 
I knew that the mare associated the feel of the 
rein sliding down her shoulders with how her 
body feels when she elevates the forehand in 
order to step backwards. I had also become 
acquainted with another aspect of Leslie’s 
foundation: Calle’s razor sharp sensitivity to 
her rider’s intent. If I was accurate in my mind 

about the precise maneuver or direction I wanted, so was she. If I was not so clear, Calle mirrored this. 
She reflected my clarity just like a camera lens responds to an adjusted focus to deliver a fuzzy result 
or a crisp one. It is so valuable to understand this true potential the horse has to feel of us, if we simply 
think clearly! 
  
I asked Calle to slow down, by offering a change of feel in my core that went with a slower ride, and 
set down my reins. The instant she felt the rein sliding down her shoulders, and before my hand 
reached Calle’s mane, her wither shot up several inches as she tipped her weight back and pelvis 
underneath her. Directly, in a stride, we were trotting. 
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She was in perfect balance, well-engaged, with shoulders light and ready for whatever would happen 
next. It felt as if her feet never touched the ground. Calle’s transition was exquisite, with a palpable 
three-fold dimension: precision, partnership and heart. The feel was of a horse wholly available in 
every cell, tuned into my intent, for any maneuver I had in mind, with optimal athleticism and the most 
accurate and sure footwork imaginable.   
 

6. The source of genuine lightness is already in th e horse and available 
 
This lightness in Calle was the true feel of a horse, preserved in her training, available to the rider and 
exquisite. 
 
The horse’s genuine lightness is rooted in his naturally acute sensitivity – seen for example, when he 
twitches a muscle in response to a fly landing on his shoulder, or in the expression these three horses 
(below left) showed as they experienced each other’s feel, during this first introduction of the grey 
mare…  
 
 
 

 
 
(Above) The paint mare is acquainted with both horses. The grey mare meets the lead chestnut gelding here for the first 
time 
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.  
 

(Above) Suddenly there is a need for clarity about who belongs where and at what speed. With shoulders elevated, hips coiled 
and life released, each horse is exactly where needed directly. Photos by Karen Musson

 
…Lightness also comes from a horse’s ability to bring up his life precisely as needed, while delivering 
the accurate footwork required for a particular maneuver he has in mind – right at that exact moment. 
The simultaneous maneuvers among these three horses (above right) happened when there was a 
sudden need for clarity about who belonged where and at what speed. In an instant, the chestnut 
brought his life up to deliver a perfect pirouette and a clear message. The grey mare launched herself 
directly and precisely in response, in the same moment that she experienced his change in feel. The 
paint mare also got ready – she is prepared to leave with her right diagonal available to do so –  while 
a little more measured, in exact correlation with her own experience of the moment, which blended her 
familiarity with the chestnut, his moves, and her understanding about his intent.  
 
With shoulders elevated, hips coiled and life released with accuracy and poise, each horse is exactly 
and directly where needed, in order to follow the feel uniquely experienced in that particular moment.  
 
Calle’s feel under saddle retained these characteristics. The scintillating sensitivity and heart 
illustrated in this three-way greeting (above left) was in her feel – I was in her care; she was present 
for me and with me. The availability of life was “on the tip of your tongue” – right there, ready; and 
she was available for any maneuver at any time. Leslie’s approach to training preserves and ties right 
into these aspects of the horse’s nature, so that genuine lightness and precision in maneuvers can also 
be available to the rider to shape through ‘feel and release’. 
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7. Riding Luigi – before and after Leslie’s foundat ion 

 
 
(Above) Luigi, Leslie’s Belgian/Mustang cross, and Karen going somewhere in the desert. Note how Luigi 
travels, making full use of his hips, and with his shoulders elevated and free as he propels himself up and 
forwards. This photo was taken in April 2009, after Leslie had been working with Luigi. (Below) 
Two“before” pictures of Luigi - note the differences in his musculature, trailing hips and heavy front.  It was 
a real pleasure to feel the significant changes in Luigi “before” and “after”. One stellar horse! Photos 
courtesy of Amy Morrison (above) and Aidan McFall (below) 
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8. A foundation that preserves, accesses and shapes  the feel of a horse 
 

 
A little background... there are many 
small layers to deliver the whole. If this 
is how much it takes to ask for a foot on 
the ground, this availability will also be 
there under saddle. Photo by Adriaan 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A little more background... Calle's 
willingness to free up her feet and all 
through her body as she commits to her 
job of keeping the float in the rope 
(above), also demonstrates a nice 
foundation for free movement, a float in 
the rein under saddle, her available 
mind and patience. Photo by Holly 
Clanahan 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
There is a difference between pressuring 
or driving a horse and releasing a horse. 
Here, Leslie asks Calle to leave the 
mountain in the direction of the trailer, 
vs. pressuring or driving her towards the 
trailer. Photo by Holly Clanahan 

