Tomasini Training Center
Home of Fusion Horsemanship®

®

Cowboy Dressage Horsemanship

A progressive, methodical approach to making fine
Western horses and riders.
Cowboy Dressage® is a lifestyle! It is also a highly effective Western horse training , teaching and
showing discipline. Guided by “What’s Best for the Horse”, the “Cowboy Code of honor”, and
“Membership with a Handshake”, Cowboy Dressage will make any rider and their horse better! So
whether you just ride for pleasure, or rope, barrel race, rein, ride trails….. read on!
Combining the best of purpose-driven Western Horsemanship, the Vaquero tradition (which is steeped
in classical dressage elements), and the Soft Feel taught by the likes of Tom Dorrance, Ray Hunt, and
Eitan Beth-Halachmy, Cowboy Dressage training is a structured, progressive and patient approach to
developing the ultimate horse/rider relationship. We’re taking you “Back to the Future of Excellent
Horsemanship”. Any horse, doing any discipline, will benefit from this training. Done properly, most of
your horses “issues” will be corrected. You will be developing a sound, athletic and happy horse.
Cowboy Dressage® as defined by its founder Eitan Beth-Halachmy:
Soft Feel (the Language of Lightness in the communication between horse and rider) is the guiding
principle of Cowboy Dressage®. It is a wordless, intimate and for some a spiritual communication within
the partnership between horse and rider. Soft feel is not only sending messages but having the
sensitivity and awareness to feel and receive the message the horse sends back.
The timing and use of the Release, Relaxation, Preparation and Execution are the basic fundamentals of
Soft Feel. Since Soft Feel is the mission of Cowboy Dressage® it will be evaluated with emphases on
lightness, harmony, finesse and partnership as a priority. Balance, cadence, carriage, control, and
performance are additional areas the horse and rider will be judged and scored.
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Foundations for Good Horsemanship:
•

Always do what’s best for the horse. Be kind. Take the time it takes to do it right.

•

Only with correct body position in the saddle can effective cues be given.

•

Proper training can only be done when the horse is mentally and physically relaxed. A fearful or
tense horse can not learn.

•

All gaits are to be pure and natural
o 4 beat walk
o 2 beat jog
o 3 beat lope

•

The walk is the most important gait to master.

•

The horse should always be moving forward with impulsion from the hind quarters

•

Always take appropriate time to warm up your horse. We’d recommend the free walk and free
jog be emphasized for the warm-up. We highly recommend posting for the free jog.

•

Use Soft Feel to control the feet, thus controlling the horse
o Soft Feel is the Language of Lightness in the conversation between horse and rider

•

Apply appropriate pressure to cause desired result, then immediately RELEASE. It’s the release
that teaches and achieves lightness.

•

Always be "riding the horse", whether on the ground or in the saddle.

•

Ride the feet, not the head (self carriage)!

•

Cues must be clear with an expectation of the correct response. Don’t nag!

•

Do less sooner.

•

Take the time it takes to accomplish desired result. SLOW DOWN.

•

DO NOT MICROMANAGE YOUR HORSE. Always give the horse time to process your request.
o Do as little as it takes, but as much as necessary, to obtain desired result
o Cue with seat, legs, weight and thought whenever possible. Use reins as little as possible.

•

Change activities frequently. Do not drill your horse into dullness

•

Know when to stop. Always end on a good note. Earlier is better than later.

•

Be patient! It takes several years to “make” a fine Western horse.
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The Cowboy Dressage® Training Pyramid
Training begins at the base and slowly progresses up to the top level.

