Interested in Western Dressage?
By Craig Heckert

Cowboy or Western Dressage is a new and exciting discipline growing in popularity in the US. It is a combination of western and classical, or traditional, Dressage. A way of “uniting” two distinct disciplines. 
As the name implies, Cowboy or Western Dressage requires the use of a western saddle and bridle and the rider dresses in western style clothing.  Most smooth snaffle and curb bits are allowed but there are rules covering shank length, mouthpiece diameter and the like, covered in the Western Dressage Rules in the US Equestrian Federation rulebook.  (Available on the USEF website: www.USEF.org)
Classical Dressage brings the age old techniques of European horsemen, that are based upon principles which encourage cadence, balance, and self carriage. Western Horsemanship has been practiced in the American West since the 1800s and even earlier through the traditions of the Vaqueros. Advances in Western Training, begun by horsemen like the Dorrance Brothers and Buck Brannamen, and now practiced by many horsemen and women today opened the door to much kinder training techniques. These “new” techniques took into account the “mental state” of the horse, encouraging patience and understanding. These concepts of lightness, kindness and subtle cues continue to gain wide acceptance among horsemen and women. These techniques are being used by well respected trainers like Eitan Beth-Halachmy and Jack Brainard in the development of Western Dressage. 
Good horsemanship, its principles, practices and teachings should not belong to just one discipline, but rather to all disciplines, all breeds, and something all riders should work toward. Dressage and its development through history is familiar to many horse people. It is also “intimidating” to many riders and seems unattainable or even unwelcoming to many. Western Dressage is changing that attitude! 
In its simplest terms, Dressage is nothing more than a series of building blocks. These building blocks are Rhythm, Relaxation, Acceptance of the Bit and the Aids, Straightness and Collection. It is a proven system to develop a horse and rider to their full potential from the ground up. Dressage training techniques work well regardless of what tack the horse wears.
Western Dressage Classes are becoming popular in shows across the country.  The classes offer a place for the western rider and horse to improve themselves as individuals and as partners. Dressage principles will improve their horse in multiple ways, cadence, balance and self carriage for instance. The use of Dressage will improve the western horse’s ability to work off his hind quarters with a more natural head set. 
Western Dressage is ridden on “light” contact, rather than the draped reins seen in most Western competition classes.  As with traditional Dressage there are “tests” (a written program) with the movements scored individually from 1 to 10. At the “easiest” or Basic Level only walk and jog are used. At the Primary Level “working” walk, jog and lope are used. I believe more advanced tests are also being developed. The tests are ridden in a traditional Dressage Arena of 20 x 60 meters. (about 65 feet by 195 feet). These classes will offer a place where the western rider can compete on a scoring system that allows them to move up at their own pace. It is not just a competitive format but an educational one as well. Every movement receives not just a 1 to 10 “score” but the Judge also writes down comments as to why the movement was scored as such. This gives the rider an opportunity to see where and why they need improvement. 
Western Dressage can be done by any sound, healthy horse regardless of breed, or level of training. It requires no special equipment. It will build your confidence and will help you become a better rider. Western Dressage will help your horse improve at other disciplines. Whether you are a professional or a beginner, Western Dressage will help you develop a better partnership with your horse.
Besides being a discipline of its own, the philosophy of Western Dressage is a very sound training system for multiple disciplines. It promotes a true “partnership” with your horse, something every rider should strive for!
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