The finesse available in Calle went from one end of the spectrum 
to the other – she responded as instantly to my requests for a 
gallop depart from a standstill, as she did to offer a square and 
well-balanced full stop on a float (slack in the rein) from any gait. 
It was like flipping a light on or off – both transitions available on 
a release in one stride. Simply put, to leave at a gallop, I livened 
up as if riding a gallop, and released my heels away from her rib-
cage slightly. To stop, I cut my core energy and set my rein down. 
Anywhere – whether in the arena or out in the desert.  
 
Leslie also trains her horses to come to a soft stop in the event of 
an unplanned or emergency dismount. If she steps off at a gallop, 
without pulling on the reins, her horses stop before her foot 
touches the ground – with visible pride about this important job. 
The safety implications of this fundamental preparation are clear.  
 
Calle showed me unequivocally during that clinic something less 
obvious about the special importance Leslie assigns these two 
maneuvers: the finesse and lightness Calle had in both extremes, 
delivered the finesse and lightness in every up/down transition 
and every maneuver in between.  
 
Such uncommon access to the horse is inherent in the layers 
Leslie builds in to develop these maneuvers – like baklava: an end 
result that depends on each and every layer of filo as well as the 
dedication of care, attention and time.  
 
Leslie carefully sets the horse up to accommodate not only an 
"anytime" request for full access to all four quarters –  including 
elevated shoulders and lateral/longitudinal function of the hips – 
but also sets the stage for ready-access to either diagonal. Most 
horses depend on this for balance during transitions and in most 
maneuvers. She teaches about the need to retain a sensitivity to 
‘feel and release’ on the horse’s shoulder grooves, which opens 
the way for a well-educated, precise response to the feel of the 
rein in that area between the bit and the hand.  
 
However the real key to achieving these willing and light physical 
responses is in the way Leslie unlocks the mind first, via the root 
of the neck. A physical release in the root of the neck naturally 
and instinctively opens the connection with the horse’s mind. It 
also prepares him for freedom of movement in the next maneuver 
(see Dr Deb Bennett, Principles of Conformation Analysis). In 
essence, a release in the root of the neck delivers the whole horse. 
A tightening in the root of the neck reduces or shuts off that flow 
between you. When tuned into this, the contrast in the feel of the 
horse is clear. Leslie explained that it is not possible to achieve  
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the ride I had on Calle unless the slightest physical stimulus – adjustment in the rider’s body 
alignment, stance, or posture – can affect a physical release in the root of the neck. In other words, the 
feel of the rider shapes the feel of the horse via the mind. 
 

"The mental connection is critical to my safety, and to the safety of my horse," Leslie added. "To 
deprive any horse of its access to a full range of motion interferes with the horse's ability to think 
clearly. I always hope to retain a connection to the horse's mind, at a level and in a way that has 
real meaning for the horse, whenever I am on or with one. Otherwise, the safety features of feel 
and release are reduced to merely topic of discussion."  
 
“What we do here, when the neck is adjustable, is access the diaphragm.” Leslie said,” We 
increase oxygen intake levels, and in this way it is possible to ask the horse to make a conscious 
decision about how and when, where and at what speed, to move any part.” 
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9. Getting with a horse through feel: releasing the  partner in him to you  
 
Mental connection needed! 

The following  photo sequence was taken at a later trainers’ clinic. This bay 
horse was a local Quarter Horse intended for trail use, but he had not been 
ridden after bolting and bucking with the owner. I had him on loan for the 
clinic. He was terrific – though we had little in the way of a mental connection 
at the start! He left the clinic at speed more than once in the first few minutes… 
His need to do that reflected some things in his perspective about carrying a 
rider that, to borrow a phrase from Bill Dorrance, do not need to be 
mentioned. I let him run the first time, he was going too fast for a one-rein stop 
anyway and perhaps he just needed to know we could do this together – he felt 
stifled. The next time, I blended with his idea for a moment, then brought him 
back before he took me off to the races for a second time. He did not do it 
again. 
 

Not too much of a mental connection at the start - he left the clinic at speed 
more than once in the first few minutes! 

 
Getting with a horse's feel  

As I rode some more, I got with his feel and accessed his four quarters as 
illustrated in this photo (center) – I shaped him via a specific feel in the slack 
in my rein on his shoulder, and a releasing lower leg that invited his hind-
quarter forwards and under us (detailed in another article). I held the reins 
enough to ensure they didn’t fall out of my hands, as I placed them with timing 
and meaning on his shoulders. The access this allowed me in my own core and 
diaphragm was soon reciprocated in the form of a release in the root of his 
neck (explained earlier in this article). With that came the connection with his 
mind, and a release of his feet to me, right down to a real softening in those 
hind-quarters he had been putting to other uses. I didn’t give a thought to the 
need he had had to run off – I just rode the partner I knew he could be. 
 