6) Collection:
Develop pure gaits, carrying, lifting and thrusting power to the maximum capability of the horse. When collected,
the horse shifts his weight and that of his rider’s from the forehand to the hindquarter, thus distributing the weight
more evenly between all four legs. The joints of the hind legs bend more and he will step further underneath of
himself, resulting in shorter, more energetic steps. The poll becomes the highest point and he willingly flexes at the
poll and the jaw. As a result, the horse is balanced and poised, the hindquarter is engaged and the forehand is
elevated (aka – uphill). This in turn allows the shoulders and forehand to move more freely. The collected horse is
more expressive and elegant in its movement.
5) Straightness:
Spinal alignment. Equal loading and swinging forward of the legs to improve independent balance and increase
strength. Straightness pertains to the development of forward thrust and the carrying capacity of the horse’s
hindquarter. If the horse is traveling straight, his hind feet will track in the hoof prints of his front feet when
traveling in a straight line or on the circle/curve.

4) Impulsion:
Develop the carrying, lifting and thrusting power of the haunches. pushing power of the horse. As the horse
progresses through his training, he will be asked to carry more and more weight on his hindquarter. As those
muscles develop, the horse’s ability to propel himself forward increases. In order to propel himself, the horse must
adequately reach underneath his body with his hind legs.
3) Contact (Soft Feel):
Receiving and directing the contact that the horse offers. Communication between the horse and rider through the
seat, legs and reins. Contact is derived from pushing the horse from behind onto the aid, not merely being “on the
bit.” It is not done by using the hands and body to pull the horse onto the bit, but rather, it is the horse accepting
the rider’s hand, seat and leg aids. The hands should remain soft and follow the natural movement of the horse’s
head. If done correctly, the horse will step well so that the rider feels the “spring” in his steps.

2) Suppleness (Relaxation):
Free from mental and physical tension, the horse is in a state where he allows the energy from his hind legs to be
guided forward, through his elastic pulsating back toward the bit. A relaxed horse willingly accepts his rider’s aids
and moves with a supple back. In turn, he is able to bend throughout his body both laterally and longitudinally. He
demonstrates his elasticity by willingly lengthening and shortening his strides. In the relaxation part of the
training pyramid , the horse begins developing his “push” (better known as impulsion).
1) Rhythm (“the characteristic sequence of footfalls and phases of a given pure and natural gait”.):
The horse works in its own free swinging tempo on a loose rein at all 3 gaits. The horse must be relaxed, both
mentally and physically, before any additional training is done.

Begin with Rider seat and position:
Understanding suppleness, position, balance relaxation and poise.
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The Cowboy Dressage® Gaits
Gaits are to be pure and natural. The poll will be the highest point and the head is to
be at, or slightly in front of the vertical.
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•

Working Walk: Four-beat with forward reaching steps. The head and neck should swing naturally
as a result of a relaxed back and free shoulders. The horse maintains a light contact with the bit
with his nose slightly in front of the vertical.

•

Free Walk: Four beat with forward lengthening of steps. The horse is relaxed and allowed by the
lengthening of the reins to lower his head and neck and to stretch forward, down and out.

•

Working Jog: Two beat and forward with even and elastic steps. The back is relaxed and the
shoulder is free. The hind legs should step forward under the horse. The horse is maintainers a
light contact with the bit and his nose slightly in front of the vertical.

•

Free Jog: Two beat, with forward movement allowing lengthening of even and elastic steps. The
horse is relaxed and allowed by the lengthening of reins to lower his head and neck and to
stretch forward. The horse maintains light contact with the bit with his nose slightly in front of
the vertical. Posting is an option.

•

Working Lope: Three beat with forward reaching with balanced steps. The back is relaxed and
the shoulders free with the hind legs stepping forward under the horse. The horse maintains on
light contact with the bit with his nose slightly in front of the vertical.

•

Free Lope: Three beat with forward and more lengthening of steps. The horse is relaxed and
should be allowed by the lengthening of reins to lower his head and neck but still maintain
balance, light contact with the bit with nose slightly in front of the vertical.

•

Back (or Reinback): The horse moves backwards in a straight line by moving his legs in diagonal
pairs. The horse is backed using light aids and maintains a round, soft outline.

