COWBOY DRESSAGE

Riding, Training, and Competing with Kindness as the Goal and Guiding Principle
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The Gaits

Cowboy Dressage focuses on the three gaits nat-
ural to most horses: walk, jog, and lope. (Gaited
horses can also do Cowboy Dressage; tests are be-
ing developed to allow them to demonstrate their
progress in Cowboy Dressage while using their
distinct gaits. See www.cowboydressage.com.)

Before reading the sections below, make sure
you understand the difference between step and
stride. A step is the movement of a single foot,
from the time the hoof leaves the ground to the
time it returns to the ground. Steps are often
called beats with reference to horse gaits.

The stride is the entire cycle of all four feet
in a horse, from the time the left hind, for ex-

ample, leaves the ground to the time it strikes

the ground again after the other three feet have
moved (see figs. 6.1, 6.2, and 6.3). The length of
the horse’s stride depends on his frame and the

momentum at which he is traveling.

The Walk

The walk is a flat-footed, four-beat gait, right
hind, right front, left hind, left front. The horse
will always have at least two feet on the ground
(fig. 6.2). The horse’s head will move up and
down for balance. A steady four-beat rhythm
should be maintained. The tempo will vary
with the speed and stride length; the average
horse’s normal walking speed is approximately
4 miles per hour. Cowboy Dressage distin-

guishes between the working walk and the free

6.2 — The walk is a four-beat gait.
This means that the horse takes
four steps in each stride, or the
entire cycle of all four feet. For
example, in this diagram, the
stride begins when the horse
steps forward with the right
hind, followed by the right fore,
then the left hind and finally the
left foreleg. At the walk, a stride
that begins with the right hind
foot ends when the left forefoot
strikes the ground.
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walk. The working walk is a ground-covering
gait, with light contact maintained through the
aids and the face slightly above vertical. In the
free walk, the rider urges the horse to stretch
his neck forward and down by lengthening the
reins; in this fashion, the weight of the rein will
encourage the horse to lower his head. Both
frame and stride will be longer, but the tempo
should not change.

Both the working and free walk are essential
parts of learning. Sometimes, we forget the
importance of the walk, even when we spend
a long time perfecting the jog or lope. A good

walk will make everything you do with your

6.3 — A horse needs to be warmed up before he is
asked to perform any demanding maneuver. This
begins with walking, which allows him to loosen
his muscles and focus on the task. If you walk at
the beginning of the lesson, a horse will be ready
to learn. Later, the walk serves as a break between
lessons and maneuvers, and a cool down after the
day’s work. At any time during the ride, the walk
brings both rider and horse to a state of mind that
facilitates communication and partnership.

horse more enjoyable (fig. 6.3 ). Trail riding
offers the opportunity to relax while practicing

this essential gait.
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Of course, it is just as important to work at
the jog and lope. In fact, at times it may be a
good idea to get a horse moving forward right
away. Never restrict forward motion! Eitan
advises letting the horse go forward when he is
willing to go: “Before you restrain a horse that
wants to go, ask yourself if it wouldn’t be better

to let the horse move forward.”

The Jog

The Cowboy Dressage jog traces its origins back to
the comfortable, ground-covering gait adopted by
the cowboy who needed to traverse vast areas of

land while moving the cattle. It is a two-beat diag-

onal gait: the horse moves his right foreleg with

his left hind, and his left fore with his right hind.

The jog must be distinguishable from the trot
as seen in traditional dressage. The trot features
strong impulsion and suspension. The Cowboy
Dressage jog does not require suspension; the
horse’s relaxed back and free shoulders should be
evident in a fully engaged but shorter stride. The
jog must show regular rhythm and active for-
ward motion (fig. 6.4).

Like the walk, the Cowboy Dressage jog can
be either working or free. In the working jog, the
horse moves in a steady, two-beat rhythm, with
the back relaxed, the head slightly above the ver-
tical. The rider maintains light contact with the
horse. In the free jog, as in the free walk, the rider
encourages the horse to stretch his neck forward
and slightly down in relaxation by lengthening
the reins (figs. 6.5 A & B).

Posting is optional and is encouraged if it
makes the ride easier by keeping the weight of
the rider off the horse’s back. The rider should not
speed up when posting. The horse’s frame and
stride will become longer, but the tempo stays
the same at the working and free jog. A steady,
regular tempo and a relaxed topline are essential
to both the working and the free jog.

6.4 — The jog is a two-beat diagonal gait. The
horse takes two steps, left front, right hind
followed by right front, left hind, for each stride.
The stride begins when one diagonal leaves the
ground and ends when the other diagonal strikes
the ground (the first two feet will leave the
ground again at the same time).
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6.5 A & B — The horse should maintain a steady even tempo at both the working and free jog. At the free
jog (right), the horse stretches down into a longer frame and stride, but does not speed up. Note that in
the working jog, the horse maintains a medium frame, while at the free jog he relaxes into a long frame.

The Lope

The Cowboy Dressage lope is a comfortable,
three-beat gait. The sequence of hoof beats de-
pends on the lead. For the right lead, the horse
starts the stride with the left hind leg, then
moves the diagonal pair (right hind and left
fore), and finishes with the right fore, which is
the leading leg. (The leads are named “right” or
“left” for the leading foreleg.) For the left lead, the
sequence starts with the right hind leg, followed
by left hind and right fore together, with the left
foreleg completing the stride (fig. 6.6).

6.6 — The lope is a rocking three-beat gait. In this
image, the horse begins the right lead by pushing
off with the left hind leg. Next, he moves the right
hind and left fore together. Finally, he’ll finish the
stride with the right foreleg.
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6.7 — As the horse lopes, the left hind foot will make
contact with the ground first, then the diagonal right
hind-left fore, and lastly, the right fore; by this time,
the other three feet are in the air. Only the diagonal
pair will be on the ground at the same time. In this
picture, the horse’s left-fore/right-hind diagonal is
about to strike the ground for the second beat of the
working lope (medium frame), on the right lead.

Like the other working gaits, the Cowboy
Dressage working lope is characterized by a me-
dium frame, with the head slightly above the
vertical and light contact maintained through the
aids (fig. 6.7). The horse should move forward
with impulsion, ready to respond to any request
from the rider. For example, flying lead changes
are often done at the working lope. The rider can
take advantage of the horse’s stride to execute a
successful change of lead by asking for the other
lead on the third beat, when the horse has three
feet off the ground.
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6.8 — Garn Walker and Hez the Fireman complete
a 20-meter circle at the lope. In Cowboy Dressage
tests, the horse performs 20-meter circles at the
working and free lope. Both feature a distinct,
three-beat rhythm made possible by a relaxed,
rounded back and engaged hindquarters.

The free lope is characterized by the lengthening
of the reins and stride; the tempo should not vary.
The free lope is the hallmark of the trained West-
ern horse; he should be willing to lope on a loose
rein without speeding up or changing the tempo.

The Cowboy Dressage lope should be notice-
ably different from the canter of traditional
dressage, which has more impulsion, suspension,
and contact with the horse’s mouth. In contrast,
the image of the Cowboy Dressage lope is relaxed
and comfortable, in keeping with the Western
tradition (fig. 6.8).
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