Not long after…This horse taught me how little it can take using ‘feel and 
release’ to get things changed around. 

 
Mellow and available - the feel of release  

Calle had instilled in me the power in such simple clear thinking about what 
you want, as well as the feel of a released horse. I offered this horse that feel 
she taught me about (as I had done with every horse since), which he swiftly 
reciprocated. The expression he had at the end of that ride (right) was not one 
of submission or obedience, but of heart and availability to his rider. The 
contrast felt so true and happened so fast, it was moving to me. The next day he 
came to greet me and my gear, instead of walking away as he had on the first 
day. Our second ride started out the way our first ride finished, and just got 
better from there. This horse showed me a deeper value in this approach – a 
way to get with a more troubled horse through feel, or, to connect with ”his 
true nature to get along”, as Bill Dorrance teaches us, and release the partner 
to you

Here he is, at the end of this first ride together – note his expression, mind 
now more than available. Things just got better between us from here. 

Photos by Adriaan
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10. The Softness “Onion” – an ongoing discovery of the horse  
In my experience, there are many levels of feel from a horse to which the term “softness” is applied. 
To use the onion analogy, sometimes it can really go little more than skin deep, in the case where the 
horse appears compliant with a way of carrying himself desired by the rider. The truth is, in my earlier 
days of event-riding, when we both “went through the motions” for our dressage test in order to get to 
the cross-country and jumping… I had little more than that in the dressage phase. We just held it 
together, rather literally, for the few minutes it took to ride for the judge.  
 
When I later developed a genuine interest in classical dressage, I applied the term to a way of going in 
which “softness” came through the muscles, with some suspension (lift) in the stride and a swinging 
motion through my horse’s back and hind-quarters. There was a strong focus on muscle groups, with 
keen observation of their correct development for a “soft” outline, and appropriate fitness to support 
work in the frame (carriage) sought in the horse.  
 
When I dedicated some years to the study of natural horsemanship, I applied the term to a particular 
“softness” in the look I saw in my horse’s expression, when he was respectful and attentive. I blended 
in judicious use of food-incentives for a while too, to build desire and a playful, positive feel. I sought 
a lighter connection with my horse's mind. 
 
For me, the inspiration in this feel-based approach has been the discovery that “softness” can also 
have a depth to it that goes through skin, muscles and mind, right to the heart and every living cell. 
And the beauty of it is that getting it relies on only one “tool” – You, the wholly present, conscious, 
sentient You.  
 
There is a saying that you have to see something to believe it. In this case, that held true: my training 
and horsemanship path has always focused on the horse and developing those good, soft qualities. Yet, 
it turned out that I had not imagined the true potential softness accessible in the horse – the horse 
within the horse – that Leslie brings out for all to see.  
 
In Leslie’s approach, the partnership offered from the 
horse is rooted directly in the feel between you, in the 
connection itself. The reward is You, rather than a 
mutually understood release of pressure from you or 
incentive awarded from your hand to indicate the desired 
response. It has an altogether different feel that is 
released from within both of you – core to core, direct.  
 
The feel in this is compelling and a wonderful way to 
experience the true nature of the horse and what he 
genuinely has to offer - whatever it is we happen to be 
doing together at a given moment. 

11. She is quite something, that Calle  
I remain touched by and grateful for Leslie’s decision to 
offer and support such opportunities for enrichment. She 
has influenced just about everything I bring to handling 
horses and riding today.  
 

Photo by Adriaan 
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Riding Calle was indeed pivotal. Calle showed me 
Leslie’s way, and the scintillating, true feel of a horse, 
with mind and athletic capacities released to you. There 
was really no going back after experiencing that 
unmistakable feel of genuine, accessible lightness and 
heart.  
 
As I adjusted to her, Calle also opened up a whole new 
world of precision and lightness in me, as a rider, to 
develop and take to the horses I encounter and to my 
students.  
 
She is quite something, that Calle.  
 

  
Karen Musson is a Trainer, Coach and 
Clinician, recommended by Leslie Desmond. 
 
See her trainers’ profile here: 
http://www.lesliedesmond.com/index.php?id=335. 
For more information visit Karen on the Web: 
 

 www.TheArtOfRiding.com 
 TheArtOfRiding.blogspot.com 
 www.youtube.com/TheArtOfRiding 
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