•

Cowboy Dressage™ Turn on the Haunches: The horse bends slightly in the direction of the
movement and moves his front legs (the outside front leg crosses over the inside front leg)
around the hind legs. The outside hind leg and both front legs move around the inside hind leg
which forms the pivotal point of the turn. The horse should remain in the same location, by
balancing his weight between the inside to the outside hind legs.
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•

Cowboy Dressage™ Turn on the Forehand: The horse bends slightly in the direction opposite
from the movement of the hindquarters, or away from the direction of travel and moves the hind
legs around the front legs. The inside front leg is the pivotal point while the inside hind leg
crosses in front of the outside hind leg moving the hind legs around the front legs.
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The Cowboy Dressage® Court
An innovative, unique design that is a phenomenal training and testing arena
The Cowboy Dressage™ Court simply makes good sense. It’s very Western! It measures 20 x 40 M and is
divided into equal measurements of 5 M and 10 M. The resulting grid on this new court helps the rider
train and ride with better precision and execution. The court fits the movement and shorter stride of
the western horse. You will notice that each cone has a brand to go with the letters. You call the test
with just the letters but the brands are Cowboy Dressage™. This new court is a warm welcoming to a
western home.
Look at the court diagrams below. You’ll see how helpful the court’s layout is for teaching and riding
straight lines, circles, and diagonals. The cones and poles are great aids. Even if you never ride a test, you
can use this court layout for all your training needs. Imagine the possibilities!
Training focuses:
•
•
•
•

Straight lines at the walk, jog and lope
Perfect circles
Diagonals
Transitions

•
•
•

Lead changes
Forehand and haunch turns
Rein-back
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Consider the training and schooling possibilities!!
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Cowboy Dressage® Show Rules
Our rules are few and simple. The Cowboy code of honor guides our
horsemanship. We will train and ride our horses in private just as we will in
public.
Appointments and Attire.
•

Western tack must be used in all classes. Competitors must be penalized for incomplete
appointments and attire but not necessarily disqualified. Entries shall be shown with stock saddle
but silver equipment will not count over a good working outfit.

•

There is no discrimination against any standard Western bit. A standard Western bit is defined as
having a shank with a maximum length overall of 8 1/2” The mouthpiece consists of a metal bar
5/16” to 3/4” in diameter as measured one inch in from the shank. The bars may be inlaid but
must be smooth or latex wrapped. Nothing must protrude below the mouthpiece (bar) such as
extensions, prongs or rivets designed to intimidate the horse. Rollers attached to the center of
the bit are acceptable, and may extend below the bar. Jointed mouthpieces are acceptable and
may consist of two or three pieces and may have one or two joints. A three piece mouthpiece
may include a connecting ring of 1 1/4” or less in diameter or a connecting flat bar of 3/8,” to
3/4” (measured top to bottom with a maximum length of 2”), which lies flat in the mouth, or a
roller or port as described herein. The port must be no higher than 3 1/2” maximum with roller(s)
and covers acceptable.

•

Jointed mouthpieces, half breeds and spade bits are standard. Slip or gag bits, rigid donut
mouthpieces and flat polo mouthpieces are prohibited. Roping bits with both reins connected to
a single ring at center of cross bar must not be used. Reins must be attached to each shank. Any
rein design or other device which increases the effective length and thereby the leverage of the
shank of a standard western bit is prohibited. Anything that alters the intended use of equipment
as provided for in the description of appointments for a given class is considered to be an
artificial appliance.

•

A standard snaffle bit is defined as a center jointed single rounded, unwrapped smooth
mouthpiece of 5/16” to 3/4” diameter metal as measured from ring to 1” in from the ring with a
gradual decrease to the center of the snaffle. The rings may be from 2” to 4” outside diameter of
either the loose type, eggbutt, dee or center mounted without cheeks. If a curb strap is used it
must be attached below the reins.

•

A hackamore includes a bosal rounded in shape and constructed of flexible braided rawhide or
leather and must have a flexible nonmetallic core attached to a suitable headstall with maximum
diameter of 3/4” at the cheek. Attached reins may be of hair, rope or leather. Other material of
any kind must not be used in conjunction with a bosal, i.e., steel, metal or chains (Exception:
Smooth plastic electrical tape is acceptable).

•

Horses must not be shown with artificial appliances that would tend to alter their performance;
no material of any kind, including tongue ties, may be placed in the horse’s mouth other than a
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standard Western bit or a snaffle bit. Curb chains and leather chin straps may be used but must
be flat and at least 1/2” in width and lie flat against the jaws of the horse. Wire, rawhide, metal
or other substance must not be used in conjunction with or as part of the leather chin strap, or
curb chains. Rounded, rolled, braided or rawhide curb straps are prohibited. A light lip strap is
permissible.
•

Riders must wear suitable western hat, long-sleeved shirt with any type collar; trousers or pants
(a one-piece long-sleeved equitation suit is acceptable, provided it includes a collar). Riders
should wear a necktie, kerchief, bolo tie or pin; a vest, jacket, coat and /or sweater may also be
worn. Protective headgear is acceptable; not required to be of Western style.

Exceptions and Additions to Above Rules
General
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Voice commands are allowed as long as softly spoken.
Two hands allowed with a curb or a snaffle.
No extra points given for one hand.
Posting at the free jog is an option.
Caller may use microphone.
Riders are allowed to pet their horses as a reward when appropriate (in front of the withers).
Judges are allowed to have an early morning meeting with exhibiters
before the tests begin to introduce themselves and to discuss what they
will be looking for and answer any questions.

Appointments
•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Cavesons (a nose band) allowed with bit or snaffle. Caveson must be
western type,
no crank or flash type allowed. Two fingers must fit between caveson and
jaw of horse.
Two fingers must fit between flat leather or chain curb strap and jaw of
horse.
Loop and any type western rein is allowed.
Western type saddle with horn to be used. No non-horn trail or
Australian type saddles are appropriate.
Hackamores allowed on any age horse.
No bitless bridles, sidepulls, halter or similar devices.
Crops or whips may be used but excessive use will be penalized.
Spurs allowed but excessive use will be penalized.

Clothing
•
•
•

Chinks or Chaps an option but not required. Jeans and riding skirts
allowed.
All junior riders are encouraged to wear a helmet.
Boots are required, no riding type shoes allowed.
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Objectives
•

Judges will be looking for a horse and rider combination that executes the tests in harmony and
partnership. They will be looking for and rewarding the “soft feel” between rider and horse.
Release, Relaxation, Preparation and Execution will be the main criteria that judges will be
scoring. Precision, Balance, Cadence, Carriage, Control, and Performance will be of substantial
importance but Harmony, Soft Feel and Partnership is the goal of Cowboy Dressage™ and will be
scored accordingly. Any rider who hangs or bangs on a horse’s mouth or rides with horse’s head
behind the vertical or with over flexion will be penalized.

Clarification on Light / Soft Contact
•

Light or soft contact does not mean you throw or pitch the reins away and allow the horse to
carry himself on the forehand. It means what is says, Light/Soft contact.

•

You can’t ride with soft feel if your seat, hands and aids are not being correctly used. Soft feel is
the end result of all aids in proper use, balance, rhythm and partnership.

Test Patterns and Judges Score Sheets
•

You can view and print all 14 tests at http://www.tomasinitrainingcenter.com/resources-andlinks/
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Here’s a gallery of horse and rider photos showing the Soft Feel (the Language of Lightness in the
conversation between horse and rider) that comes from proper Cowboy Dressage training. Note
the horses eye, nose at (or slightly ahead of) the vertical and attitude. They’re listening, willing
and happy. All indications of good horsemanship ridden with Soft Feel.
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